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 PREFACE 
 
This Comhairle social policy report on Family Matters has been prepared to mark the 
tenth anniversary of the International Year of the Family.  The National Social Service 
Board published a social policy report in September 19941, during the Year of the 
Family, which was based on feedback from Citizens Information Centres at the time. 
This report examines the changes in family policy, social context and family support 
needs since the 1994 report.  The 1994 report cited as the main themes; marriage 
breakdown, lone parents and cohabitation and stressed the need for “a stronger 
emphasis on joint parenting” as a “key underlying principal in legal and social welfare 
provision for families. 
 
Social policy feedback is based on the view that problems experienced by people, as 
reflected in queries to Citizens Information Centres (CICs) and the Citizens 
Information Phone Service (CIPS), are an important source of information, which can 
be used to advise government on aspects of social policy and the development of 
social services.  It allows current systems to be modified and informs future debates. 
Social policy feedback has an important role to play in the social policy process 
because it enables the realities of society to be reflected back to Government. It is an 
approach that is practical, immediate and based on people's individual experiences. 
 
The report identifies recent trends in family formation. It also sets out the main policy 
provisions for families in the Republic of Ireland and the support services (statutory 
and voluntary) available to families. Some of the policy issues arising from queries to 
CICs have been identified as have the issues identified by a number of agencies 
working with families.  Some of the limitations of existing family policy have been 
described and a number of key implications for future family policy in Ireland have 
been outlined. 
 
While there have been major positive changes in family support structures since 
1994, some of the issues raised in the 1994 report still remain key issues. The 
changing economic context in which families are functioning ten years on has also 
created new challenges.   
 
This report raises a number of important policy issues some similar to those identified 
in the 1994 report and some which have emerged since. Underlying these issues is 
the need to promote family and work balance, support caring in the home and 
develop an ethos of joint parenting in the context of a range of diverse and changing 
family structures.  
 
Comhairle is very aware of the complexity of family-related issues and of the difficulty 
in providing adequately for all eventualities. The ability of families to function 
effectively is affected by their level of access to income, housing, employment and 
health services. Addressing issues of inequality in these domains is a central element 
in enhancing family life.  Easy access to information, counselling, mediation and 
other family support services is necessary to encourage parental responsibility and 
support joint parenting.  Childcare services are necessary for both working and stay 
at home parents and significant additional affordable childcare places are required. 
 
While many families are experiencing greater pressures in recent years as a result of 
factors such as increased house prices, longer commuting time and a more complex 
social environment for bringing up children, there are some families who have 

                                                 
1 National Social Service Board (1994), Family Matters: A Social Policy Report. 
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particular problems. Low-income families in workless households are at a particular 
disadvantage.  Many lone parent families experience welfare/work traps. People in 
co-habiting relationships have relatively little protection under Irish law at present and 
are treated differently than married couples under taxation laws.   Many full-time 
family carers (of people with disabilities and older people) have difficulty in accessing 
appropriate support services, experience high levels of stress and some experience 
financial hardship.      
 
While many of the recommendations of the Commission on the Family, which 
reported in 1998, have been implemented (wholly or partly) and while a number of 
new initiatives have been introduced, there is still a need to adequately resource 
community-based family support services.  Despite the establishment of co-
ordinating structures at various levels, a truly collaborative approach to family issues 
has not emerged. In addition to the provision of a range of support services for 
families and children, family policy needs to tackle underlying inequalities in families’ 
access to income, health services, housing, education and childcare facilities.       
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CHAPTER ONE 
Focus and Background 
 
1.1 Introduction 
The report deals with issues and problems relating to families. It includes an analysis 
of queries on family matters presented to Citizens Information Centres (CICs)2 during 
May 2004 identified by information workers as having a policy dimension.  Queries to 
CICs are an important source of feedback to Comhairle, which can be used to advise 
government on aspects of social policy and on the development of the social 
services.  A number of other voluntary and statutory agencies working with families 
were consulted during the preparation of the report and their views and perspectives 
are included in the analysis of issues. 
 
The aims of the Report are threefold: 
 
(i) To identify family-related policy issues which arise out of individual queries to 

CICs;  
 
(ii) To analyse these issues in the context of existing social policy and legislation 

and in the context of the findings of family related research and the 
experience of other agencies working in the field; 

 
(iii) To set out a policy agenda arising out of the analysis and to make 

recommendations where appropriate. 
 
This chapter describes the background and focus of the Report and discusses the 
concept of 'family'. 

 
1.2 CIC Queries 
During 2003 CICs throughout the country dealt with over 600,000 queries. 
Approximately 40 per cent of these related to social welfare issues with the 
remainder relating to health, family, employment, justice and tax matters. The most 
recent CIC survey, (Nua 2004), showed that 7 per cent of queries related to specific 
family matters, e.g., separation/divorce, custody/access/guardianship issues and 
issues relating to the family home. 
 
CICs were requested to monitor queries relating to family matters during May 2004 
and to record details of those deemed to have a policy feedback dimension on a 
separate record sheet. CIC personnel were also asked to comment on the availability 
and adequacy of support services relevant to the particular queries identified. The 
record sheets were designed to facilitate use of data that emerged or could be 
inferred from processing the query. CICs were not requested to ask clients for 
additional information.  A total of 97 record sheets returned by 23 CICs were included 
in the overall analysis3.   

 
It should be noted that this was a once-off monitoring of queries on family matters 
and was not a comprehensive coverage of family matters as presented to CICs. 
However, the information provided on the record sheets highlighted a number of 
important family-related issues. The information was processed and analysed and is 
presented in Chapter Four of this report. 
                                                 
2 There are 102 CICs located throughout the country which are supported by Comhairle 
3 Additional data was provided by 4 other CICs.  
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1.3 The Concept of ‘Family’ 
The family is regarded by the Constitution as "the natural, primary and fundamental 
group of society" (Bunreacht na hEireann, 1937, Art. 41.1.1) and the State 
guarantees to protect it in its constitution and authority. The State also pledges itself 
"to guard with special care the institution of marriage, on which the family is founded 
and to protect it against attack" (Bunreacht na hEireann, 1937, Art. 41.3.3). 
 
It is now widely accepted that the concept of ‘family’ encompasses a complex set of 
relationships and living arrangements. The United Nations (1990) refers to the family 
as "a basic social group composed of a married or unmarried couple and children, 
including adopted ones" (p.290). The International Year of the Family, 1994, used the 
term 'family' as an embracing, all-inclusive one, covering a wide range of structures 
and functions and had as one of its aims to recognise, support and empower diverse 
family forms. The European Court of Human Rights (1994) referred to ties and bonds 
"amounting to family life" such as those that exist between some couples who are 
neither married nor co-habiting. Daly (2004) suggests that a definition of family 
should be capable of embracing diverse family forms, including grandparents and 
children, foster parents and children, lone parents, unmarried partners and children 
and same sex parents and children.  
 
In addition to the family based on marriage (with or without children), there are a 
number of other family types, e.g., lone mothers or fathers (widowed, separated or 
deserted) and children, co-habiting couples with children, single parents (usually a 
mother with one or more children), families brought up by grandparents and 
separated families who may live in two different households but who are still families.  
The 2002 Census of Population shows that the fastest growing family types in Ireland 
were lone parents and cohabiting couples. However, the largest family type 
continues to be two first-time married parents with children. 
 
Since families may cross several households, there is a need to distinguish between 
households and families (Daly 2004). There are also more families from different 
ethnic and cultural backgrounds and a growing number of mixed race families. In 
recent years, as will be set out below, various legislative changes and social welfare 
provisions have been introduced in Ireland to reflect a broader understanding of 
family.  
 
1.4 Outline of Report 
The report contains seven chapters: 
 
Chapter One describes the background and focus of the study and the methodology 
used. It also discusses the concept of 'family' and sets out some recent trends in this 
regard. 
 
Chapter Two sets out a number of factors which relate to families in Ireland in the 
21st century. These include trends in family formation, social inclusion, women’s 
participation in the labour force, the family as a caring unit and particular factors in 
relation to lone parent families.    
 
Chapter Three describes the main aspects of family policy in Ireland and the main 
factors contributing to its development. 
 
Chapter Four describes the main findings arising out of an analysis of 98 CIC query 
record sheets dealing with family-related policy issues. A number of themes emerged   
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– income support, housing/accommodation, access to services and supports and 
issues arising from family/relationship breakdown, lone parenting and co-habitation. 
The themes are illustrated with appropriate case examples.  
 
Chapter Five presents the main findings from semi-structured interviews with 16 
selected agencies and personnel working with families and/or children. 
 
Chapter Six discusses the implications for Irish family policy of the issues that 
emerged in the earlier chapters. A number of factors, which impinge on families and 
related policies, are set out and the policy implications noted.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
Family Matters: Key Factors 
 
2.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses seven broad factors which need to be taken into account in 
considering family policy in Ireland in the 21st century: 
 

 trends in family formation,  
 increasing labour force participation among women; 
 the role of the family as a caring unit and the support structures required; 
 reconciliation of work and family life;  
 joint parenting;  
 social inclusion (income support, housing/accommodation and access to 

health services and education); and    
 particular matters that relate to lone parent families. 

 
2.2 Trends in Family Formation 
Fahey and Russell (2001) identified three key factors affecting family formation in 
Ireland  -- decline in fertility, the growth and pattern of lone parenthood and changes 
in household/family size. These have resulted in a considerable diversification in 
family structures over the last two decades.  It should be noted that recent research4 
(McKeown, Pratschke and Haase 2003) found that the type of family – whether it is a 
one or two-parent household and whether the parents are married, cohabiting, single 
or separated - has virtually no impact on family well-being. Rather the physical and 
psychological well-being of parents and children are shaped primarily by family 
processes, particularly processes involving the ability to resolve conflicts and 
arguments, and by the personality traits of parents.  
 
2.2.1 Marital Status 
Table 2.1 analyses the population aged 15 years and over by marital status in 1986, 
1991, 1996 and 2002. 
 
Table 2.1 Population aged 15 years of age and over classified by marital 
status, 1986, 1991, 1996 and 2002 
 
Years       Population 15+         Single             Married       Separated (incl. divorced)     Widowed 
                                                          Thousands 
1986             2,515.9               988.3             1,304.1                37.2                                  186.3 
1991             2,585.1            1,012.9             1,329.4                55.1                                  187.7 
1996             2,766.7            1,137.9             1,356.6                87.8                                  184.4 
2002             3,089.8            1,314.7             1,454.4              133.8                                  186.9 
                                                 Percentage change 
1986/1991          2.8                    2.5                   1.9                 48.1                                     0.7 
1991/1996          7.0                  12.3                   2.0                59.2                                    -1.8 
1996/2002        11.7                  15.5                   7.2                52.4                                     1.3 
 
Source: Central Statistics Office, 2003 
 
The population aged 15 years of age and over increased by 11.7 per cent between 
1996 and 2002. However, the number of single persons grew by 15.5 per cent over 
the same period while the increase in the number of married persons was just over 7 
per cent. Given that over 90 per cent of marriages occur between persons aged 
                                                 
4 A summary of the study’s findings is available at www.welfare.ie  
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under 35 years of age, the proportion of the 35-44 year age group who are single is a 
good indicator of long-term trends in the population who never marry.  The proportion 
of 35-44 year olds who are single has increased at all censuses since 1986  (CSO 
2003). 
 
2.2.2 Marital Breakdown: Separation and Divorce 
The number of separated persons (including divorced) increased by over a half 
between 1996 and 2002. Within the overall separated category the number of 
persons recorded as divorced more than trebled, from 9,800 to 35,100, between 
1996 and 2002, reflecting to a large extent the legalisation of divorce in the State in 
1997. Females accounted for 58 per cent of separated persons and 53.9 per cent of 
divorced persons in 2002. An indication of the relative extent of marital breakdown is 
provided by expressing the number of separated and divorced persons as a 
percentage of the total number of ever-married persons. In 2002 this proportion stood 
at 7.5 per cent compared with 5.4 per cent six years earlier (Central Statistics Office 
2003). 
 
2.2.3 Living Arrangements: Different Types of Households 
The average size of private households fell from 3.14 in 1996 to 2.94 in 2002. Table 
2.2 provides a breakdown of private households by composition in 1996 and 2002. 
 
Table 2.2: Private households by composition, 1996 and 2002 
                                                         Number of households                                    Change 1996-2002 
Composition of Household 
                                                                 1996       2002                                        Actual              Percentage 
                                                                    Thousands                                                                        % 
One person                                              241.8      277.6                                            35.7                 14.8 
Couple*                                                    152.5      211.4                                            58.9                 38.7 
Couple* with children                               440.4      489.5                                            49.1                 11.1 
Couple* with other persons                       16.9        17.2                                              0.3                   1.8 
Couple* with children and other persons  59.3        44.3                                           -15.0                -25.3 
Lone parent with children                        105.4      131.2                                            25.8                 24.5 
Lone parent with children  
and other persons                                     20.1         19.4                                            -0.7                   -3.3 
Two or more family units                             6.1           5.7                                            -0.4                   -6.5 
Non-family households                              80.7         91.7                                           11.0                   13.6 
Total                                                      1,123.2   1,288.0                                          164.7                  14.7 
* Couples include both married and cohabiting couples. 
Source: Central Statistics Office 2003 
 
Between 1996 and 2002 the total number of private households increased by 
164,700 (14.7%). Households comprising childless couples (whether married or not) 
represented the fastest growing category - up 38.7 per cent in six years. The number 
of households consisting solely of couples with children increased by 11.1 per cent in 
the same period. Households consisting of lone parents with children increased by 
25,800 (24.5%) between 1996 and 2002 while the rate of growth (14.8%) of one-
person households just exceeded the overall average increase for this period. Multi-
family households declined in number during the intercensal period. 
 
2.2.4 Fertility Rate And Size of Family Units 
The decline in the total fertility rate, from over four in the 1960s to less than two in the 
1990s, has had a major impact on family size. Fertility rates in Ireland are below 
replacement level but with inward migration they are sufficient to sustain population 
growth for the forseeable future. The most widespread component of the fall in 
fertility in Europe is the decline of large families.  “The fundamental problem is that 
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popular culture in Europe has turned against the ideal of the large family (European 
Foundation for the Improvement in Living and Working Conditions 2004: 6).    
 
Four main issues affecting fertility have been identified by Fahey and Russell (2001): 

•  a low level of public support for families with children,   
•  a poorly developed and under funded childcare system,  
•  rapidly rising demand for female paid labour and   
•  rapidly rising house prices.  
 

However, they also note that the fertility rate does not reflect the comparative impact 
one might expect of these factors and point to a persistence of large households in 
Ireland.  The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions (2004) concluded that; “it was clear that labour market policies feature 
very strongly in people’s views on what governments should do to help families. 
Financial support in the form of child allowances also features highly, as do childcare 
provisions, though it might be considered surprising that they do not top the list” (p 5). 
 
Table 2.3 shows the evolution of family size over the period 1981 to 2002.  The 
number of families in the State increased by over 30 per cent in the period 1981-
2002.  The fastest growing category was families consisting of couples (whether 
married or not) without children. Their number increased by 79.2 per cent since 1981. 
There was also strong growth in families with one or two children, while the number 
of families with four or more children almost halved over the twenty-one year period. 
Over three-quarters of all families in 2002 contained two children or less compared 
with 61.8 per cent in 1981. The average number of children per family fell from 2.2 to 
1.6 over the same period. 
 
 
Table 2.3 Family units classified by number of children, 1981–2002 

                                                                          1981              1986         1991             1996            2002 

Number of Children 
                                                                                                                      Thousands 
None                                                              130.0             132.1         145.4            173.5              232.9 
One                                                                155.5             161.7         174.2            195.7              243.1 
Two                                                                151.6             168.4         182.5            203.5              234.8 
Three                                                             116.7             128.3         130.4            131.9              134.7 
Four or more                                                  153.9              148.9        125.3            102.3                78.9 
Total family units                                            707.6              739.5        757.9            806.8              924.5 
Total children in family units                       1,577.3           1,605.9     1,523.9          1,470.2           1,470.8 
Average number of children per family             2.2                  2.2             2.0               1.8                    1.6 
Source: Central Statistics Office 2003 
 
2.2.5 Births outside Marriage 
The role of marriage in family formation is less dominant and clearcut than it once 
was. Marriage rates have fallen and marriage breakdown has increased. A rapid 
increase in the share of fertility occurring outside marriage began in the 1980s and 
continued unabated during the 1990s. However, Fahey and Russell (2001) note that 
it appears that large proportions of those who begin childbearing outside of marriage 
subsequently enter marriage, though the exact proportion has not been fully 
quantified. They comment that little is known about the incidence, timing, 
determinants or effects of this movement. For example, they note that little is known 
about the patterns of exit from lone parenthood through the formation of new unions. 
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2.2.6 Cohabiting Couples 
Table 2.4 provides information on the number of cohabiting couples in 1996 and 
2002 classified by size of family unit. In total there were 77,600 family units 
consisting of cohabiting couples in 2002, up from 31,300 six years earlier. Almost two 
thirds of these were childless couples. Of the remaining 29,700 family units, over half 
had just one child. Overall, cohabiting couples accounted for 8.4 per cent of all family 
units in 2002 compared with 3.9 per cent in 1996. Those without children accounted 
for one in five of all childless couples in 2002, while those with children represented 
5.5 per cent of all couples with children. The number of children living with cohabiting 
parents increased from 23,000 in 1996 to 51,700 in 2002. 
 
 
Table 2.4 Cohabiting couples by size of family unit, 1996 and 2002 
Number of Children                                      1996                                            2002 
                                                                                        Thousands 
None                                                            18.6                                              47.9 
One                                                                6.6                                              15.7 
Two                                                                3.5                                                8.8 
Three or more                                                2.6                                                5.2 
Total family units                                          31.3                                              77.6 
Total children in family units                         23.0                                              51.7 
Average number of children per family           0.7                                               0.7 
Source: Central Statistics Office 2003 
 
A more in-depth analysis of the data relating to cohabiting couples (CSO 2003) 
shows that over three quarters of cohabiting couples without children were unions in 
which both partners were single, while in a further 5.8 per cent of cases both partners 
were separated. The corresponding proportions for cohabiting couples with children 
were 58.8 per cent and 11.5 per cent respectively. Over half of the females and 40 
per cent of the males in cohabiting relationships were in their twenties. The number 
of same sex cohabiting couples recorded in the 2002 Census increased from around 
150 in 1996 to almost 1,300 in the most recent census. Two-thirds of these were 
male couples. 
 
The increasing prevalence of extra-marital cohabitation in Ireland has led to calls to 
amend existing laws to recognise and regulate extra-marital cohabitation. The Law 
Reform Commission (Law Reform Commission 2004) has recently published a 
Consultation5 Paper on the rights and duties of cohabitees. The Commission 
proposes a scheme, which would impose legal rights and duties on cohabitees who 
satisfy certain criteria. Such cohabitees are described as ‘qualified cohabitees’, i.e.,  
“persons who, although they are not married to one another, live together in a 
‘marriage like’ relationship for a continuous period of three years or two years where 
there is a child of the relationship” (p.4). The Commission acknowledges that 
‘marriage like’ relationships exist between same-sex couples as well as opposite-sex 
couples. In order to qualify, a cohabitee must not be a party to an existing marriage. 
The Commission points out that this latter exclusion is necessitated by Article 41.3 of 
the Constitution which states that  “The state pledges itself to guard with special care 
the institution of marriage on which the Family is founded, and to protect it against 
attack”. In determining whether the parties have been living together in a ‘marriage 
like’ relationship, it is suggested that the court would consider a wide range of 
factors.  
 
                                                 
5 This Consultation Paper is intended to form the basis for discussion and accordingly the 
recommendations, conclusions and suggestions are provisional. The Commission will make 
its final recommendations  following further consideration of the issues and consultation. 
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The Commission also proposes that in exceptional circumstances qualified 
cohabitees should be entitled to apply for property adjustment orders on the break up 
of the relationship. The Commission also examines succession rights and proposes 
that qualified cohabitees be given the right to apply for relief where they feel that 
proper provision has not been made for them in the will of the deceased or under the 
intestacy rules.  
 
2.2.7 Lone Parent Families 
There were almost 153,900 lone parent families in Ireland in 2002. Nearly 85 per 
cent of them were headed by females (see Table 2.5 below).  Over half (52%) were 
families with one child and almost one-third were families where all the children were 
under 15 years of age. 
 
 
Table 2.5 Lone Parent Families in Ireland, 2002 
 
Type of Family Unit                                                                   Number of children in family unit                       
                                                       Total Family Units 
                                                                                            1                 2       3           4       5         6           7 or more
Lone mother with children (of any age)                                             Number of Family Units 
All children under 15 years                    46,337               24,209      14,463   5,391  1,646    461  130               37      
 
All children aged 15 years +                  68,100               43,152       17,389  5,532   1,502   402     90             33       
Remainder                                             15,927                    –             5,488 5,282   3,009 1,342  472            334       
Total                                                    130,364              67,361        37,340 16,205 6,157 2,205  692             404      
Lone father with children (of any age) 
All children under 15 years                      3,930                2,266          1,093      425    110     28        6                2      
All children aged 15 years and over      17,138              10,830         4,432    1,406    355     85      21                9 
Remainder                                               2,431                  –                834        823    468    182     66              58      
Total                                                      23,499              13,096         6,359     2,654    933    295     93             69      
Total                                                    153,863             80,457       43,699   18,859 7,090 2,500   785            473 
Source: Central Statistics Office 2003 
 
Further analysis of these figures (CSO 2003) indicates that in almost 40 per cent of 
lone parent families a widowed person was the parent. In a further 32 per cent the 
lone parent was separated or divorced. Single parents accounted for 23.9 per cent of 
all lone parent families in 2002. 
 
Table 2.6 shows that in 2003 there were over 80,000 families in receipt of One 
Parent Family Payment. The number of recipients almost doubled in the period 1994 
to 2003.  In addition, in 2003 there were 8,687 recipients of Widow/er’s  
(Contributory) Pension and 4,528 recipients of Deserted Wife’s Benefit who had 
qualified children, (i.e., under 18 years of age, or under 22 years if in full-time 
education).   
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Table 2.6: Number of Recipients of Deserted Wife’s Benefit, Deserted Wife’s 
Allowance, Prisoner’s Wife’s Allowance, Lone Parent’s Allowance and One Parent 
Family Payment 1994-2003 
 Deserted 

Wife’s  
Benefit+ 

Deserted 
Wife’s  
Allowance 

Prisoner’s 
Wife’s 
Allowance 

Lone 
Parent’s 
Allowance 

One-Parent 
Family 
Payment* 

Total 

1994 13,662 2,095      8 40,700          - 56,465
1995 14,284 2,125      7 45,779          - 62,195
1996 14,738 2,138      8 50,557          - 67,441
1997 14,387 1,960      5     -       58,960 75,312
1998 13,835 1,807      4     -       65,548 81,194
1999 13,242 1,709      4     -       70,387 85,342
2000 12,654 1,613      3     -       74,119 88.389
2001 12,177 1,612      2     -        77,142 90,933
2002 11,794 1,582      2     -       79,195 92,573
2003 11,339 1,523      2     -       79,296 92,160

*This was a new unified payment introduced in January 1997 to replace Lone Parent’s 
Allowance, Deserted Wife’s Allowance, Deserted Wife’s Benefit and Prisoner’s Wife’s 
Allowance. 

      + This includes families with and without dependant children.  
Source: Statistical Report on Social Services 2002 

  
2.2.8 Age Structure of Population and Dependency6 
The role and functioning of families is affected by the level of dependency in both 
individual families and in society generally. Dependency levels in the population at 
any given time are determined by the age structure which depends on past trends in 
fertility, mortality and migration. The young dependency ratio, which peaked in the 
1970s, has since been in decline and reached a low point in 2002. The old 
dependency ratio, which experienced a steady upward movement between 1926 and 
1966, has since declined moderately (CSO 2003). 

2.3 Labour Force Participation by Women   
The growth in the labour force recorded in recent censuses is largely due to a 
combination of the underlying growth in the population aged 15 years and over and 
increasing female labour force participation; the latter increased from 28.2 per cent in 
1971 to 47 per cent in 2002. Over the same period participation by males in the 
labour force declined steadily from 82.0 per cent to just below 70 per cent. 
 
Table 2.7:  Main Labour Market Indicators, 1971- 2002 
Census  Year      Persons in Labour Force                   Average labour force                      Annual Change 
                                                                                           participation rate                             
                                                                                      Male                         Female                                             
                                          Thousands                            %                              %                                          %      
1971                     1,125                                82.0                            28.2                                       0.0 
1981                                     1,271                               76.4                            29.7                                       1.2 
1986                                     1,330                               74.0                            32.2                                       0.9 
1991                                     1,383                               71.7                            35.9                                       0.8 
1996                                     1,534                               70.7                            40.7                                       2.1 
2002                                     1,801                               69.9                            47.0                                       2.7 
 
Female participation has increased sharply in recent decades to reach a high point of 
47 per cent in 2002 with most of the increase coming in the period since 1991. At the 
                                                 
6 The young and old dependency ratios are derived by expressing the young population (aged 
0-14 years) and the old population (aged 65 years and over) as percentages of the population 
of working age (15-64 years). The total dependency ratio is the sum of the young and old 
ratios. 
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same time, the percentage of women aged 15 years and over, describing their status 
as “engaged in home duties/looking after home/family”, declined from 61.9 per cent 
in 1971 to 26.6 per cent in 2002. 
 
Table 2.10 shows that the female employment rate in Ireland is broadly similar to the 
EU (prior to 2004 expansion) rate but lower than, for example, Denmark and the UK. 
 
Table 2:10:  Women’s Labour Market Participation, 2002 and Percentage Change 1997 -
2002 
 Female Employment Rate                  Change 1997-2002 
Ireland 55.4 9.5 
UK 65.3 2.1 
Spain 44.1 9.7 
Denmark 71.7 2.6 
EU 15 55.6 4.9 
Source: European Commission (2003) Employment in Europe. 
 
Women’s education participation rates in Ireland have also been increasing 
dramatically, and are set to increase further. In 1986, only 14 per cent of 20-24-year-
old Irish women were in education. In 1996, women’s education participation rate in 
this age group was 26 per cent, and by 2011 this is projected to increase to 35 per 
cent. The proportion of females in education in 2002 exceeded that of males for all 
single years of age in the range 15 to 24 years. The differential between males and 
females was widest for 18 year olds at 15.2 percentage points, i.e. 75.2 per cent of 
18-year-old females were in education compared with 60 per cent of males.  Over 28 
per cent of women in the 20-24 year age group were still in education in 2002 
compared to just below 22 per cent in 1996 (Central Statistics Office, 2003).  
 
2.4 The Family as a Caring Unit 
 
2.4.1 Tradition of Family Care 
The role of the family as a caring unit has been the subject of much discussion and 
debate in recent years due mainly to changes in work patterns and in the role of 
women in society.  
 
The strong tradition of family care in Ireland is evident both in policy statements and 
from surveys that seek to establish the popularity of different forms of care provision. 
Public opinion and policies are obviously inter-related - policy tends to influence 
opinions and attitudes, and vice versa.  
 
One of the earliest policy documents that clearly articulated the preference for home-
based as opposed to institutional care was the 1968 Care of the Aged Report which 
called for greater involvement of the voluntary and community sectors, but 
significantly not of the State, in the provision of community care (Yeates 1997). In 
accordance with the principle of subsidiarity, the report recommended that the State’s 
role (through Health Boards) be limited to providing financial assistance to voluntary 
bodies, and to monitoring the standards of service provision by the non-statutory 
sector. The 1985 Commission on Social Welfare focused attention on the carer by 
recommending the payment of the Prescribed Relative’s Allowance to the carer in the 
family rather than the person being cared for. The Years Ahead report (Department 
of Health 1988) called for greater recognition of family carers.    
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2.4.2  Role and Contribution of Care in the Home   
Care in the home, whether for small children, dependent older people or people with 
disabilities of whatever age, has become an issue of concern in recent years. 
Potential carers are more and more, either by necessity or choice, working outside 
the home. Contributory factors are career choice, spiralling housing costs, and a 
social welfare and tax system that does not provide adequate incentives and 
supports to people to stay at home to care for children or other dependants. 
Increased women’s participation in the labour market has resulted in greater attention 
being given to the phenomenon of caring in the home and its associated costs and 
the urgent need to reconsider how work and familial organisation can be harmonized.  
 
The relationship between care provided in the home by family members, the formal 
economy and the related intervention and support strategies that are put in place has 
become a central policy issue.  It has been argued, for example, that the “cost” of 
care in the home is much broader than the sum of the hours devoted to certain tasks. 
Care in the home differs from other economic activities in that it involves the 
development of personal relationships, which limits its potential for productivity 
increases. The economy has traditionally been defined as a closed system with a 
very narrow field of analysis - the public business world, where work is interpreted as 
employment.  As a result, ‘non-economic’ processes, such as caring in the home, 
which occur outside that field, may be invisible and not included in the overall   
assessment of economic output. 
 
2.4.3 Caring for People with Disabilities and Dependent Elders 
The issue of care in the home assumes its sharpest focus when applied to caring 
(particularly long-term caring) for people with disabilities and dependent elders. For 
example, the caregiving provided by parents of children with special needs occurs at 
a formative stage of their lives and may be intense and of long duration.  
 
Census 2002 shows that almost 324,000 persons, representing 8.3 per cent of the 
total population, had a long lasting health problem or disability in April 2002.   Almost 
149,000 persons aged 15 years and over (almost 5 per cent of the total population) 
indicated that they provide regular unpaid personal help for a friend or family member 
with a long-term illness, health problem or disability. Women accounted for nearly 
two-thirds of the total and over half of them were in their forties or fifties. Just over 
40,000 persons, representing more than one in four carers, provide regular unpaid 
help for 43 or more hours each week (i.e. on average more than six hours per day 
throughout the week). The HeSSOP study (Garavan et aI. 2001), which sought the 
views of a representative sample of older people, found that, on average, 21 per cent 
of the sample of older people received a high level of help from one or more people, 
that is, most of the day continuously, including at night.  In 2003, there were 21,316 
recipients of the Carer’s Allowance (a means-tested payment for full-time carers) and 
639 recipients of Carer’s Benefit (a short-term insurance based payment). 
 
The long-term effects of full-time caring on the physical and mental well-being 
of carers is a cause for concern.  A National Council on Ageing and Older 
People study (1997)7 found that one-third of carers were at risk of psychiatric 
illness.  In addition, almost a half of the carers reported experiencing physical 
strain in their roles; three-quarters found caring confining and felt socially 
isolated as a result, and almost half found their caring role upsetting because of 
the changing needs of the older people for whom they were caring.  A 

                                                 
7 O Donovan, O., Hodgins, M., Mc Kenna, V. and Kelleher, C., (1997) Training Carers of Older 
People: An Advisory Report. Report No. 47. The National Council on Ageing and Older People. 
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significant proportion of the carers reported that they found caring completely 
overwhelming.   
 
The existing care support system, which is already stretched, is likely to become 
even more so as the need for care services increases due to population ageing and 
increased life expectancy. While demographic change in Ireland will be less drastic 
than in many other Western countries (due to relatively high birth rates), the number 
and percentage share of older people will increase as people live longer and the birth 
rate decreases. The number of older people (those aged 65 years and over) is 
projected to double between 1996 and 2031 (Central Statistics Office 1999: 33). The 
percentage share of over 65-year-olds in the Irish population is forecast to increase 
by approximately six percentage points between1996 and the mid 2020s.  
 
The problem is all the more acute because institutional care, (in either public or 
private nursing homes), does not provide a viable alternative to informal care in the 
home. Residential care is unpopular (although attitudes may be changing), in short 
supply, very expensive to expand, and running against the basic principles of the 
conventional model of care and service provision in Ireland, which is heavily reliant 
on care in the community. 
 
2.5 Integrating Work and Family 
Increased attention is being paid at EU and national level to issues related to work –
life balance and the demands facing families in balancing paid work with family 
activities. Increasingly, policy is focusing on how people, particularly women, can be 
assisted in negotiating work and family obligations.  
 
There are currently some 85,000 (Central Statistics Office 2003) working carers in 
Ireland and this figure is likely to grow with growing labour force participation by 
women. Therefore, carer- friendly work arrangements will become increasingly 
necessary if people are to   balance the conflicting demands on their time and not to 
be forced to leave their jobs. Experience shows they have real difficulty re-entering 
the labour market when their period of care is over.  Caring over a long time causes 
financial hardship, loss of promotion opportunities, reduced earnings or loss of 
pension rights because of early retirement. With an ageing population and greater 
participation by women in the workplace it is only a matter of time before “elder care” 
emerges as an issue in the workplace.  
  
On the theme of reconciliation of employment and family life, the DSFA Consultative 
Fora (Daly 2004) reflected divergent views on the question of mother’s employment 
per se.  However, one view that was pervasive was that the reconciliation of work 
and family life is an issue more for women than for men because of the gendered 
value system that prevails in Ireland – “it is women who bear the brunt of changes in 
the family caused by their own employment…full-time motherhood is still highly 
valued in Ireland and yet mothers are under pressure to be employed as well” (p.38). 
Many people, particularly women, take on dual responsibilities - caring within the 
family and contributing to economic growth through participation in the workforce. 
 
The situation of women is compounded by the fact that women for the most part fill 
the role of secondary workers, resulting in: 
 

 gaps in earning levels; 
 women as minor contributors to household income; 
 women as unreliable workers because of having to take time out for 

maternity; 
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 the bulk of money they earn going on childcare. 
 

The Commission on the Family Report (1998) stated that “social partnership 
objectives should support and promote the introduction of ‘family friendly’ flexibility in 
work arrangements – job-sharing, extended leave arrangements, career breaks, 
term-time working and parental leave to meet parents’ needs” (p.19). Daly (2004) 
concluded that future policy has to find a way of valuing work in the home and of 
rewarding or compensating those who do it  - “care for children needs to be 
financially viable as well as socially valued” (p.39).  Employers also should have an 
interest in retaining experienced, skilled workers. However, it was noted that in 
practice many employers do little or nothing to take account of the family lives of their 
workers. “There are hardly any workplace crèches available in Ireland … and part-
time, flexi-time and arrangements such as term-time working are very scarce” (Daly 
2004:41). Also, in many instances there is no provision to replace a worker who is 
absent for family reasons. The availability and cost of childcare is also a key issue for 
working parents. 
 
The Government and the Social Partners are committed to promoting flexible working 
arrangements  “to maintain and improve productivity and competitiveness, to ensure 
equality of opportunity between men and women, and to achieve the required 
balance between flexibility and security and to increase the quality of jobs.”8  This is 
to be achieved through identifying relevant options for enterprise-level, family-friendly 
policies and practices and putting in place practical guidelines at national level 
accordingly. The identification of potential barriers and impediments to the provision 
of family-friendly policies and possible solutions to such difficulties are also on the 
policy agenda.  
 
2.6 Joint Parenting 
With rates of divorce and births outside marriage increasing, providing for children 
whose parents are not living together is becoming an increasingly important question 
in policy debates.  
 
The debate on joint parenting also includes a focus on both the changing relationship 
between the State and the family and the changing roles between women and men. 
(Skevik 2004) points to the need for fathers to have as big a place in children’s lives 
as mothers, in the best interests of themselves, the mothers and, most importantly, 
the children. Sharing the care and upbringing is as important as financial provision.  
This is a move away from the male breadwinner concept of fatherhood. 
 
In terms of provision for children whose parents are not living together, one view is 
that a move in the direction of a dual breadwinner model is crucial. In Norway, for 
example (Skevik, 2004), maintenance payments assessments are clearly guided by 
‘dual earner/dual carer’ assumptions. They assume that custodial parents (‘lone 
mothers’) will be employed, and may in some cases make as much money as their 
ex-partners. Similarly, they take into account that non-resident fathers continue to 
care for their children, through contact arrangements that may be quite extensive. 
They presuppose, in short, a world in which both mothers and fathers continue to 
work and care, even when they are not living together.  
 
Lewis (2002), however, argues that, in most Western European countries, the 
change in the framework of ideas about the nature and extent of contributions that 
men and women make, or should make, to households, have outrun the social 

                                                 
8 Report to the United Nations on the National Plan for Women, 2002; Sustaining Progress, 2003 
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reality.  The male breadwinner model has been eroded but the social reality is still far 
from a family comprised of self-sufficient, autonomous individuals. Mothers are more 
likely to work part-time, women’s wages are typically lower than men’s and women 
do the bulk of caring but  “policies are still based on the assumption that men and 
women are equal, both in the labour market and in the family (Skevik 2004:17). 
 
There is a particular issue in relation to lone parents who may be under pressure to 
work full-time and fully provide for their families in a situation where very high 
proportions of married women still work only part-time, the labour market remains 
segregated and women typically earn lower wages than men. 
  
Commenting on a new Norwegian child maintenance system (introduced in 2001), 
where both parents’ earning and caring responsibilities are taken into account in the 
assessment of maintenance, Skevik (2004:18) noted that: 
. 

Parents living apart are expected to co-operate actively and share the care of their 
children in a way few married parents do. Non-resident fathers are encouraged to be 
pioneering new men - and their estranged ex-partners are expected to roll out the red 
carpet. Yet even though many parents living apart are resourceful and cooperate 
well, others are locked in deep conflicts and struggle to sort out financial as well as 
emotional issues.  

 
Skevik went on to point out that among parents living apart, we find many of the most 
vulnerable individuals and families. For that reason, this may not be the point in their 
lives where they are willing or able to become innovative in joint parenting. “In their 
eagerness to promote the dual earner/dual carer family, Norwegian policy makers 
may be putting an undue stress on vulnerable families” (p.18).  
 
2.7 Childcare 
A key issue in Ireland remains the accessibility and affordability of childcare.  Duncan 
and Strell (2004) note that in many European countries childcare is conceived mainly 
as good for children, focused on the quality of children’s early years and concerned 
especially that they have the opportunity to learn how to interact with other children 
and be prepared for entry into the formal education system  
 

Childcare was not simply seen as a way for mothers to get into paid employment; 
rather it was seen as essential for the social development of children and therefore as 
part of all good mothering … Childcare in Norway has always been more concerned 
with the needs of children and less with the needs of working mothers. State 
involvement in day care would enhance children’s equal opportunities and reduce 
social disadvantage (Duncan and Strell 2004:50). 

 
Using public day care, and benefiting from the opportunities for paid work that this 
allowed, was morally justified in terms of children’s needs for social development and 
education. It was not justified simply in terms of the economic benefits to mothers 
….this was re-enforced by the idea that a good mother should have a rich and 
rewarding social life herself in contrast to a ‘poor’ existence at home (Duncan and 
Strell 2004:51). 

 
The Commission on the Family Report (1998) concluded that in Ireland “the 
opportunities for lone parent families to improve their financial situation are severely 
limited because there is only one parent to carry the childcare responsibility as well 
as being the main breadwinner.  

 
Even though some employers are offering part-time and flexi-time work options as 
well as teleworking opportunities, Ireland still lags behind some other European 
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countries in the area of childcare9: Only a minority of working parents have the 
freedom and flexibility to organise their working day around the care of their children. 
A recent survey10 of 100 Irish businesses found that 32 per cent do not provide 
parental leave despite a legal requirement to do so.  The UK Government has 
recently introduced generous tax-breaks for parents who employ a nanny. In Finland 
all childcare is regulated and subsidised and parental leave allows for children to be 
cared for at home up to the age of three. In Sweden, childcare is state-funded and 
paid parental leave, which can be taken by either parent, provides for up to 18 
months leave per child. Parents of children under 8 are entitled to a 6-hour day and 
parents are allowed a further 90 days off per year for family reasons. 
 
2.8 Families and Social Inclusion 
 
2.8.1 Poverty Levels 
In Ireland, poverty levels have been falling during the last decade. In 1994, when 
data was first collected, 15 per cent of the population were defined as experiencing 
`consistent poverty', i.e. those living on 60% of mean income and lacking certain 
basic necessities. In 2001, the latest year for which data is available, the proportion 
living in consistent poverty was 5 per cent. In 2002, the Government revised its 
targets in the National Anti-Poverty Strategy to "reduce the numbers of those who 
are `consistently poor' below 2% and, if possible, eliminate consistent poverty". It is 
important to note in this context that families with children are more likely to live in 
poverty than other households, particularly one-parent families, of whom 24 per cent 
were consistently poor in 2001 as well as two-parent families with four or more 
children of whom 10 per cent were consistently poor in 2001 (Whelan et al. 2003). 

 
The consistent poverty measure includes deprivation as well as income and reflects 
the inability to afford a meal, coat or shoes. While such poverty has decreased, the 
income distribution gap has widened resulting in an increase of relative income 
poverty from 15.6 per cent to 22 per cent. While incomes from work generally 
increased, the incomes of those in insecure employment, low-paid jobs and on social 
welfare benefit have not kept pace with those of higher earners.  As more people are 
falling below average income, the relative income poverty level has increased.     
 
According to Layte et al (2001), the risk of poverty for households headed by people 
who are ill or disabled has risen sharply. The extra costs incurred by people with 
disabilities in terms of heating their homes, buying aids and adaptations and meeting 
medical expenses is a recurring topic of concern and discussion.  Whelan et al 
(2003) found that increases in income poverty were particularly striking for older 
people, the retired, those in home duties and people who were ill or disabled. 
 
2.8.2 Low-income Children 
The risk of poverty among larger families appears to have grown as their numbers 
have become fewer in the 1980s and 1990s. (Fahey and Russell 2001).  In 
November 2002, Dublin City Council published a report11 profiling its tenants. The 
report provided an insight into the socio-demographic, income and spatial patterns of 
24,073 households and 67,960 individuals during 2001. While the poverty levels 
recorded were high for all types of local authority households, the report highlighted 
three household types that were at greatest risk of experiencing poverty. These are 

                                                 
9  OECD (2003) Babies and Bosses,   
10  Cited in Irish Examiner 18/5/2004      
  
11 Profile of Households Accommodated by Dublin City Council, (2002) 
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lone parent households (61.7 per cent in poverty), single adult households (74.9 per 
cent in poverty) and large families with two or more adults and four or more children 
(78.8 per cent in poverty). 
 
The Commission on the Family Report (1998) noted that lone parent families face a 
higher risk of poverty than children in two parent families (p.17).  Daly and Leonard 
(2003) identified three potential risks for children in low-income families – exclusion 
from the social world of their peers, leaving school early and not achieving their full 
potential, exposure to the risk of growing up in a harsh environment and turning to 
joy-riding and, additionally for girls (early) lone motherhood. These authors further 
found that while almost all of the families in their study fell below one poverty 
threshold or another, “their members led impoverished lives not just because of 
financial shortages but also because of an insufficiency of services and of the 
capacities and resources needed to change their situation” (p.204).  
 
2.8.3 Work Poor Households           
Household joblessness has serious implications for the financial situation of 
households and consequently for the psychological well-being of their members. It 
also has important implications for the scale of public support necessary to prevent 
poverty. Russell et al. (2004)12 define a work-poor household as one in which none of 
the working age adults has a paid job. They concluded from their research that there 
was a significant fall in the number of households where no working age adult was at 
work during the period 1994-2000 and a decline in work poverty among households 
with children. They noted that the greatest risk of work poverty is now in households 
of older people (55 - 64), lone parents, people with health and disability problems, 
people with no qualifications and those with a history of unskilled work.  They also 
pointed out that by 2000, lone parent benefits and disability/sickness benefits had 
become a more important source of income for work-poor households than 
unemployment benefits. The authors concluded that since households with children 
tend to also have a high, unpaid workload due to domestic and caring commitments 
some of this group may consider themselves over-worked rather than work-rich.  
 
2.8.4 Housing and Accommodation 
Housing and accommodation plays a crucial role in the quality of life of families of all 
ages. The ongoing increase in house prices in Ireland means that more and more 
young families are finding it difficult to make ends meet even where there are dual 
earners. The shortfall in social housing relative to demand is a significant factor for 
low-income households, an increasing number of whom have to rely on the private 
rented sector for housing. 
 
Table 2.9: Percentage distribution of housing units by occupancy 
status, 1961 to 2002 
 
Occupancy status                          1961     1971    1981  1991      2002 
LA rented                                       18.4       15.9     12.7    9.7         6.9 
Other rented                                   17.2       10.9       8.1    7.0       11.1 
Owner occupied                             53.6        60.7    67.9   80.2      77.4 
Other                                              10.8      12.5      11.2    3.0        4.6 
Total                                               100.0  100.0     100.0  100.0   100.0 
 
 

                                                 
12 Work-Poor Households: The Welfare Implications Of Changing Household Employment 
Patterns, ESRI. 
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Table 2.9 (above) sets out the changes that have occurred since 1961 in the 
occupancy status of dwellings. The number of Local Authority rented dwellings has 
declined at each census since 1961. At that stage there were over 124,000 Local 
Authority rented dwellings, representing 18.4 per cent of the housing stock. By 2002 
the number of Local Authority dwellings had fallen to 88,000, representing a share of 
6.9 per cent. 
 
The number of private rented dwellings almost doubled (from 71,000 to 141,000) 
between 1991 and 2002 following declines observed during the previous thirty years. 
One in nine dwellings are now rented privately. Owner occupied dwellings continue 
to be the most prevalent occupancy status. While the number of such dwellings 
increased by 22.7 per cent (from 807,000 to 991,000) during the most recent 
intercensal period, their share of all housing units actually fell from 80.2 per cent in 
1991 to 77.4 per cent in 2002 – the first time such a decline was recorded in recent 
decades. 

“ 
2.8.5 Health 
Daly and Leonard (2003) noted from their study of low-income families that the state 
of people’s physical and mental health was often poor as was their general quality of 
life. 
 

The income, which people had available to them made a healthy diet difficult if not 
impossible. A related matter was intergenerational transmission of ill-health, 
especially in terms of health-related practices and behaviour (p.205).  

 
A recent report  (Public Health Alliance Ireland 2004) highlighted a number of 
significant health inequalities, as follows: 
 

 Low-income groups who do not have access to a medical card are more likely 
not to use services due to an inability to pay. 
 
 People who are poor and excluded get sick more often and die younger than 

people who are better off. 
  
 Nearly one in ten Irish children live in consistent poverty, while one in four live 

in relative poverty. Poverty damages children’s health and can have 
detrimental, lifelong effects. 
 
 Travellers live on average 11 years less than settled people. The number of 

Traveller families living on the road is the same as it was in the 1960s. 
 
 Children born in less well off areas are more likely to die before the age of 

one year than those born in more advantaged areas. 
 

 Kelleher et al. (2003) found that 33 per cent of men and 45 per cent of women 
identified financial problems as the greatest factor preventing them improving 
their health. 

 
2.8.6 Education 
Research shows that the family is a key factor in the transmission of educational 
advantage and disadvantage and that the educational attainment of children is 
strongly associated with the income of their parents, particularly income during the 
early years of the child’s life (McLanaghan 1997).  Low educational attainment of 
parents is a strong predictor that a child will also have a low educational attainment. 
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It is scarcely surprising then that in Ireland the levels of participation in third level 
education are much higher among those from higher socio-economic groups.    
 
Russell et al. (2004) noted the strong relationship between educational qualifications 
and the rate of worklessness - 29 per cent in respect of households headed by those 
with no qualifications compared to 4 per cent of those in which the reference person 
had attended third level. While the incidence of worklessness fell at each level of 
educational attainment in most household types in the period 1994-2000, the 
incidence of work-rich households is strongly related to education.  
 
2.8.7 Effective Social Provision 
The inter-dependence of economic and social development is a key factor in effective 
social provision. The emerging emphasis on rights-based services focuses attention 
on families that have unequal access to basic services because of an inability to pay. 
Timonen (2003)13 argues that addressing the issue of inequality requires a re-
examination of the concept of social expenditure. She suggests that the adequacy of 
current social expenditure levels in Ireland is threatened by the level of income 
inequality that exists. The traditional emphasis on the duty of individuals and families 
to take care of their social protection needs through private insurances, informal help 
and other means such as savings may no longer be valid.    
 

As the differences in low and high wages, and between benefit income and income 
from work have increased, more redistribution through the benefit and tax system is 
needed to prevent an increase in post-tax, post-transfer inequality. In a society where 
the incomes derived from work – and social transfers – are highly unequal, the 
redistributive system has to work harder to iron out poverty and inequality. “If there is 
a genuine commitment to combat poverty and income inequality in Ireland, higher 
social expenditure is called for under the current circumstances  (p.52). 

 
 
2. 9 Particular Factors Relating to Lone Parent Families 
 
2.9.1 Lone Parent Profile  
Ireland now has among the highest proportion of lone parent families within the 
European Union, with over 11 per cent of households headed by a lone parent.   Up 
to 45 per cent are in employment, a low percentage compared to other countries 
(Dáil Debates February 2004).  Lone parent households experience particular 
difficulties combining their working and caring responsibilities and tend to experience 
other labour market disadvantages, e.g. low educational qualifications (Fahey and 
Russell 2001).  For most, the One Parent Family Payment14 is their main or only 
source of income.  The average duration of these payments is more than eight years.  
It is now widely accepted that long-term dependency on social welfare increases the 
likelihood of being at risk of poverty. In 2001, almost 43 per cent of lone parent 
families were at risk of poverty.  
  
Both unmarried and separated lone mothers have considerably lower education 
levels than the average for all mothers and are disproportionately drawn from the 
semi-skilled and unskilled social classes. Lone parents, especially unmarried lone 
                                                 
13 Timonen, V. (2003) Irish Social Expenditure in a Comparative International Context. Combat 
Poverty Agency. 
14DSFA is undertaking a review of OPFP in order to establish the extent to which the scheme 
might be a disincentive to recipients taking up employment and to making the transition to full-
time employment, greater self-sufficiency and an overall better standard of living for them and 
their children. It is envisaged that this will take account of relevant national and international 
research and policies in other jurisdictions.  
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parents, are over represented in local authority housing (Fahey and Russell 2001). 
Also, lone parents are disproportionately represented on local authority waiting lists. 
For example, it has been estimated (NESF 2000) that 60 per cent of those on Dublin 
Corporation’s housing list are lone parents.15 
 
2.9.2 Combining Work and Lone Parenting 
How lone mothers combine being mothers with employment has become a central 
policy issue in many western countries. Duncan and Strell (2004) point out that 
research shows that in Britain up to a half of mothers believe that paid work is 
essentially incompatible with good mothering, while most of the remainder would only 
consider part-time work around school hours. Post-1998 policy towards lone mothers 
in Norway takes the view that they should be workers in the labour market, at least 
after a child reaches his/her third birthday.   
 
Duncan and Strell (2004) found that the conflict between work and staying at home 
most often translated into the “need for part-time work, particularly ‘long’ part-time 
work, rather than supporting staying at home with the children to provide maternal 
care”. They also found that the needs of children and maternal responsibility towards 
them were seen to vary over time and in different circumstances and that  “children’s 
needs were not set in some absolute economic sense, but were negotiated in a 
moral and social environment, in day care centres, and schools” (p.47). 
 
Duncan and Strell reported the observation of one respondent who said that she 
found the term ‘full-time mothering’ a strange expression – “I am a mother all the day, 
always, whatever I do”. They suggest that motherhood and children should not be 
seen as non-work and that policies towards motherhood and employment should be 
based on an integration of both concepts. 
   
2.9.3 Lone Parents and Social Welfare  
A review of benefits for lone parents (DSCFA 2000) concluded that it was not 
possible to design benefits for this group without giving an incentive towards lone 
parenthood unless there was a radical change towards an individualised welfare 
system. Such a system would focus on “income support rather than contingency, 
possibly allied to a system of universal child support”  (p.138).  
  
2.9.4 Involvement of Fathers 
Since mothers constitute the bulk of one-parent families, it is not surprising that the 
involvement of non-resident fathers has become a topic of debate. Most policies that 
legislate for father involvement with non-resident children treat men as if they have 
obligations to only one set of children. However, non-resident fathers often have 
parenting obligations within and outside their current residences, and the complexity 
of these obligations may result in less economic support for and visitation with non-
resident children. 
  
Aside from providing financial support, there are important issues to be taken into 
account relating to, for example, non-resident fathers’ involvement in specific aspects 
of authoritative parenting, as opposed to leisure and recreational activities which may 
be more typical of non-resident father-child contact. 
 
Another aspect of non-resident fathers involvement refers to the availability of 
appropriate accommodation for fathers in situations of relationship/marriage 
breakdown. The National Economic and Social Forum (NESF 2000) reported on the 
                                                 
15 See also Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government, (September 2002), 
Assessment of Local Authority Housing Lists (March 2002), Housing Statistics Bulletin 
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plight of fathers who had nowhere to take their children when they gained access to 
them at the weekend.  
 
The rights of natural (non-marital) fathers was addressed by the Law Reform 
Commission Report on Illegitimacy (Law Reform Commission, 1982) which had 
among its recommendations that "both parents of a child should be the joint 
guardians, whether the child is born within or outside marriage". (Law Reform 
Commission 1982, p.178). Family law changed considerably with the enactment of 
the Status of Children Act, 1987.  This went a long way to establishing the rights of all 
children to legitimacy and protect their right to a share in the estate of their natural 
parents. However, the Act did not advance the rights of natural non-marital fathers to 
automatic guardianship of their children. The provision in the Act for non-marital 
fathers to go to the court to obtain access to their child(ren) may be less than 
satisfactory in that the onus is on the father to demonstrate a genuine and proper 
interest in the child. However, it should be noted that the issue of guardianship is a 
highly complex one, which requires careful and sensitive consideration. For example, 
the concept of automatic guardianship would raise major difficulties in situations 
where a father demanded guardianship rights after having been absent for a long 
period of time without any involvement with the child or in instances of children 
conceived through rape. 
 
2.9.5 Community Employment (CE) and Lone Parents 
Labour force participation among lone parents rose sharply over the mid 1990s. This 
occurred in part because people became eligible to participate on favourable terms in 
the CE programme from 1994 onwards. Lone parents comprise some 40 per cent of 
all of those working on CE.  Fahey and Russell (2001) suggest that the local, flexible 
and part-time nature of CE allows lone parents to take that first step back into the 
workplace. However, they also note that  “while a case can be made for the retention 
of CE on welfare grounds, it also requires scrutiny and may need some reform on the 
same grounds” (p.xvi). Fahey and Russell suggest that increased employment 
among lone parents has not reduced claims for one parent benefits. Instead lone 
parents appear to supplement their benefits with low paid employment. This pattern 
is likely to be influenced by the earnings disregard and the need to work part-time.  
 
2.10 Summary 
Changes which have occurred in family structures and family formation are among 
the most significant social changes in recent years. The unprecedented scale and 
pace of social change in recent decades has impacted on the family. The most 
significant changes are the emergence of different types of families (particularly one-
parent families), a decline in the birth rate, a substantial growth in female 
employment and an increase in marital/relationship breakdown.  Overall, the shift has 
been towards a greater diversity of family types. The rapid economic growth that has 
taken place over the past decade has had an impact on society and on family life.  
 
The much greater prevalence of two-earner families will have far reaching effects in 
the future. This presents the twin challenges of reconciling work and family life and 
providing adequately for the care of dependants – children, people with disabilities 
and frail older people, the latter especially in the context of an ageing population. 
There is some concern that the activity of caring for one’s family has been devalued 
in Ireland in recent years with consequences for the well-being of children. Lone 
parent families are of particular concern as one person has to carry the double 
burden of being sole breadwinner and providing on her/his own for the care of the 
children.  
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Despite increases in welfare provision and anti-poverty and social inclusion 
measures, some families continue to be at risk of poverty and experience significant  
health, educational and housing inequalities. Child poverty continues to be an issue 
for welfare dependent families. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Family Policy in Ireland: An Overview 
 
3.1  Introduction 
This chapter describes the broad family policy context in Ireland and outlines the 
main supports and services for families16.  As shown in the previous chapter, Ireland 
is part of the trend towards greater family diversity, which results in policies 
continually evolving to both reflect and shape broader social norms. In reality almost 
every government policy affects the family in some way or another - income 
maintenance, housing, employment, education, health, transport and childcare. The 
chapter is divided into five main sections  -- policy context, family policy and social 
inclusion, role of statutory agencies, childcare policy, childcare facilities, work/family 
integration, role of voluntary/community organisations and family law. 
 
3.2  Policy Context 
The most significant factors affecting the current policy context are the emergence of 
different types of families (particularly one-parent families), a decline in the birth rate, 
a substantial growth in female employment and an increase in marital/relationship 
breakdown. Until recently there has been no explicit family policy in Ireland but 
various measures have been introduced that impact on families in a wide variety of 
ways. The Commission on the Family report (Commission on the Family 1998) 
recommended that family impact statements should be carried out on all policies, 
programmes and services to determine their impact on families.  
 
As with national policies, many EU policies affect families and children.  However, 
social policy (and, consequently, family policy) has entered the EU agenda almost 
entirely through its relevance to labour-market policies. It is mainly linked to 
employment rights, and various related activities concerned with specific 
programmes on poverty, disability, youth and women’s opportunities in employment. 
The EU has virtually no direct role in dealing with children who need special care and 
support.  Its main impact is in the areas of equality of treatment between men and 
women and in its rules on migrant workers.  While the EU has a role in relation to 
family disputes, this is limited to ensuring that there is mutual recognition of decisions 
made by the Courts in the different member states. 
 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child came into force in 1990 
and was ratified by Ireland in 200217.  This sets out detailed social and economic 
rights of children and parents and establishes the principle that the best interest of 
the child is the primary consideration in all actions concerning children. The 
Convention requires that each country report to the Committee on the Rights of the 
Child on how the rights contained in the Convention are being implemented.   Ireland 
submitted its first national report to the Committee in April 1996. A Progress Report 
on the Implementation of the National Children’s Strategy was published in July 
2004. 

Historically, support services for families, other than for crisis situations, have tended 
to be slow to develop in Ireland. Fahey and Russell (2001) observed that services for 

                                                 
16 For a more extensive description of a range of family related policies in Ireland, see Relate, 
May 2004, Comhairle 
17 The Children’s Rights Alliance (a voluntary organisation)) has as one of its aims to promote 
awareness of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and seeks the implementation of the 
Convention through the reform and improvement of legislation, policies and services. 
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families have tended to be incrementalist rather than expansionsist, based on the 
principle of subsidiarity, an emphasis on provision by the voluntary rather than the 
statutory sector and childcare provision only for children at risk.  Daly and Clavero 
(2002) noted that  “in Ireland, family support services have traditionally been a very 
underdeveloped area of welfare state provision (p.49).  For example, the 
Commission on Social Welfare did not have a focus on family as an organising 
concept or on family policy per se or on measures for the welfare of the family as a 
collective unit. The Commission on the Family (1998) noted that “apart from child 
benefit and limited interventions for children at risk of social or educational 
disadvantage, there is virtually no state investment in the care of children in the years 
before entry into primary school” (p.14).   However, since the report of the 
Commission recommended the proactive development of support services for 
families, “there has been a lot of policy activity in this area” (Daly and Clavero 2002: 
49). Subsequent Governments have expressed a commitment to “protecting the 
family through political, economic, social and other measures which will support the 
stability of the family" (Action Programme for the Millennium 1997:15). In 1997 a 
`Family Affairs Unit' was set up in the Department of Social Welfare, the same year in 
which the Department changed its name to the Department of Social, Community 
and Family Affairs followed by a subsequent change in 2002 to the Department of 
Social and Family Affairs.  
 
3.3 Family Policy and Social Inclusion 
During the 1990s the focus on social inclusion measures had a significant impact on 
family policy. A key targeted support was Child Benefit which was neutral vis a vis 
the employment status of parents. Other important developments were the 
introduction of Family Income Supplement (FIS), the introduction of the Lone 
Parent’s Allowance in 1990 and the more inclusive One-Parent Family Payment in 
1997, which encompassed a more employment-led approach with earnings 
disregards. Other relevant developments were the Farm Assist Scheme (introduced 
in 1997), the Home Carers Credit (1997), Carer’s Allowance and Carer’s Benefit and 
the extension of Maternity Benefit to self-employed and part-time workers (1997) and 
extended to 18 weeks (2001) and the doubling of the period of unpaid maternity 
leave to 8 weeks (2001). 
 
The Government has pursued a policy in recent years of heavily investing in Child 
Benefit in order to increase supports to families with children. “This policy of 
improving the universal child benefit has, however, left the targeted benefits for 
children in low-income families more or less untouched in recent years” (Daly and 
Clavero 2002:55). However, the Government has made a commitment to ensuring 
that the combined value of child support is increased in line with the National Anti-
Poverty Strategy, that is, towards a level equivalent to 33%-35% of the minimum 
adult social welfare payment. 
 
Changes in family-related taxation included a tax allowance for widowed parents 
(1991), a new provision whereby either spouse can be nominated as the assessable 
person (1994 -95), the introduction of the Home Carer’s Credit (2000-2001). The 
extension (in September 2001) of the Back to Education Allowance to people aged 
between 18 and 20, getting an unemployment or lone parent payment for at least six 
months and who had been out of the education system for two years, was also an 
important development. 
 
One of the key objectives of the revised National Anti-Poverty Strategy (Building an 
Inclusive Society, 2002) was to reduce consistent poverty to below 2 per cent.  
Specific regard was to given to the position of those groups who are vulnerable to 
poverty, including children and young people, women, older people, Travellers, 
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people with disabilities, migrants and members of minority ethnic groups, people 
experiencing urban poverty and people experiencing rural disadvantage. The NAPS 
Action Plan against Poverty and Social Inclusion 2003-2005 drew attention to the 
ongoing need to “provide where necessary supports for family life through 
employment, income support, child and elder care services, parenting and other 
family support services (p.9). 
 
3.4 Family Policy: Role of Statutory Agencies 

 
3.4.1 Department of Social and Family Affairs 
In addition to family income maintenance, the Department of Social and Family 
Affairs (DSFA) has a significant role in developing family supports and services. The 
DSFA Strategy (2003) includes the following goals for families: supporting families in 
caring for children and other dependent family members, ensuring specific supports 
for disadvantaged families, families in conflict, one-parent families and families on 
low-income and working with other agencies to identify and develop responses to key 
family issues. The Strategy set out the following objectives in respect of families: 
 

 to contribute to the development and  implementation of appropriate policies 
and actions to promote family welfare generally; 
 to ensure that the social welfare system responds effectively to the needs of 

different family situations; 
 to put in place programmes and supportive measures to help families in 

conflict and to address the effects of separation and divorce on families; 
 to work with other Departments and agencies in delivering support to families; 
 to ensure insofar as possible that people meet their obligations to support 

their family. 
 
A series of actions was set out in respect of each of the above objectives which 
included the development and promotion of high quality research, the development of 
locally-based family resource centers, addressing the needs of low-income families, 
the provision of marriage and relationship counselling services and the promotion of 
family mediation in breakdown situations. 
 
During 2003, the Minister for Social and Family Affairs held a number of family fora 
throughout the country with a view to preparing a more comprehensive statement of 
family policy. The report on the Consultative Fora was launched in February 2004 to 
mark the tenth anniversary of the UN International Year of the Family. In May 2004, 
the Department of Social and Family Affairs hosted a conference on family policies in 
the EU, as part of the Irish Presidency of the EU.  A key theme covered was that, 
despite many changes in family formation and a growing trend of individualization, 
the family remains the cornerstone of European societies, of old and new Member 
States and that there is a strong need to strengthen the family unit through specific 
actions and programs.  
  
3.4.2 Family Support Agency   
A significant policy development was the establishment of the Family Support 
Agency in May 2003. The agency operates under the aegis of the Department of 
Social and Family Affairs. Its mission, as stated in its first strategic plan is "to 
promote family and community well being through the provision of appropriate 
supports and services to families” (p. 7). The Agency is a dedicated body, with clearly 
defined functions in the area of family services and policy. Its function is to bring 
together pro-family programmes and services introduced by the Government in 
recent years, which are designed to: promote local family support, help prevent 
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marital breakdown, promote continuity and stability in family life and support ongoing 
parenting relationships. Specifically, it administers State family services, previously 
the responsibility of the DSFA, including the Family and Community Resource Centre 
programme, the Scheme for Grants to Voluntary and Community organisations 
providing Marriage and Child and Bereavement Services. The Family Support 
Agency is also responsible for the Mediation Service which is provided through a 
network of 16 centres around the country. The Judicial Separation and Family Law 
Reform Act, 1989 had stated that it was desirable, where couples decide to separate, 
that they should agree on the terms and conditions of their separation in a mutually 
satisfactory manner rather than have them decided by a court. 
 
The Family Support Agency is committed to a community development approach to 
the needs of families. This is underpinned by inclusiveness, recognition of the 
diversity of family structures that now make up Irish society, and promoting 
accessible, needs based services and supports for families. Research, information 
provision and partnership with community groups are key elements of the approach. 
The Agency is committed to updating and developing Family Resource Centres and 
to enhancing their role as “enablers” in the community and additional resources are 
being made available for this purpose. The Agency also has the responsibility to 
conduct research into matters relating to its area of responsibility.   
 
3.4.3 Department of Health and Children 
The Department of Health and Children has a remit in family policy, which has 
traditionally been interpreted in the narrower sense of child protection. However, the 
Health Strategy makes an explicit commitment that "family support services will be 
expanded: It states that: 
 

 Child welfare budgets will be refocused to provide a more even balance 
between safeguarding activities and supportive programmes; 
 
 Springboard Projects and other family support initiatives will be further 

developed; 
 
 Positive parenting supports and programmes will be expanded; 

 
 Effective out-of-hours services will be developed in all health board areas as 

a priority; 
 
 Family welfare conferences and other services required to support the 

Children Act, 2001 will be introduced; 
 
 Priority will be given to early interventions for children with behavioural 

difficulties. 
 
The Department of Health and Children, through the Health Boards, offers a range of 
services to families focused particularly on the developmental needs of the child 
while supporting parents to meet those needs. Antenatal and perinatal services are 
provided by maternity hospitals and maternity units and postnatal care is provided 
largely through the public health system administered by the health boards. The 
Department is currently reviewing family support services with the intention of setting 
out a national policy and plan for the future development of family support services 
by health boards.  It is expected to report at the end of this year. 
 
The Department of Health and Children is also involved, through the Health Boards, 
in funding centre-based services for 0-5 year old children while also supporting some 
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home-based supports to parents through programmes such as Homestart, Lifestart 
and Community Mothers. However, these are unequally available across the country.  
 
3.4.4 Health Board Support Services 
The various health boards, established under the Health Act, 1970, provide a range 
of services to families. They are frequently the first statutory agency to come into 
contact with families in need who require professional services for themselves and/or 
their children. Community welfare officers, social workers, psychologists and child 
guidance counsellors may be available through the various health boards. In many 
instances, health boards fund and work with voluntary/community organisations in 
the provision and development of services. Health boards are now obliged under the 
Childcare Act, 1991, to provide for the welfare of children who are not receiving 
adequate care or protection. County Childcare Committees have been established to 
foster an inter-agency approach to the needs of families and children.  In addition to 
responding to child protection referrals, Health Boards generally have a range of 
services in place which combine preventive and supportive roles. In one Health 
Board18, for example, these include pre and after-school services, community-based 
adolescent services, family support services, Children Act services, services 
responding to family violence, services for Travellers and drug misuse prevention 
services.   In recent years Health Board responses have tended to be developed 
around an inter-disciplinary approach to need. Children identified as at risk gain 
immediate access to the relevant statutory support services, but where there is no 
immediate risk, the waiting list for services varies from one health board region to 
another. In some cases the availability of family support services is not adequate to 
meet the need.  
 
3.4.5 Department of Education and Science 
The Department of Education and Science seeks to address educational 
disadvantage by promoting a number of programmes. For example, the Home 
School Community Liaison Scheme aims to build a partnership between parents and 
teachers to further the child's learning. The Early Start Programme offers pre-school 
places to 3-4 year olds in disadvantaged areas while the Breaking the Cycle 
Programme and its replacement, Giving Children and Even Break, offer additional 
resources to designated schools.  
 
 
3.5 Childcare Policy 
The dominant focus in childcare services since the early 1990s has been on the 
protection and care of children who are at risk. More recently, the policy focus has 
shifted to a more preventative approach to child welfare, involving support to families 
and individual children and aimed at lessening the need for more substantive 
interventions later. 
 
3.5.1 Children Act 2001 
The Children Act 200119 is mainly concerned with children at risk and children who 
have committed offences.  The impetus of the Act is to divert young people from 
detention, ensure greater parental responsibility and involvement and encourage 
community-based multi-disciplinary approaches. It should be noted that, while some 
parents are unable to provide adequate care for their children and some children 
need particular support and care because they have behavioural problems or they 

                                                 
18 Western Health Board, Review of Adequacy of Childcare and Family Support Services 2002. 
19 It should be noted that significant sections of the Act have not been implemented. 
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are at risk of becoming offenders, under the Constitution, the State may only 
intervene in children’s lives in exceptional cases, where the parents for physical or 
moral reasons fail in their duty towards their children. 

Three Departments have a role in implementing the Children Act: the Department of 
Justice, Equality and Law Reform, the Department of Health and Children and the 
Department of Education and Science. The National Children’s Office (see below) 
has responsibility for overseeing and co-ordinating the implementation of the Act. 
The main elements of the Act which are in force are: 
 

 the Garda diversion programme; 
 a fines structure for children found guilty of offences and the payment of 

compensation by parents in respect of offences committed by their children; 
 court orders to parents to exercise proper control over their children; 
 the introduction of a curfew for children found guilty of offences; 
 the Children Court; 
 rules on the treatment of child suspects in Garda stations (for example, they 

may not be in the company of adult suspect and their parents must be 
contacted); 
 the establishment of the Special Residential Services Board20 on a statutory 

basis. 
 
3.5.2 National Children’s Strategy 
Ireland’s first ever National Children’s Strategy21 was launched in November 2000. 
The Strategy is a ten-year plan to improve the quality of all children’s lives and it 
includes a large number of proposed actions across a wide range of policy areas. It 
was seen as a major initiative in progressing Ireland’s implementation of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. The Strategy sets out a clear and 
unifying vision for all children up to the age of eighteen and is grounded in six 
operational principles which reflect the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child —  
child centred, family oriented, equitable, inclusive, action orientated and integrated’’. 
The Strategy identifies three National Goals for children to be achieved by 2010 as 
follows: 
 

 Children will have a voice in matters which affect them and their views will be 
given due weight in accordance with their age and maturity; 
 
 Children’s lives will be better understood; their lives will benefit from 

evaluation, research and information on their needs, rights and the 
effectiveness of services; 
 
 Children will receive quality supports and services to promote all aspects of 

their development.  
 
The Strategy recognises that all children have a basic range of needs and that some 
children have additional needs. 
 

                                                 
20 The role of the Board is to advise the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform and the 
Minister for Education and Science on policy relating to the remand and detention of children 
and to ensure the efficient, effective and co-ordinated delivery of services to children in 
respect of whom detention orders or special care orders are made.  
 
21 National Children’s Strategy: Our Children Their Lives, 2000, 
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In accordance with the National Development Plan, childcare facilities were to be 
developed and expanded, in particular, supports and frameworks to ensure that the 
standard and quality of provision is compatible with the needs and rights of the child 
(see 3.6 below). 
 
The Strategy also contained commitments to:  
 

  Implement the recommendations of the White Paper on Early Childhood 
Education: Ready to Learn, on a phased basis, including the establishment of 
the Early Childhood Education Agency and the development of a quality 
framework for early education; 
 
 Promote an educational setting that eliminates all barriers that impede the 

schooling of married and/or pregnant girls and young mothers, including as 
appropriate, parental education to encourage those who have responsibilities 
for the care of their children and siblings during their school years to return to, 
or continue with, and complete schooling. 

 
3.5.3 National Child Protection Guidelines     
Child protection is an important aspect of the child and family support continuum. 
The National Child Protection Guidelines (Children First)22, introduced in 1999, 
represented a significant milestone in the provision and development of services. 
"Children First" provides a set of principles and good practice guidelines which 
emphasise the importance of inter-agency co-operation and outline the various 
steps to be followed in order to protect children at risk and try to prevent the 
recurrence of child abuse. 
 
3.5.4 National Children’s Office 
The National Children’s Office was established in 2001 to encourage the co-
ordination of policy and service delivery for children at national and local levels. It 
oversees the implementation of the National Children’s Strategy. It is involved with 
and monitors the work of government departments and agencies dealing with 
children, especially the Department of Education and Science, the Department of 
Social and Family Affairs and the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform. 
 
The National Children’s Office has published a Review23 of the Guardian ad Litem 
service.  A Guardian ad Litem (guardian at law) may be appointed to represent the 
interests of a child in certain cases – usually those involving the taking of a child into 
care or in certain cases where there is a parental dispute over custody and access.  
The Children Act 2001 allows for the appointment of a Guardian ad Litem in cases 
involving family conferences but this is not yet implemented. 
 
3.5.5 Ombudsman for Children 
The Ombudsman for Children Act was passed into legislation in 2002.  The main 
functions of the Office of the Ombudsman for Children are to promote the rights and 
welfare of children and to investigate complaints made by children or on behalf of 
children against public bodies, schools and public hospitals. The bodies which may 
be investigated include government departments, health boards, local authorities, 
schools, public hospitals and the prison service.  Areas such as the courts, the 

                                                 
22  See Department of Health and Children (1999), Children First: National Child Protection 
Guidelines 
23   www.nco.ie  
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Gardaí, the asylum process, the Adoption Board and labour relations agencies are 
not subject to the Ombudsman’s investigation. The usual complaints and appeals 
machinery must be used first and the Ombudsman for Children may not investigate 
complaints where legal proceedings have started. The Ombudsman may investigate 
on his/her own initiative or as a result of a complaint by a child, a family member or a 
professional who has dealings with the child.  If the parent is not making the 
complaint, one parent must be told that a complaint is being made. 
 
It is intended that the Ombudsman’s remit will be extended to some voluntary and 
private sector bodies at a later stage. 

 
3.6 Childcare Facilities  
The Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme, funded through the Department of 
Justice, Equality and Law Reform, was developed under Regional Operational 
Programmes of the National Development Plan, 2000-2006. It undertook a major 
expansion of childcare services for working parents.  The childcare infrastructure was 
to: 
 

 provide a diverse range of childcare supports; 
 increase trained personnel in childcare; 
 improve the co-ordination and delivery of childcare; 
 initiate play and development opportunities for disadvantaged children; 
 provide women with a choice of working outside the home. 

 
In accordance with the National Development Plan, childcare facilities were to be 
developed and expanded, in both the private and community sectors taking account 
of a range of factors, including: 
 

 the availability of funding to support local childcare networks  and local 
training models; 
 
 the development of a National Childcare Training and Qualifications 

Framework; 
 
 the availability of funding through the County/City Childcare Committees to 

support the work of local childcare networks; 
 
 the development of childcare services for children of school going age in both 

school based and community settings to cater for the needs of children and 
their parents; 
 
 the development of supports for childminders; 

 
 assistance with childcare costs of participants in certain training schemes. 

 
The Minister for the Environment and Local Government published Guidelines for 
Planning Authorities on Childcare Facilities in 2001. The Guidelines explicitly 
acknowledged that planning permission for childcare facilities had been identified as 
an area of concern in relation to childcare service development. The Guidelines 
addressed this concern by ensuring a consistency of approach throughout the 
country to the treatment of planning applications for childcare facilities and outlining 
the planning issues appropriate to childcare facilities.  
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A total of 33 Childcare Committees have been established around the country with 
the aim of improving the quality and availability of childcare services and they provide 
advice and information for both childcare providers and parents. The Evaluation of 
the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme (EOCP) 2000 -2006 (National 
Development Plan 2003) concluded that “ although the EOCP is underpinned by a 
robust rationale, retains a continuing strong relevance and is relatively well managed, 
it is performing poorly” (p.iv). 
 
3.7 Family Carers 
The Irish social welfare system contains three forms of financial support for family 
carers. The Carer’s Allowance was introduced in 1990 to replace the Prescribed 
Relative’s Allowance (introduced in 1968), which was paid to some pensioners who 
needed full-time care and attention. In its present form, the Carer’s Allowance is 
tightly means-tested and available only where constant and intensive care is needed 
by the care recipient. A social insurance benefit, Carer’s Benefit  (a weekly income 
support payment to people who leave the workforce temporarily to care for someone 
who needs full time care and attention) was introduced in October 2000.  It requires a 
sufficient record of social insurance contributions. The Domiciliary Care Allowance is 
paid to the parents of children with disabilities and is not means-tested on the 
parents’ income. The Carer’s Leave Act, 2001 allows employees to leave their 
employment for up to 65 weeks to provide full-time care. 
  
Since 1999, credited PRSI contributions (social insurance contributions) have been 
awarded to some carers, and the Back to Work scheme and Back to Education 
Allowance has been extended to cover carers returning to work outside the home. 
The ‘full-time care and attention’ rule has been relaxed to allow carers to engage in 
employment outside the home for a maximum of 10 hours per week, and the 
residence criteria have been relaxed to allow non-resident carers (e.g. a daughter 
living in a neighbouring suburb) qualify for the allowance. Carers are also entitled to 
an annual respite care grant and some carers are entitled to free travel and to the 
Household Benefits Package which includes an electricity allowance, a telephone 
allowance and a free television licence.  
 
The means-testing of the Carer’s Allowance has been gradually made less stringent.  
The respite care grant has been increased and two grants are available to carers 
looking after two or more persons.  While Budget changes in recent years have 
resulted in extra carers qualifying for the Carer’s Allowance, receipt of the Carer’s 
Allowance still leads to loss of any other social welfare benefits that the carer may be 
receiving and may affect a spouse/partner’s benefits. 
 
The tradition of family care is also evident in other policy statements. For example, 
the 1994 Health Strategy states that health and social services for older people are 
intended “to encourage and support the care of older people in their own community 
by family, neighbours and voluntary bodies” (Department of Health 1994 p. 67). The 
aim of the health strategy was to ensure that at least 90 per cent of over 75-year-olds 
continued to live at home. A 1998 Review of the Carer’s Allowance (Department of 
Social, Community and Family Affairs 1998) acknowledged that government policy 
had become focused on maintaining people in the community and emphasised the 
valuable role played by family carers. The Action Programme for the Millennium 
(Government of Ireland 1997) recommended new tax allowances for family carers 
and relaxation of the qualifying criteria for the Carer’s Allowance. The current Health 
Strategy outlines Government’s intention to reform “the operation of existing 
schemes, including the Carer’s Allowance, in order to introduce an integrated care 
subvention scheme, which maximises support for home care” (p. 14). Furthermore, 
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the Strategy states that “community groups will be funded to facilitate volunteers in 
providing support services such as shopping, visiting and transport for older people”, 
and that “programmes to support informal caregivers through the development of 
informal networks, provision of basic training and the greater availability of short-term 
respite care will be developed and implemented” (p. 18).  A Report prepared for the 
Department of Health and Children (O’Shea 2002) strongly endorses the concept of 
a home-based subvention equivalent to nursing home subvention.  
 
A study carried out for the Department of Social and Family Affairs (Mercer 2002), 
examined the future financing of long-term care and looked at a number of 
approaches. The Consultants recommended that a social insurance based approach 
offered the most advantages and this question is being explored by a DSFA Working 
Group24. 
 
3.8 Work/Family Balance  
The Government is committed to reconciliation of work and family life through 
supporting the provision of childcare facilities, through improving statutory 
entitlements to leave and through non-statutory measures at the level of the 
enterprise.  Reconciling work and family life was an important theme in the Irish EU 
Presidency Conference (Families, Change and Social Policy in Europe, 2004, where 
reconciliation policies were defined as those that supported a parent or parents so 
that they have a real choice in making their work and care decisions.  The most 
recent Partnership Programme in Ireland, Sustaining Progress, includes a focus on 
work/life balance programmes and makes provision for a review of maternity 
provisions, parental leave, adoptive leave, the provision of workplace childcare and 
an examination of a fully inclusive social insurance model.  
 
The Programme also includes a commitment to the development of family friendly 
policies through a package of practical measures that can be applied at the 
enterprise level and to improving access to family friendly working arrangements in 
order to realise the potential benefits that these arrangements would offer from both 
an equality and competitiveness perspective. The development of a fully inclusive 
social insurance model, which would facilitate combining work and family 
responsibilities in the context of changing working and social patterns is also mooted. 
 
The Civil Service has developed a number of family friendly working schemes - 
flexible working hours, job-sharing, work sharing, term time working, career breaks 
and special leave for domestic reasons. 
 
3.9  Role of Voluntary/Community Organisations 
The role of voluntary bodies in relation to family matters is extensive25. A wide range 
of family support and counselling services are provided on a voluntary basis 
throughout the country. Some of these organisations have a nationwide profile, act 
as pressure groups and may provide support services at local level. Other 
organisations are more locally based, providing a range of family-related services. A 
number of different voluntary bodies provide on-going structured support for different 
types of families - e.g. couple families, widow(er)s, lone parents, bereaved families 
and separated/divorced people. Other organisations might be termed more crisis-
orientated, dealing with problems such as domestic violence, rape, alcoholism and 
drug addiction and providing necessary support services such as helplines and 
                                                 
24 A Consultation Document has been prepared by this Working Group which was circulated widely 
during 2004. 
25  See Family Support Agency (2003), Support for Families Directory of Voluntary Organisations 
Providing Marriage, Child and Bereavement Counselling.   
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emergency accommodation.  A number of voluntary bodies deal with the legal 
aspects of parenting and family breakdown and provide legal advice as appropriate.  
 
There are over 80 Family Resource Centres (FRCs), which receive financial support 
from the Family Support Agency.  The FRC Programme aims to combat 
disadvantage and improve the functioning of the family unit. The centres provide 
services such as counselling and information for lone parents and socially excluded 
families. They aim to enhance the self-esteem and potential of people by working 
closely with them within their communities.  

 
3.10 Family Law 
Daly and Claverot suggested that legislative changes were “grounded in a rationale 
of improving maternity protection legislation as a key component in the development 
of equality for women” (p.59). In the area of Family Law the most significant 
developments during the 1990s were the provision for unpaid parental leave for 14 
weeks, Force Majeure Leave and term-time leave for civil servants. 
 
A number of specific commitments were made under Sustaining Progress:  
 

 introduction of the Maternity Protection (Amendment) to implement the 
outstanding agreed recommendations of the Maternity Protection Review 
Group and to provide additional protection for mothers; 
 
 publication of  the Adoptive Leave (Amendment) Bill; 

 
 strengthening the Parental Leave Scheme in line with the agreed 

recommendations of the social partners arising from the Working Group on 
Parental Leave; 
 

3.10.1 Civil Legal Aid Board 
The Legal Aid Board, which operates under the auspices of the Department of 
Justice, Equality and Law Reform is responsible for the provision of legal aid and 
legal advice in civil cases to persons with an income below a specified level 
(currently €13,000) based on income and out goings, and on capital assets, such as, 
property, a car or money in the bank. It has 30 full-time law centres and 12 part-time 
centres around the country.  The Board also engages solicitors in private practice to 
provide a complementary legal service to that provided by the law centres for certain 
family law matters in the District Court, viz. domestic violence, maintenance and 
custody/access.  The Board also operates the Refugee Legal service to provide legal 
advice and assistance to asylum seekers at all stages of the asylum process.  
 
In 2002 the total number of cases in which legal services were provided was 13,600 
compared to 12,800 in 2001. The number of cases in which legal aid was granted 
was 3,680, similar to 2001. Almost 75 per cent of the number of cases in which legal 
services were provided through law centres involved litigation.  Of these, almost two-
thirds involved divorce/separation/nullity and almost one- fifth, other family law 
matters. 
 
3.10.2 Family Courts 
A Law Reform Commission Report on Family Courts (Law Reform Commission 
1996) pointed out that, despite a growing recognition by society of the wide variety of 
problems associated with the breakdown of family relationships and the various 
improvements in family law, “the structures which this society offers for the mediation 
and resolution of family conflict are inadequate in the extreme” (p.ii). The Courts 
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Service is “conscious of the need to provide dedicated facilities in all refurbished 
buildings for litigants involved in family law cases” (Annual Report 2003:64) and is 
proactively developing family law facilities as part of its modernisation and 
refurbishment programme. This is an important aspect of the development of the 
family court system which in the past provided only very inadequate facilities. 
 
3.11 Summary 
A wide range of public policies and programmes impact on families and a number of 
Government departments and agencies have responsibilities, which touch on families 
directly or indirectly. This chapter has described the main support services (statutory 
and voluntary) available to families and outlined recent policy initiatives. In general, 
initiatives to support families have tended to focus on poorer families and to promote 
a community development approach to tackling problems. There are a number of 
Government departments involved in the provision of family supports and services. 
However, it is not clear how their different functional responsibilities, such as income 
support, child protection, education, crime prevention and labour market measures 
contribute to an overall integrated family policy. 
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CHAPTER   FOUR  
 
Analysis of CIC Queries on Family Matters: Main 
Findings  
 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the key findings from an analysis of record sheets completed 
by CICs.  It outlines the nature of the queries, the actions taken by information 
workers and the views of the information workers on the policy issues involved. 
Thirdly, it identifies the main themes which emerged from the analysis of the record 
sheets and cites a range of examples in regard to each of these. 
 
The data is based on an analysis of 97 record sheets completed by CICs during May 
2004. Over two-thirds (68%) of the clients26 were women, more than half (52.8%) 
were in the 25-45 age group and more than half (53.5%) were unemployed. Just over 
one-third (35.6%) were married, the same as the number who were single27. Twelve 
per cent were described as separated/divorced, almost 9 per cent as co-habiting and 
almost 8 per cent as widowed. Over two-thirds (69.5%) had dependent children and 
half were single or separated parents (mothers 41.9% of all clients and fathers 8.1%). 

 
4.2 Nature of Queries  
Table 4.1 shows the percentage breakdown of queries by issue or theme.  
 

Table 4.1: Percentage Breakdown of Issues raised in Queries 
 
Social Welfare Payments      69.4 
Health Board Payments                                   24.5 
Medical Cards                    33.7 
Employment       23.5 
Housing        23.5 
Marriage/relationship breakdown                    7.1 
Education         7.1 
Support Services         6.1 
Legal Aid         5.1 
Custody/access/maintenance       4.1 
Domestic Violence        4.1 
Childcare                      2.0   
Other         5 .1 
                                         N = 97 
(The aggregated percentages do not add up to 100 because more than one issue 
was raised in a number of queries). 

 
Income Maintenance 
Over three-quarters (76.5%) of all queries referred to income maintenance issues 
arising from either DSFA or Health Board payments.  Table 4.2 shows that just over 
a quarter of these included a rent/mortgage interest supplement allowance dimension 
with a similar proportion including a One Parent Family Payment issue.  A disability-
related payment emerged as an issue in almost 15 per cent of cases, Child Benefit 

                                                 
26 The figures are broadly similar to the figures for CIC clients generally – see Nua Research Services 
(2004), Citizens Information Centres Survey Report 2003, Comhairle.  
27 It should be noted that some of the clients who were described as single may be in long-term 
relationships though not necessarily living with the fathers of their children. Similarly, a number of 
those who were listed as co-habiting were separated people who had entered into and had children in 
new relationships 
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and Old Age Pensions in just over 10 per cent, Family Income Supplement, 
Widower/s Pension, unemployment payments and the Household Benefits Package 
in under 10 per cent and Supplementary Welfare Allowance and Carers’ Payments in 
a slightly lower number. 
 

Table 4.2: Income Maintenance Issues Raised in Queries 
Rent/mortgage Allowances                                                               25.3 
One Parent Family Payment                                                             24.0 
Disability-related payments                                14.7 
Child Benefit                                  10.7 
Old Age Pensions                                             10.7 
Family Income Supplement                                          9.3 
Widow/er’s Pension                                                   8.0 
Unemployment Payments                                  8.0 
Household Benefits Package                                  6.7 
Supplementary Welfare Allowance                                 5.3   
Carers’ Payments                                   4.0 
Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance                              4.0   
Qualified Adult Allowance                                  2.7  
Other                                     6.7 
                                                            N=75        
(The aggregated percentages do not add up to 100 because more than one issue 
was raised in a number of queries). 

 
 
Medical Cards 
Just over one-third (33.7%) of queries referred to Medical Card issues28. 
 
Housing/Accommodation Issues 
Just under a quarter (23.5%) of the queries included a housing dimension. The main 
housing issues arising referred to private rented accommodation, which accounted 
for almost half of the queries with a housing component. 
 
Employment 
Issues relating to employment arose in almost a quarter of queries with part-time 
employment being the key component in almost one-third of these. Other issues 
identified included childcare facilities, holiday/leave entitlement and return to work 
options. 
 
Marriage/Relationship Breakdown 
Access to legal aid emerged as an important issue in relation to marriage/relationship 
breakdown.  Access to counselling services was the issue in a small number of 
cases. Joint parenting, maintenance, family home and custody/ access issues also 
emerged in the queries. 
 
Domestic Violence 
A small number of queries referred to domestic violence and related 
protection/barring orders.  
 
 
4.3 Actions Taken by CICs 
Table 4.3 describes the actions taken by CIC workers in response to the queries 
presented.  In most cases (83.1%), as would be expected, information/advice was 

                                                 
28 See Comhairle Social Policy Report (2004), The Medical Card: Affording Health on a Low Income.  
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provided to clients. There was a general advocacy dimension to almost 40 per cent 
of the queries with assistance with forms/appeals being noted in respect of almost 16 
per cent of cases.  There was a referral made in almost 16 per cent of cases. 
 
 Table 4.3: Actions taken by CICs 

Information/advice provided                                          83.1 
Advocacy with/on behalf of client                                  39.3
Clients referred                             15.7 
Assistance with Forms/Appeals            15.7 
                                                            N=89       
  
(The aggregated percentages do not add up to 100 because more than one issue 
was raised in a number of queries). 

 
4.4 Nature of Issues Identified by Information Workers 
 
          Table 4.5:  Nature of Policy Issue Identified 

Anomaly/Inequity in system                                            35.8 
Information gap                                                               24.9
Unsatisfactory treatment from 
statutory agency                                      21.5 
 Means test issue                                                            17.9 
Delays in accessing service/benefit                        15.5 
Service required clearly not available                               6.0 

     N=97 
(The aggregated percentages do not add up to 100 because more than one issue was raised in 
a number of queries). 

 
Information workers were also asked to specify the reason the query had a policy 
feedback dimension. As Table 4.5 has shown, more than one-third (35.8%) identified 
an anomaly or inequity in the system and almost a quarter identified a gap in 
information. Just over one-fifth identified unsatisfactory treatment from a statutory 
agency as the problem with somewhat smaller proportions referring to means-test 
issues (17.9%) and delays in accessing services (15.5%).  Six per cent referred to 
situations where the service required was clearly not available.   
 
4.5 The Issues Identified  
The issues arising from the analysis of the cases fall broadly into 10 categories: 
income support, access to supports/services, housing/accommodation, co-habitation, 
childcare/crèche facilities, family friendly working hours, maintenance payments, 
domestic violence and immigrant worker families. 
 
4.5.1 Income Support 
Eight aspects of income support emerged as issues from the analysis: Family 
Income Supplement (FIS), Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance, Child 
Benefit, welfare to work, One Parent Family Payment, carers’ payments, medical 
cards and the Household Benefits Package.   
 
Family Income Supplement (FIS) 
Four cases are cited which illustrate problems with FIS. The first is that of a self - 
employed man with very low income and 4 dependent children but who does not 
qualify for FIS as he is not an employee. The income is sufficiently low that the family 
qualifies for a Medical Card. This family is in a situation of poverty relative to other 
families where there is eligibility for FIS.  Another FIS related query was from a 
woman in receipt of One Parent Family Payment, in part-time employment and in 
receipt of FIS. She was interested in upgrading her skills and applied for a FAS 
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training course. However, she found that she would lose FIS. For her this was a 
disincentive to upskilling with a view to getting full-time employment. The final case 
cited in relation to FIS is that of a lone parent working part-time for 17.5 hours per 
week but who does not qualify for FIS as she would need to be working a minimum 
of 19 hours to qualify. This case highlights the fact that many lone parents do not 
qualify for FIS because their work is half-time and related to a 35 hour week. 
 
Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance 
A difficulty with the Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance was identified 
in a query from a widow with five school-going children in receipt of a Widow's 
Pension while also participating on a CE Scheme. She was turned down for the Back 
to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance because she was €20 over the stipulated 
income limit.  The difficulty arose because CE participants get an allowance for child 
dependants as part of their remuneration and this woman had five children. It would 
appear that, while the system of payment adopted under CE acknowledges the 
greater financial need of parents with larger families, (i.e. the greater number of 
children the larger the wage payment), the ‘all or nothing’ condition for the Back to 
School Clothing and Footwear Allowance results in some families losing out on a 
benefit to which they should be reasonably entitled. This case suggests that the there 
is a strong case to be made for tapering the allowance so that a person in such a 
situation would be able to claim a proportion of the payment 
 
Child Benefit 
The cut off point of 19 years for Child Benefit, even when the child is still in full-time 
second level education, was raised in a query to one CIC.  This highlighted the fact 
that many students over 19 years are still in full-time second level education due to 
Transition Year, repeat year or starting school later.   
 
Welfare to Work 
Loss or reduction in rent supplement emerged as a concern in a number of queries. 
For example, a woman in receipt of Rent Supplement, who wished to take up a 
course in a Traveller centre, was told by the Community Welfare Officer that her Rent 
Supplement would be reduced because of the Training Allowance she would receive.  
This meant that there was no incentive for her to take up a course that would be 
likely to improve her job prospects and make her less dependant on Social Welfare. 
The CIC is assisting the woman to make a case for retention of rent supplement in 
this instance. A query to another CIC also referred to reduction in rent supplement. A 
young woman who started a FAS training course and received a travel and childcare 
allowance complained to the CIC that this was means tested against her rent 
supplement payment which meant that she no longer had a strong financial incentive 
to continue the course.   
 
One Parent Family Payment 
A difficulty with the criteria for payment of the One Parent Family Payment was 
identified in the case of a woman who lost her One Parent Family Payment because 
her 18-year old daughter, who lives with her, has earnings of €60 per week as a 
trainee hairdresser.  The CIC noted that the woman felt that her daughter is far from 
being independent and that, in practice, she continues to be a lone parent caring for 
a 'dependant', especially in the economic sense.  This case suggests that it would be 
reasonable to provide for some tapering of the One Parent Family Payment with the 
inclusion of an 'earnings related ceiling’ to cater for situations such as this. 
 
Carers’ Payments 
The issue of carers’ payments arose in some queries. For example, one case 
referred to a 90 year old man who had Home Help for 10 hours per week at present.  

 42



A family member was willing to take on a full-time caring role and wished to apply for 
the Carer’s Allowance. However, the family was informed by the Health Board that 
the Home Help service would be discontinued or severely curtailed in the event of a 
family member being granted the Carer’s Allowance. Another case highlighted a 
particular problem in relation to a person in receipt of a Qualified Adult Allowance 
who wished to become a full-time carer. The case referred to a family where a man 
on Invalidity Pension was in receipt of €100.10 as a Qualified Adult Allowance for his 
wife.   She was earning €70 per week in paid employment but now wished to become 
her father’s carer as he needed full-time care. She would be entitled to €139.60 per 
week Carer’s Allowance but the couple would lose the €100.10 Qualified Adult 
Allowance.  This would have left them €30 less well off per week.   
 
Respite Care Grant.  
The final issue relating to carers’ payments arose from queries in respect of the 
Respite Care Grant. One query was from a woman in her late 60s who lost 
entitlement to the grant when she transferred from Carer’s Allowance to the Old Age 
Contributory Pension, despite the fact that she continued to care full-time for her 
brother as before.   Another case was that of a woman who is on an Invalidity 
Pension and also cares for her husband with MS but cannot claim the Respite Care 
Grant because she is not claiming the Carer's Allowance. These cases suggest that 
there is a strong case for adopting a policy where all full-time carers would receive 
the Respite Care Grant whether or not they are claiming a specific carer’s payment. 
 
Medical Cards 
Just over one-third of the queries analysed referred to medical card eligibility issues.  
A number of cases referred to people between the ages of 66 and 70 years who felt 
the guidelines are very harsh. One CIC commented that this age group tends to have 
a lot of medical expenses and are, therefore, hard done by relative to those aged 
over 70. 
 
A specific issue in relation to medical cards was identified in the case of a child with 
spina-bifida who has a Long Term Illness Card which, however, covers only 
medication connected with the condition and does not cover the cost of regular GP 
visits.  The parents of the child feel that this system is unfair and that the card should 
cover GP visits or, as a minimum, visits which are related to the child’s long-term 
illness.  
 
Disability Issues 
The question of eligibility for the Household Benefits Package arose in a query from a 
young man with a disability who is receiving a Disability Allowance but cannot get the 
Household Benefits Package because his mother who lives with him is receiving 
Unemployment Assistance and, therefore, deemed not to be available to provide 
constant care and attention.  
 
4.5.2 Difficulties in Accessing Supports/Services 
Difficulties in accessing supports and services referred to gaps in provision, 
administrative shortcomings, delays in processing applications and access to basic 
information.  
 
Gaps in Provision 
One case referred to the lack of availability of appropriate home-based support for a 
lone parent with three children (one of whom was autistic), suffering from depression.  
She was recently admitted to hospital for treatment, which lasted 6 weeks. During 
this period the children were cared for by family members and the Health Board saw 
foster care as the only option in the medium term. The woman was unhappy with this 
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and felt that additional provision should be made to care for the children at home.  
However, the Health Board or voluntary organisations in the area did not seem to 
have any support package in place for this purpose.  This case points to a need in 
instances such as this to examine the cost and support infrastructure required to 
provide appropriate home-based supports for the family vis a vis the cost of providing 
residential care for the autistic child and fostering the other two children.  
 
A query to another CIC raised the issue of equality of treatment for foster parents of a 
child with a disability. While foster parents bear the financial cost of a foster child with 
a disability, they are not currently eligible for tax relief (Incapacitated Child Tax 
Credit), as other parents would be.  The CIC noted that this was clearly inequitable 
and is assisting the family with an appeal. 
 
Administrative Difficulties 
Administrative difficulties were a key aspect of a number of cases, as is illustrated by 
the following examples. 
 
A widow with 4 dependant children applied for the Bereavement Grant after her 
husband died.  Initially she did not receive the Special Bereavement Grant of €2,700 
to which she was entitled.  (The Special Bereavement Grant is paid in addition to the 
Bereavement Grant of €635 for insured people and is paid to widow(er)s with 
dependent children). She was not aware that a separate application form had to be 
completed for this. The information worker noted that the problem occurred because 
of the fact that there was no question on the initial Bereavement Grant Form in 
relation to dependent children and that the need for a separate application for the 
Special Bereavement Grant would not arise if an additional question was included on 
the initial application form. 
 
An administrative difficulty was also a central element in a query from a separated 
woman about her One Parent Family Payment (OPFP). The payment had been 
reduced by €50 a week because her ex-spouse was paying €100 per week to the 
bank to pay off a house loan and mortgage. The CIC noted that the Maintenance 
Disregard rule of €95.29 was not taken into account in assessing the level of OPFP.  
The CIC clarified the position with DSFA in relation to her entitlement to the €95.29 
disregard and, also, advised the woman to consider applying for the Carer’s 
Allowance since she had a child with a severe disability and was, therefore, likely to 
meet the criteria. Receipt of the Carer’s Allowance would give her entitlement to the 
Household Benefits Package and the Respite Care Grant. The information worker felt 
that the Carer’s Allowance option should have been explored by the DSFA official in 
the first instance.  
 
Another administrative difficulty highlighted arose from a query from a woman who 
had got a court order for custody of her two grandchildren (her daughter, the 
children’s mother had a serious drug problem). She applied for the Foster Parent's 
Allowance but was refused on the basis that the children had not been put in Health 
Board care before she was granted custody.  Eventually, after almost eight months 
delay and with the help of the CIC she got Orphan's Non-Contributory Pension and 
got it back dated.  
   
Delays 
Delays in processing applications were a feature of some of the queries. For 
example, an application for One Parent Family Payment, made in September 2003, 
was not processed until May 2004. Another applicant for One Parent Family Payment 
was still waiting on a decision 1.5 years after first applying.  In both of these 
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instances the CIC involved referred to financial hardship being experienced by the 
applicant and difficulties in getting information from DSFA about the status of the 
application.  
 
Information 
Access to basic information featured as an issue in a number of queries. For 
example, a man (in receipt of Unemployment Assistance) who is living with and 
looking after his mother who has a terminal illness told the CIC that he was informed 
by a public health nurse that he was not eligible for the Carer’s Allowance because 
he was not giving up employment to look after her. Another query was from a woman 
who had been in receipt of a One Parent Family Payment and had taken up 
employment. She was unaware that she could avail of a reduced OPFP payment and 
work full-time as long as her income from employment was below €293 per week. It 
appeared that when she applied for FIS she had not been informed by DSFA about 
this.  
 
A query from a non-EU national with a work permit indicated that when he applied for 
and was granted FIS he was not informed about entitlement to Home Carer's Tax 
Credit or tax relief on private rented accommodation and service charges.   A query 
from a separated father indicated inaccurate information having been provided at a 
local Tax Office in respect of his eligibility for the One Parent Family Tax Credit.   
Information was also an issue in the case of a query from a non-EU national couple 
who had applied over two years ago for citizenship on the basis of two Irish born 
children with Irish passports. The couple complained to the CIC that, despite 
numerous contacts with the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, they 
could get no information as to the status of their application or when they could 
expect a decision.  
 
The final information-related issue noted arose from a query from a woman who had 
left full-time work to take care of her parents who were in need of full-time care.  She 
had not known at the time about Carer’s Benefit to which she would have been 
entitled and as a result lost out on a 15 months payment.  
 
4.5.3 Housing/Accommodation 
Issues relating to housing and accommodation arose from queries in respect of both 
Local Authority housing and rent supplement in the private rented sector.  One query 
was from a Traveller family with eight young children who had been on the housing 
list for two years but had no indication of when they will be given accommodation.  
They told the CIC that their mobile home, provided by the local authority, was 
infested with rodents, damp, prone to flooding, unheated, and without sanitation or 
running water.  The Local Authority told the CIC that this family’s application has to 
be processed  "the same way as 500-plus other people" on the waiting list. The CIC 
was trying to have the application expedited on the basis that the current 
accommodation is totally unfit for human habitation.    
 
The inclusion of FIS in the calculation of Local Authority differential rents was 
identified as an issue in a query from a lone mother. She had taken up part-time work 
and received €60 FIS per week but had her rent increased from €24 to €75 per week, 
which left her only €9 per week better off. The CIC pointed out that FIS is not taken 
into account when assessing entitlement to other benefits, e.g., Medical Card, Back 
to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance. 
 
Rent Supplement 
Difficulties in relation to rent supplement were highlighted in a number of queries.  
One was from a young mother living in the parental family home with her child. She    
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had difficulty in establishing a need for independent accommodation and entitlement 
to rent supplement accordingly. She told the CIC that the whole experience was very 
stressful for ‘both families’ and that she felt the people dealing with the application for 
rent supplement did not appreciate her difficulties. A somewhat similar query was 
from a separated father of four, currently unemployed and living with his parents. He 
was refused rent supplement on the basis that he had not been renting for 6 months 
and was not homeless. The man told the CIC that he could not remain in his parents’ 
home as it was already overcrowded and, in any case, it was not suitable for his 
children to stay over.  
 
The accommodation difficulty experienced by some people in abusive relationships 
emerged from a query from a woman who wished to separate from her husband 
(whom she alleged to be violent) with a view to filing for divorce. She applied for Rent 
Supplement but the application was refused. The woman told the CIC that she and 
the children needed to leave the family home as soon as possible but she was afraid 
to raise the issue with her husband.  The CIC noted that there was a 10 weeks 
waiting list for access to Legal Aid Services in the area. 
 
A query from a full-time working lone parent highlighted the difficulty experienced by 
some low-income workers in paying rent in the private rented sector. This woman’s 
wages were low relative to her rent payments and even with FIS she was finding it 
very difficult to survive financially. However, she is not entitled to any assistance with 
rent because she works full-time. 
 
4.5.4 Co-Habitation 
A significant issue in relation to cohabitation was identified in a query from a woman 
whose partner of 20 years had died. She did not have the entitlements that a married 
person in a similar situation.   Although she was treated the same as a married 
person in respect of social welfare entitlements when her partner was alive, after his 
death she was not entitled to any widows or bereavement payments.  Another query 
from a co-habiting couple with one child living on an industrial wage highlighted the 
fact that this family was worse off than they would be if they lived separately. They do 
not receive the Married Person’s Tax Credit and cannot avail of the One Parent 
Family Tax Credit.  
 
4.5.5 Childcare/Crèche Facilities 
Access to childcare/crèche facilities was a key aspect of a query from a young 
mother who had applied for a VEC course. She had assumed that crèche facilities 
would be available but it transpired that the VEC provided crèche facilities only for 
parents over 21 years of age and  she did not meet that criterion. A similar query was 
that from a   young mother who had applied for a VTOS course which normally 
provided crèche facilities but was told that funding for the crèche might not be 
available in this instance. When the CIC contacted the VEC about the matter, the 
information worker was told that the VEC had been directed by the Department of 
Education and Science to advise applicants that the funding for the crèche might not 
be available. The particular course had been cancelled due to what the VEC official 
described as a ‘lack of response’. Another query about childcare came from a lone 
mother with two children (under 5 years) in receipt of a One Parent Family Payment. 
She was offered a full-time job but had to turn it down because of what, she told the 
CIC, was the exorbitant cost of putting two children in a crèche. 
 
4.5.6 Family Friendly Working Hours 
The difficulty of working outside the home and caring for children was highlighted by 
a query from a woman with one young child who works variable part-time hours and 
often works from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m.  While her mother looks after her child generally 

 46



during the day, there was a difficulty with evenings and weekend cover. She told the 
CIC that her employer refused to give her shorter and/or daytime working hours.  
 
4.5.7 Maintenance Payments  
Maintenance payments arose in respect of a number of queries, especially in the 
context of applications for One Parent Family Payment.  For example, one CIC 
reported receiving queries from a number of One Parent Family Payment 
applicants/recipients who had been asked by DSFA to obtain Court Ordered 
Maintenance in order to retain or receive a One Parent Family Payment. The CIC 
was concerned that many of the people were distressed about this prospect.  “They 
worry about the cost and sometimes the consequences of employing solicitors and 
going through the court system.  They are often already in very volatile situations and 
fear that former spouses/partners might react badly to a court summons”  29.  This 
problem is well illustrated by a query from a young mother with two children who 
contacted a CIC on a number of occasions in relation to her application for the One 
Parent Family Payment.  The woman was informed by DSFA that her estranged 
husband was not giving her enough maintenance money and that she should engage 
in mediation with him to have the maintenance payment increased or, alternatively, 
instigate court proceedings against him. The woman told the CIC that when her 
husband learned of the suggestion to take the case to Court he warned he would 
stop paying the mortgage on the house which would have left her in a very 
precarious position financially. A similar query was from a woman with two children 
who had been requested by DSFA to seek maintenance in respect of a OPFP 
application even though she had already indicated in her application that she was 
leaving a domestic violence relationship in the UK and had fled to her family in 
Ireland.  She did not want her estranged husband to know where she was living at 
present. She told the CIC that she found it very distressing to be asked to seek 
maintenance, as she did not want any further communication with her estranged 
husband and feared for her own and her children's safety.   
 
A problem with the level of maintenance payment arose from a query from a 22-year 
old unmarried father. The man was currently unemployed and was receiving  
€134.80 on Unemployment Assistance (UA).   He was ordered by the Court to pay 
€30.00 per week to his ex - partner.  He has access to the child on 2 days a week 
and told the CIC that he found it very difficult to live on what remained of his UA after 
maintenance was deducted.  He is not entitled to Child Dependent Allowance or 
Adult Dependent Allowance. The CIC noted that decisions on the amount of 
maintenance to be paid are at the discretion of the judge and no clear guidelines 
exist. 
 
4.5.8 Domestic Violence 
Domestic violence emerged as an issue in small number of queries.  One was from a 
married woman living with an emotionally abusive husband. She told the CIC that her 
life and the children's lives were unbearable but that, she felt, she would have 
difficulty getting a protection order or barring order as the violence and intimidation 
would be difficult to prove.  She wondered how she would get accommodation if she 
did decide to move out with the children.  The CIC commented on the complexity of 
such situations and noted that there was very little assistance in that particular 
locality for people in dealing with these complexities.  
 
4.5.9 Legal Aid 
                                                 
29 It should be noted that DSFA Guidelines stipulate that individual circumstances are to be taken into 
consideration in requiring unmarried OPFP recipients to make efforts to get maintenance, taking due 
account of sensitive issues involved, such as a risk of violence towards  the one-parent family involved. 

 47



Shortcomings in the operation of the Free Legal Aid service emerged in a number of 
queries. Firstly, the long waiting period30 for the service in some areas was 
problematic with people having to put issues on hold until they were able to have a 
consultation with a solicitor. Secondly, the income cut-off point for eligibility (€13,000) 
is regarded as too low and some families told CICs that they were incurring 
significant legal costs, which they have great difficulty in paying and which 
sometimes results in indebtedness. (See 5.7 and 6.9). 
 
4.6 Summary 
This chapter has set out the main findings arising out of an analysis of queries on 
family matters presented to CICs during May 2004 and which were deemed by 
information workers to have policy feedback implications.  Over two-thirds of the 
people presenting the queries were women.  Just over half were in the 25-45 age -
group and a similar proportion were unemployed. Just over one-third were married, 
the same as the number who were single. Twelve per cent were described as 
separated/divorced, almost 9 per cent as co-habiting and almost 8 per cent as 
widowed. Over two-thirds had dependent children and half were single or separated 
parents. 
 
The views of CIC personnel on the availability and adequacy of local support 
services have been outlined.  The queries covered a wide range of family matters 
including income support, housing/accommodation, access to childcare and crèche 
facilities, maintenance, issues relating to co-habiting couples, general access to 
supports and services and access to information. Other issues that emerged referred 
to immigrant families, family-friendly working hours, domestic violence and access to 
free legal aid. Income support issues included Family Income Supplement, One 
Parent Family Payment, Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance and 
payments for family carers.  The question of lone parents getting caught in a 
welfare/work trap arose in the context of the difficulty of balancing entitlement to 
social welfare payments with taking up employment in an environment where there 
was a severe shortage of quality child care services.  A number of queries have been 
described to illustrate the broad and diverse range of issues that emerged.  
 
While it is difficult to draw firm conclusions from this analysis, there are nonetheless a 
number of important policy issues arising out of these findings, which will be 
discussed further in Chapter 6. The next chapter will outline the views and 
perceptions of a number of agencies consulted during the preparation of the report. 
 
 

                                                 
30 The current maximum waiting time for Free Legal Aid ranges from 2 months to 16 months 
depending on the location.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Family Policy: The Views and Experiences of Selected 
Agencies  

 
5.1  Introduction  
This chapter presents the main family-related issues identified through semi-
structured interviews with 20 selected agencies and personnel working with families 
and/or children.  A diversity of viewpoints, with some common trends, emerged from 
the analysis of the interviews. The findings are set out under thirteen general 
headings: family support services, low-income families, housing, childcare provision, 
care in the home, legal matters, information, ‘hard to reach’ families, self-employed 
families, marriage/relationship breakdown, unmarried fathers, role of 
voluntary/community organisations and the main challenges facing family policy in 
Ireland. 
 
5.2  Family Support Services 
It was generally agreed that some very good services and supports are available for 
families throughout the country but that vulnerable parents who have difficulty 
meeting their children's needs often have difficulty accessing these services. 
 
The consensus that emerged was that, while in theory there was a system of family 
support services in place, there were often long waiting lists or the services were only 
available on a limited scale and, as a result, were weakened in the impact they could 
make in supporting families. While there were occasions when services provided by 
both Health Boards and voluntary/community organisations were very effective, there 
simply were not enough resources commensurate with the scale of the problems. 
While services have developed significantly, these services have been hindered by 
the stop/go resource climate that has characterized Irish policy and service 
development. Increasing demand on and cutbacks in state services were seen as 
impacting disproportionately on vulnerable and at risk families.  For example, one 
respondent referred to the fact that there is now a 4-week waiting list for assessment 
of child sexual abuse in Crumlin Children’s Hospital when previously this service had 
no waiting list.  Some respondents identified a need for more after- school and home-
school liaison programmes and for the greater availability of speech therapy services. 
A number of respondents pointed to an overall need for more parenting skills 
programmes and more counselling and guidance services for families. Long waiting 
times for both the legal aid service and the mediation service were also identified as 
issues.   
 
There was a broad consensus that more resources were required for services for 
children at risk.  It was noted that Health Board social work services tended to be 
confined to the more extreme cases of domestic violence and child sexual abuse. 
Reference was made by a number of respondents to the dearth of counselling 
services for teenage children and the particular need for more bereavement 
counselling services. As one respondent put it, “immediate access to a counselling 
service is vital when children need it”. Counselling services were also regarded as 
problematic by some respondents because of the lack of standardization of 
qualifications. 
 
A number of respondents referred to the ongoing fragmentation of services and the 
fact that, despite the strong emphasis on joint working and partnership, there 
continued to be relatively little integrated planning. A number of the voluntary 
agencies consulted considered that, while there was a very strong desire for more 
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collaboration at local level, integrated structures were not being applied from the top 
down. Other agencies were of the view that voluntary agencies tended to compete 
with one another for scarce resources and that this acted as a barrier to effective joint 
working.  One respondent noted that the number of central government departments 
involved in the delivery of family-related services (Social and Family Affairs, Health 
and Children, Education and Science, Justice, Equality and Law Reform) made 
service co-ordination at local level almost impossible. The housing component of 
service provision was also one which needed to be incorporated into an overall 
integrated policy. 
 
Access to childcare and social services was seen as being particularly problematic 
for families living in rural areas where there is an inadequate public transport system. 
The availability and cost of transport was regarded as a huge issue with taxies often 
the only option available.  This makes transport very expensive and beyond the 
reach of low-income families. 
 
Some respondents felt that significant improvements had occurred in recent years in 
the collaboration between statutory and voluntary/community organisations at local 
level but that further development was required to consolidate the efforts to date.   
 
5.3  Low-income Families 
There was a deep concern among some of the organisations consulted about the 
position of the low-income and welfare dependent households and the general plight 
of marginalized families. They emphasized the plight of low-income women and 
children. Levels of income support were seen as barely adequate, demanding ever 
more juggling and high levels of financial discipline and self denial, out of keeping 
with the general climate of affluence, in order to barely manage. For example, one 
respondent reported frequently having to enlist the help of the St. Vincent de Paul 
Society to supplement meagre family incomes. A number of respondents were 
strongly of the view that child income support is simply inadequate 
 
A number of aspects of the problem of low-income families were highlighted. Firstly, 
the basic social welfare income is too low to meet ever rising costs, for example, 
increases in the price of food and basic utilities such as electricity, TV licence and 
gas.  Secondly, the cost of schooling is a major consideration for many families and 
the Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allowance goes nowhere near meeting 
the basic costs incurred during the school year. Also, the additional costs involved in 
school outings, some subjects (e.g. Home Economics) and extra tuition mean that 
they are outside the spending limit of some families31. Thirdly, it was pointed out that 
Child Dependant Allowances have been effectively frozen for the past 10 years and 
that this had a significant bearing on social welfare dependant families where, as one 
respondent put it, “weekly payments are what matter”. Some respondents questioned 
the emphasis in recent years on targeting   Child Benefit rather than Child Dependant 
Allowances and its impact on the relative income position of welfare dependent 
families. One respondent pointed out that the Child Dependant Allowance would 
currently only cover the cost of either baby food or nappies but not both.   Fourthly, 
the cut-off point for medical cards was regarded as much too low. Fifthly, people on 
low-incomes have to pay service charges which impacts unfavourably on their 
income relative to higher earners. Charges for non-discretionary services (water, 
refuse collection) were seen as regressive in that they have a severe impact on low-
income families. It was also noted that some families on low wages were still in the 
tax net. Cutbacks in 2004 in CE/Jobs Initiative programmes had a serious impact on 

                                                 
31 North Cork MABS, Report of a Study of the Actual Cost of Schooling.  
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both participants (particularly lone parents) and services (some for low-income 
families) dependent on such programmes. Some respondents drew attention to the 
fact that the payment to asylum seekers in direct provision had not been increased 
for the past 3 years and that in any case the basic payment for both adults and 
children was totally inadequate. 
 
The difficult position of low-income families is exacerbated by people borrowing for 
daily living and running up debts as a result. In addition to borrowing for events like 
First Communions, it was pointed out that some families frequently borrow to meet 
the costs of things like school uniforms and TV Licence. It was also noted that people 
are sometimes the victims of ‘easy credit’ hard sell approaches for items like SKY 
TV. 
 
Respondents pointed to the crucial link between income poverty and health and the 
impact of poor diet on people’s (particularly children’s) health. The underdevelopment 
of primary care was mentioned by one respondent as having a bigger impact on low-
income families than on other sectors of the population. The issue of access to 
medical cards was raised by a number of respondents. One respondent made a link 
between access to medical cards and access to CE schemes.  “Many of those on 
such schemes are women who are trying to earn extra money to better their 
children's and their own lives and to pay doctor's bills” Cutbacks in CE thus indirectly 
affect people’s access to health services.  The barriers to children from some families 
interacting and engaging with the educational system and in particular the costs of 
schooling (some hidden) were also noted.  
 
The issue of fuel poverty was referred to as was the extra costs associated with 
caring for someone with a disability32 and/or poor mobility.  The implications of not 
being able to adequately heat a home whether because of low-income or poor 
housing or level of disability were seen as matters of concern.    
 
Some respondents identified low-income self-employed families as experiencing 
difficulties and felt that some additional social welfare provision was required to cater 
for such situations33.  
    
5.4 Housing 
There was a strong sense that the well-being of many low-income families was being 
affected by housing and accommodation difficulties. Housing was seen as a major 
issue for lone parents. The main problem arose from the shortfall in social housing.     
Housing waiting lists were growing and public housing provision was grossly 
inadequate to meet needs of those on low-incomes. It was also stated that existing 
public housing stock in some Local Authority areas was often being in poor repair.  
 
Increasing numbers of low-income families were becoming long-term dependent on 
rent supplement assisted private rented accommodation. Four basic problems were 
identified with the operation of the rent supplement scheme. Firstly, it was felt that the 
cut-off point is too severe and that no provision is made for low-income workers. 
Secondly, as a result of the rent cap there appears to be collusion between landlords 
and tenants to declare a lower rent than was actually being paid which resulted in 
indebtedness.  “This practice is effectively draining already meagre incomes and 
causing real hardship for poor families who are foregoing food to pay extra to 
                                                 
32 The issues involved in addressing how best to meet the additional costs of people with disabilities are 
being examined by a Working Group established under the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness. 
33  The Commission on the Family recommended that Family Income Supplement for the self-
employed should be considered. 
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landlords – we have to refer people to the Vincent de Paul for help with rent”.  One 
respondent referred to a lone parent with 2 children who was receiving €953 in 
supplement but actually paying €1,200.  Thirdly, some of the private rented 
accommodation available to low-income families and paid for through rent 
supplement was regarded as of poor quality with inadequate living space.  Fourthly, 
the 6-month renting requirement for eligibility for rent supplement was seen as 
presenting major difficulties for lone mothers living in the parental home who needed 
to establish their own household.   
 
The ongoing issue of Traveller accommodation and the shortage of serviced sites 
was mentioned by some respondents. Travellers are included on Local Authority 
housing lists if they can prove residency in the local authority area or if they can 
prove that the local authority area is their place of origin. This can be problematic. 
 
5.5 Childcare Provision  
There was a general consensus that childcare facilities in Ireland are inadequate in 
that they are not available or are too expensive and not accessible to those on low-
incomes. The main issue was felt to be the difficulty in procuring good quality, 
reasonably priced childcare.  Childcare was seen as ad hoc and poorly regulated and 
access very much dependent on what part of the country one lived in.  There was a 
strong sense that childcare services did not have a sustainable infrastructure, that 
there was no entitlement as of right and that current resources were inadequate.  
(See 2. 7 and 3.6 above). There was a strong sense that, while some investment has 
been made by the State, affordable childcare continues to be a key issue. The 
general lack of after-school facilities was also highlighted.  
 
Despite the fact that family-friendly work policies had become part of ongoing policy 
debate, the fact was that such workplaces were very thin on the ground. It was 
pointed out, for example, that no State agency has childcare facilities. Various 
training, education and back to work programmes that had childcare facilities built in 
as part of the programme are short-term. It is also the case that during the past year 
some of these programmes ceased to provide the childcare facility that had hitherto 
been in place. 
 
The current emphasis in childcare provision was seen as servicing the needs of 
those families where both parents were in the workplace and where there was at 
least some element of choice for people. Parents who were not in the labour force 
also had childcare needs, for example, for respite reasons or to enable them to 
access personal development or training opportunities. Some respondents referred 
to the long waiting lists for Health Board funded crèches and to the fact that people 
had to be referred by professionals before they could avail of the service.  
 
The view was expressed that childcare needed to be seen not just as a problem or 
difficulty and become much more of a mainstream issue with the State and the 
broader community taking responsibility.  The view was also expressed that, while 
childcare provision is not the answer to all the developmental needs of children, more 
emphasis needs to be placed on the role of childcare in this regard.  
 
5.6 Care in the Home 
A view emerging from a number of respondents was the need to give stronger social 
and financial recognition to family caring, whether for children, older people or people 
with disabilities, provided mostly by women in the home situation. The social 
environment was seen as having changed dramatically in the last ten years as the 
needs of the labour market have tended to take precedence over the needs of those 
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requiring care. The modern demands of the labour market were regarded by some 
respondents as having a negative impact on the fabric of family life. The economic 
climate, which facilitates continuing escalation of house prices and living costs was 
seen to have forced many parents, at a vital family formation stage, to work full time. 
Current housing costs require two incomes in a family. The needs of the free market 
and the availability of pool of labour to fuel economic development were seen by 
some as the dominant values underpinning current economic and social policies. 
Scant attention was being paid to the nurturing and caring role of families which, it 
was felt, would have far reaching consequences for social integration. Some 
respondents expressed the view that people (women or men) who choose to be full 
time carers are marginalized by a society only concerned with the needs of the 
labour market. The vital contribution of stay at home carers to society is denied, 
deemed outside the realm of “work”. People who choose to stay at home to care are 
penalised under current policies. One respondent suggested that “there is a need to 
rediscover and promote an appreciation of the contribution of fulltime parents and to 
ascribe an economic value to caring work in the home”. In this context, there was a 
question about the provision in the Homemaker’s Scheme (introduced in 1994) by 
which homemaker’s years may be disregarded in calculating average contributions 
for pension purposes. The point was made that this should be a credit scheme34 
rather than a disregard scheme which would recognise in a more proactive way the 
contribution of people in the home.   
 
A key issue identified was the loss of income involved in giving up work to care for a 
dependent relative. The availability of supports is the second biggest concern. 
Community care services are patchy and very much dependent on where you live. 
There are regional and intra-regional inequalities in the provision of home help, care 
assistants, meals on wheels and other services such as occupational therapy and 
physiotherapy. Respite care is also a major issue.   There are also particular 
difficulties in providing services in rural areas. For example, in some areas it is very 
difficult to find people to work as home helps in the remoter areas.  Another 
significant gap is the provision of a counselling and social work support services for 
both carers and care recipients - there is a crucial need for such a service.     
 
Supports for people with disabilities tend to be very scarce on t he ground once a 
child reaches the age of eighteen. For example, admission to group homes was 
regarded by some respondents as operating on a very ad hoc  basis. There is, 
therefore, a huge anxiety for parents as to what the future holds for their children with 
disabilities 
 
Another significant issue raised during the consultation process was the 
phenomenon of children35 as carers of parents with disabilities. 
 
5.7 Legal Matters 
Eight aspects of current legal provision were identified by respondents:  
 

1. It was noted that non-marital families are not protected under the Constitution. 
This was seen as posing significant problems for unmarried fathers in terms 
of access to and guardianship of their children and, also, for people’s 

                                                 
34 This issue is currently being examined by a Department of Social and Family Affairs Working Group 
on Qualifying Conditions for the Old Age (Contributory) Pension.  
35 Barnardo’s have carried out a study of this issue and a report is expected shortly. 
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inheritance rights36. 
  

2. Legal Aid services were perceived as inadequate.  The current one year 
waiting list was regarded as unacceptable and an infringement of a basic 
democratic right. Women and children in violent situations were seem as 
particularly vulnerable, often in physical danger while they awaited legal 
representation to get a barring order. There was also the question of separate 
legal representation to guarantee that the rights of children were safeguarded 
in situations of legal separation and divorce. One respondent felt that children 
were often used as pawns between parents and that teenage children 
especially should have their interests represented separately.  
 

3. There is also no free legal representation for court cases arising because of 
debt.  This is seen as a serious issue as prison sentences can be handed 
down because of failure to discharge debt. This is not the case in the UK or 
other EU countries which have instituted Debt Management Agencies. Court 
fines cannot be paid in instalments and failure to pay is deemed contempt of 
court.  This sometimes results in imprisonment for those on low-incomes. 
 

4. The length of time it takes to have some family cases dealt with by the courts 
and the associated adjournment and postponement of cases was regarded as 
highly unsatisfactory, particularly where children were involved. 
  

5. The Family Courts enforcement of the ‘in camera’ rule37 is rigid and while 
plaintiffs who can afford it can and often are accompanied by barristers and 
solicitors, low-income clients cannot be accompanied by their advisors or 
counsellors working with voluntary organisations or family members, and 
have to face court hearings alone.  
 

6. With the advent of flexible family structures, there is a need for the legal 
concept of the family to be reviewed to recognize the role of grandparents 
and other significant primary carers of children.  
  

7. There is a major imbalance in respect of father’s rights of access which needs 
to be addressed. 
 

8. It was noted by one respondent that supervised access to children is 
important in situations where one parent might perhaps have an addiction.  

 
5.8 Information  
All of the respondents agreed that there was an ongoing problem with information. 
Despite all the initiatives in information provision by both statutory and 
voluntary/community organisations, it was felt that significant numbers of people do 
not know or have difficulty in establishing what they are entitled to in terms of social 
welfare, health, housing and legal rights. Respondents were unclear as to why this 
was the case when there were so many information-providing agencies in existence. 

                                                 
36 The issue of the rights of cohabitees has been raised in a 2004 Law Reform Commission 
Consultation Document, Rights and Duties of Cohabitees.  
 
37 The Civil Liability and Courts Bill 2004 amends 16 Acts where it is currently required that 
cases be heard "otherwise than in public". These relate to legitimacy proceedings, 
maintenance of spouses and children, divorce, separation and domestic violence. 
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There was a sense that “information was all over the place” and that it was very 
difficult for people to know where to start.  While CICs were generally regarded as a 
valuable resource, they were not seen as meeting all the information needs of 
families.  There was also a view among some respondents that information had 
become competitive and that sharing of information was an issue, particularly among 
local voluntary/community organisations where there was, at least implicitly, 
competition for resources and for local profile.  One respondent made the 
observation that individual statutory agencies tend to develop “a language of their 
own” or “organisational speak” which made it difficult for outsiders to understand and 
apply to their own particular situation.    
 
People who are not involved with support groups or resource centres were seen as 
being at a particular disadvantage. The following were the main areas where it was 
felt an information deficit existed. 

 Family law (for both professionals and families); 
 Help with parenting skills; 
 Social welfare entitlements in back to work/training/education 

situations (especially for lone parents); 
 Eligibility for Family Income Supplement; 
 Schemes of assistance for pupils in primary and post-primary schools; 
 Social welfare and housing entitlements in situations of marriage and 

relationship breakdown; 
 Legal status and rights of cohabitees; 
 Legal rights of unmarried fathers; 
 Mediation options in the case of marriage/relationship breakdown. 

 
A number of respondents referred to the fact that information is frequently specialist 
and/or only relevant when it is presented in an applied manner to a specific set of 
circumstances. This pointed to the need for more provision of mediated information. 
 
5.9 ‘Hard to Reach’ Families 
A number of respondents referred to the fact that there were some very marginalised 
families which were not being reached by current programmes and services. For 
example, it was felt that community-based initiatives, such as Family Resource 
Centres, were able to deal with low level family problems but did not have the 
resources or skills to reach out to very dysfunctional families. Some parents do not 
have the skills to liaise effectively with service providers or with schools and 
teachers. For example, it was pointed out that the failure of some parents to turn up 
at court hearings involving their children was frequently due to their inability to cope 
or to take responsibility for the actions of their children.  One respondent referred to 
parents whose confidence and sense of well-being is so low that they are unable to 
articulate their needs, respond to offers of help or fit into a support group. The 
concept of self-empowerment may not be appropriate for some people because this 
presumes that people are aware of and in touch with their needs. Another 
respondent referred to the fact that some parents are unable to bond with some of 
their children or to build any meaningful relationships. “Getting such parents to use 
each other as a resource can be very difficult to achieve ”.   
 
‘Hard to reach’ families were sometimes made up of multiple sets of relationships 
where children in a household had different sets of parents and there was an 
inherent lack of stability.  Some parents were still children themselves and unable to 
deal with the complex set of realities in which they lived.  Some people were not able 
to cope with the demands of a number of children but did not know how to go about 
looking for help.  
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The underlying reality for some families was seen as a vicious cycle of poverty and 
deprivation passed down through a number of generations.  This was exacerbated in 
some instances by drugs and alcohol dependency. As one respondent stated, 
“parents are frequently hungry and undernourished themselves and do not even 
realise this”.       
 
Addressing the multiple and complex needs of ‘hard to reach’ families was seen as 
resource intensive and requiring an imaginative and integrated response. “Complex 
needs require complex responses”. There is a need to develop different ways of 
working with such families starting with relationship and trust building as a 
prerequisite for further interventions.   Specifically, it was suggested that more respite 
care opportunities for children in difficult family situations should be developed as a 
support to parents as well as a means of providing additional care for children.  
 
5.10 Self-employed Families 
Three main issues were raised in relation to self-employed families, particularly farm 
families. Issues relating to the spouses of self-employed persons were identified as a 
matter of particular concern.  
 
Class S PRSI only provides cover for Old Age (Contributory) Pension, Widow/er’s 
(Contributory Pension), Orphan’s (Contributory) Pension, Maternity and Adoptive 
Benefit and not for Unemployment Benefit or Disability Benefit/Invalidity Pension. 
Some respondents stated that there is a strong case to be made for extending 
Disability Benefit and Invalidity Pension to the self-employed with provision for 
increased contribution rates.  As one respondent put it “disability is a risk factor that 
should and could be insurable”. 
  
It was also noted that typically under Class S PRSI one person is insured and that 
where a spouse/partner (frequently the wife) assists or participates in the business, 
(but is not a business partner in the formal sense), that person is not covered for 
social insurance either as a self-employed person or as an employee.  In other 
words, a person in such a situation does not have the opportunity to establish a PRSI 
record in their own right.  
 
The third issue raised in respect of self-employed families was that the extension (in 
1998) of Maternity Benefit to the self-employed has had little impact, especially in 
relation to farm families, as in most cases the insured person was male.   
 
5.11 Marriage / Relationship Breakdown 
Respondents who expressed a view on this matter all referred to the need to move 
more away from the adversarial system which currently dominates. In this context the 
advantages of collaborative law 38 approach were noted. This is a process where two 
parties and their respective lawyers engage in creative problem-solving aimed at 
reaching a negotiated settlement that meets the legitimate needs of both parties.  A 
move away from the current adversarial approach was felt to be particularly important 
for children who, as one respondent noted,  “were not central in many situations of 
separation”. There was a general consensus that non-adversarial models of 
intervention needed to be examined and explored further by legal practitioners39.  
                                                 
38 See Walls, M., Collaborative Law: A Better Way for Separating Couples, Family lawyers 
Association Annual Conference, November 2003.  
39 The Law Society of Ireland Guide to Professional Conduct of  Solicitors states “you  should make  
sure that your client knows about other \available services (such as mediation and counselling) which 
may bring about a settlement”.   
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Some respondents noted that younger legal practitioners were more aware of other 
models and were more likely to advise clients accordingly.  
 
A number of respondents welcomed the proposals in the Civil Liability and Courts Bill 
200440 for changes in the "in camera" rule in family law cases which could allow the 
media access to family law courts for the first time.  
 
Respondents commented that the proposed change would provide for needed 
transparency in relation to the basis for decisions and specifically, the underlying 
rationale for awarding custody to one parent rather than another. 
  
5.12 Unmarried Fathers 
Several respondents raised the issue of the rights of unmarried fathers. They pointed 
out that, even though one in three children in Ireland is born outside marriage, an 
unmarried father has no automatic right to have access to his children, even if his 
name is on the child’s birth certificate.  The mother automatically has sole 
guardianship and custody of the child.  Under current provisions a father can apply 
for legal guardianship through the district court or joint guardianship rights can be 
acquired through agreement with the mother of the child by signing a statutory 
declaration in the presence of a Peace Commissioner. However, it was noted that 
only a small proportion of fathers availed of either of these options.  The rights of 
children were seen as a primary consideration and, on this basis alone, it was felt 
that the matter should be addressed.  Currently there is no central database or 
register for guardianship documents drawn up outside court and that it is up to the 
parents to safeguard the document. This was regarded as unsatisfactory and some 
respondents called for the establishment of a central register as in the case of births, 
marriages and deaths.   
 
5.13 Voluntary and Community Organisations 
The voluntary/community organisations consulted felt that for the most part their own 
service, even if delivered at maximum capacity (and this was rarely ever the case 
because of resource shortages), was crisis intervention and in no way attempted to 
address the real causes which were located in structural issues of persistent 
inequality and deprivation. 
 
Almost all organisations indicated that they had ongoing problems with funding and 
with the level of the resources their services had available. Most were “barely 
surviving from year to year” and State grants for 2004 had not been paid to at least 
one of the organisations at the time of the interview (July 2004). One respondent 
stated that agencies that were concerned with low-income families were “out of 
fashion and forgotten in resource allocation” while another stated that the resources 
available are “only 5 per cent adequate to the task of providing supports and services 
nationwide”. 
 
Lack of guaranteed core funding was seen as an ongoing problem for voluntary 
organisations involved in supporting families. Funding on a year to year basis causes 
ongoing problems for organisations in terms of programme development and 
capacity-building.   
 
                                                 
40 The Bill amends 16 Acts where it is currently required that cases be heard "otherwise than 
in public". These relate to legitimacy proceedings, maintenance of spouses and children, 
divorce, separation and domestic violence. 
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5.14 Family Policy in Ireland: Main Challenges 
Respondents were asked to identify the main challenges facing family policy in 
Ireland at present and how these might be addressed. Twelve key challenges were 
identified. 
 

(i) The plight of low-income families needs to be addressed as a matter of 
urgency. 
 

(ii) Poor or inadequate housing has a major impact on the well-being of 
families and a significant expansion in social housing provision is 
required. 
 

(iii) The vital role of the family in the nurturing of the next generation and in 
the provision of care needs to given greater recognition in policy 
development and better supports and incentives provided accordingly. 
 

(iv) Stronger family - friendly work policies and practices need to become an 
integral part of policy and be supported by appropriate regulation and 
welfare provision. 
 

(v) The needs of children as distinct from the rights of parents should be put 
centre stage in how we deal with marriage and relationship breakdown. 
Children in this situation need to have a separate advocate. 
 

(vi) More effort is required to promote the concept of joint parenting in 
different types of families and particularly how fathers can be more fully 
and equitably involved in the care of their children. 
 

(vii) There is a need for a further significant shift towards mediation as a way 
of resolving general relationship difficulties as well as marriage and 
relationship breakdown.   
.  

(viii) Affordable and accessible high quality childcare should become the norm 
and be available to stay at home parents as well as to working parents. 
 

(ix) Greater provision needs to be made for high quality parenting education 
and ongoing parenting support.  
 

(x) The welfare/work trap in which lone parents are frequently caught needs 
to be addressed. 
 

(xi)  Significantly more resources are needed for organisations working with 
disadvantaged groups and ’hard to reach families’. 
 

(xii) More joint working at local level and a greater sharing of information and 
services accordingly should become a key policy goal and be promoted 
by resource allocation systems. 
 

(xiii) There are particular problems of access to childcare and social services 
for families living in rural areas where there is an inadequate public 
transport system. 
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5.15 Summary 
The general perception was that there are some very good services and supports for 
families available throughout the country but that the need for these services far 
outstrips supply, particularly for vulnerable parents who have difficulty meeting their 
children's needs. 
 
Families have a diverse range of needs and the feeling was that we are nowhere 
near the stage of having comprehensive provision to cater for all needs. 
Shortcomings in income and housing provision affected the well-being of families as 
did access to information and a range of community-based services. The particular 
problems of low-income families was highlighted as was the situation of stay at home 
carers and ‘hard to reach’ families.  It was recognised that there is a growing 
emphasis by Government on family policies and that many innovative and useful 
initiatives have been put in place in recent years. However, there is still a gap 
between policy aspirations and policy implementation and families in need 
sometimes cannot get the services they require at the time they need them. 
 
Greater service coordination is needed at local level.  More streamlined and 
guaranteed resources for voluntary/community organisations is needed and greater 
emphasis needs to be placed on both mediation and the needs of children in cases 
of marriage and relationship breakdown. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
Addressing the Issues: Policy Implications   

 
6.1 Introduction 
Over the past two decades there has been a steady progression towards greater 
protection for marital and non-marital families in Ireland. Legislation introduced during 
the 1980s and 1990s has endeavoured to provide material and physical protection 
for marital families. Legislation on judicial separation and divorce has widened the 
conditions under which couples may legally separate and has also set down 
additional provisions in respect of the family home, children and maintenance. 
 
Social welfare legislation has broadly kept pace with the changing trends in family 
formation. Entitlements for deserted spouses, single mothers and lone parents were 
introduced in the 1970s and 1980s. The numbers of families in receipt of these 
benefits have increased substantially in recent years. More recent integration 
between social welfare and training/education has enabled lone parents to avail of 
further education and training without any loss of entitlement. 
 
There is growing recognition of the fact that Government policies impact on families 
in a wide variety of ways and not just through explicit family policies. For example, 
the Commission on the Family recommended that family impact statements should 
be carried out on all policies, programmes and services to determine their impact on 
families.  It has also become widely accepted that public policies and public services 
should be more accommodating of the growing diversity of partnership arrangements 
and family types which now characterise Western societies while at the same time 
recognising the importance to children of having a stable and positive relationship 
with both parents, even where both parents do not live together.  Many Governments 
within the EU, including Ireland, have chosen a family policy which combines the twin 
approaches of accommodating family diversity while at the same time promoting key 
family relationships.  
 
The DSFA Consultative Fora Report (Daly 2004) identified the values which should 
underpin family policy as: 
 

 respect for family and family activities; 
 choice of working in the home or outside; 
 balance between work and family; 
 equality; 
 diversity; 
 prevention and early intervention; and 
 the need for a more inclusive definition of family.  

 
Forum participants identified the following as core functions of a revamped and more 
developed family policy: 
 

 support of and assistance with parenting, including education courses in 
parenting skills for young parents and for parents of teenagers; 
 
 active involvement in the development and welfare of children; 
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 support for active fatherhood; 
 
  investment in family relations, including quality, affordable family counselling 

services; 
 
 investment in and support for caring, including increased quality childcare 

places and supports for families caring for older people and other dependent 
people; 
 reconciling family activities with the demands of modern life and a changing 

Irish society.  
 
Daly (2004) concluded from her analysis that future family policy should consist of (at 
least) two layers. The first is a general layer of support and assistance that would be 
available to all families, especially at critical junctures such as the birth of the first 
child. The second layer is more specialist in that it would address the added needs of 
particular families (for example, those going through relationship breakdown, families 
facing bereavement, illness, violence, addiction, families where a family member has 
a disability or disorder, families on low-income). 
 
6.2 Factors which Impinge on Family Policy 
There are a number of factors which arise from the analysis carried out for this report 
which impinge on families and related policies. These are set out here under ten 
main headings:  
 

(i) understanding of family; 
(ii) social inclusion; 
(iii) care in the family; 
(iv) reconciling work and family; 
(v) childcare; 
(vi) legal matters; 
(vii) joint parenting; 
(viii) access to services and supports; 
(ix) information; 
(x) the needs of one parent families. 

 
6.3 Understanding of Family 
The understanding of family which underpins legislation needs to be examined in the 
context of current family trends. In addition to the concept of the family based on 
marriage there is also a need to recognise and encompass other family ties and 
bonds "amounting to family life" such as those that exist between some couples who 
are not married and who may not even be cohabiting. (European Court of Human 
Rights 1994).  
 
The treatment of different types of families in the social welfare and tax systems 
continues to give rise to issues of equity and, specifically, raises issues for joint 
parenting.  The Working Group examining the Treatment of Married, Cohabiting and 
One-Parent Families under the Tax and Social Welfare codes issued its report in 
1999.  Many of the issues it examined continue to be contentious. The social welfare 
system treats cohabiting couples (of the opposite sex) in the same way as married 
couples.  The income tax system treats cohabiting couples as single people.   

The financial circumstances of co-habiting may be affected by the practice of 
allocating social welfare payments on the basis of the family or household, which has 
been applied to co-habiting couples since 1989.  In recent years there has been a 
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growing acknowledgement of the problems arising out of the focus on the family or 
household as the unit of social welfare payment.  The Report of the Review Group on 
the Treatment of Households in the Social Welfare Code (Department of Social 
Welfare 1992) set out a number of possible options for dealing with this issue. One of 
these options has as its underlying principle the individualisation of social welfare 
payments where every eligible claimant would receive the full individual rate of 
payment irrespective of his/her household situation. 

 
The individualisation of social welfare payments would result in a situation where the 
issue of co-habitation and its financial consequences could be more adequately 
addressed. In the broader context it would reflect the main thrust of welfare policies 
in EU Member States, which is towards the provision of individual-based payments. 
Such an approach would potentially have significant cost and administrative 
implications and would require a gradual period of transition. 
 

6.4 Social Inclusion and Families 
6.4.1 Income Poverty 
A key question is what policies can be implemented to try to improve the plight of 
those living in poverty. A related question is whether the NAPS target of a minimum 
social welfare rate to €150 per week by 2007 is adequate. The question of child 
income support also needs to be re-visited and the relative weighting given to Child 
Benefit and Child Dependant Allowances needs to be re-evaluated. 
 
Another aspect of income support that needs to be looked at is the many 
permutations and combinations that have to be taken into account by an individual in 
assessing his/her position and what is the most advantageous option in a particular 
set of circumstances, e.g., whether a lone parent would be financially better off 
working part-time41. 
 
On the basis of equity there is a strong case for increasing the lowest social welfare 
payments above the inflation rate to keep pace with general income increases.  We 
need to index social welfare rates to wages if we are to avoid an increasing income 
inequality and relative income poverty.  We need to review the child income support 
structure and to look at the balance between Child Benefit and Child Dependant 
Allowances and other possible ways of supporting children in low-income 
households. The fact that Child Benefit is paid in respect of all children and takes up 
a massive amount of the social welfare budget limits opportunities to address other 
issues of concern to those on low-incomes.   
 
6.4.2 Housing 
On housing, there is a need to provide substantially more social housing. This will 
require additional resources. The concept of ‘affordable’ housing needs to be re-
defined to encompass rental purchase for those who cannot manage a purchase 
price at the beginning. The concept of a Housing Benefit42 needs to be explored 
further to cater for low-income families. 
 
6.4.3 Community Employment (CE) 
The benefits of CE, apart from service delivery, is that people who had been 
disengaged from the labour market by age or caring responsibility or by their lack of 
self-esteem (if they have been long-term unemployed) have an opportunity to re-
engage.  CE is also an important resource for lone parents both as a stepping stone 

                                                 
41 See Treoir Work it Out 
42 See Comhairle/Threshold (2002), Rent Supplement: A Social Policy Report. 
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to long-term employment and as a way of combining flexible, part-time work and 
parenting.  It needs to remain as an important link for many people to the world of 
education and work while childcare is expensive and scarce and work / welfare traps 
remain. 
 
6.4.4 Health 
Many families currently in receipt of low-incomes do not have access to medical 
cards. There is an urgent need to increase the threshold for the medical card as part 
of a process of developing a fairer and more universal health system43. An increase 
in the medical card thresholds is of paramount importance in the context of the relief 
of poverty.  There is anecdotal evidence that many people are not attending the 
doctor in order to save money. Medical cards are very important in terms of 
combating poverty. 
 
6.4.5 Education 
Research shows that policies which seek to remedy deficits incurred in early years 
are much more costly than early investments wisely made, and do not restore lost 
capacities even when large costs are incurred44. The later we attempt to repair early 
defects, the costlier the remediation becomes. Thus it can be argued that policies 
directed toward families may be a more effective means of improving the educational 
performance of children than direct expenditure on schools. 
 
It is necessary to look at additional ways of eliminating the costs of participating in 
education for disadvantaged families.  Supporting children in education is quite a 
burden for low-income families in that there are many additional costs involved in 
‘free education” Additional mechanisms are required to improve the number of 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds going on to third level education. Further 
investment in pre-school education and after-school facilities is also necessary.  
 
6.5 Family Care 
The family as the cornerstone of socialisation and social solidarity may have been 
undermined in recent years by an emphasis on the needs of the labour market and 
related policies.  For example, lack of paid paternal leave suggests a general lack of 
recognition of the fact that it is a necessity for fathers to care for children on some 
occasions. The emphasis on labour market skills which make people economically 
successful, may also result in a downplaying of the skills for parenting and caring. 
Family carers are engaged in vital and necessary social and economic activity and 
this needs to be acknowledged in economic and social policies. No policy change in 
recent years has been targeted at re-balancing the gender division of care work. The 
(unpaid) parental leave programme (introduced in December 1998) has given fathers 
the opportunity to take time off work to look after their children. However, any leave 
entitlement that does not include financial compensation is unlikely redress the 
gender imbalance in care work.  
 
Employment and taxation policies should be made more flexible to accommodate 
people caring in the home on a full-time or part-time basis.  The Carer’s Leave Act 
2001 goes some way towards recognising the need for flexibility in employment. 
However, even though many people availing of Carer’s Leave provisions would be 
entitled to Carer’s Benefit, it is likely to be used only by those in secure employment. 
                                                 
43 See Comhairle (2004), The Medical Card:  Affording Health on a Low Income: A  Social Policy 
Report.    
44 See, for example, Heckman, J J., 1999. "Policies to Foster Human Capital", Aaron 
Wildavsky Forum. 
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The Act, therefore, fails to address the situation of those who are in the least 
favourable position financially, i.e. those in temporary work or without sufficient PRSI 
contributions.  Also Carer’s Benefit is only payable for 15 months. 
 
Three central policy questions arise: 
 

(i) How can essential home-based services, such as care for children, 
people with disabilities and dependant elders, be included as products in 
the national economy? 
 

(ii) How can family carers (mostly women) be compensated for the costs 
(financial, social and emotional) incurred in caring, particularly those in the 
lower income brackets? 
 

(iii) What changes are required in employment policies to support the family 
as a caring unit?  

 
The long-term effects of full-time caring on physical and mental well-being has 
been noted in various studies. For example, a National Council on Ageing and 
Older People Report (O’Shea 2000) found high levels of psychological distress 
among carers.  Physical strain, social isolation and emotional upset were 
associated with the caring role. Over half of the carers of people with 
Alzheimer’s disease stated that they found caring completely overwhelming.   
 
Comhairle has called for a National Strategy for Family Carers (Comhairle 2002), as 
have a number of other agencies, including the Carer’s Association.  This would 
provide an impetus for a stronger focus on carers’ needs and carers’ issues.  The 
Equality Authority (Cullen et al. 2004) emphasised the need for genuine choice for 
carers and called for the provision of a spectrum of services accordingly: 
 

 Care services to substitute as necessary for family care; 
 
 Appropriate and equitable financial support where such services have to be 

paid for; 
 
 Appropriate and equitable income maintenance support; 

 
 Protection of employment and career situation during temporary withdrawal; 

 
 Appropriate and equitable continuity in and protection of social insurance 

contributions and entitlements. 
 
A rights based personal care package for people with disabilities and dependent 
elders is essential if needs are to met equitably and adequately.45  The extra costs of 
providing care need to be taken into account and reflected in income supports. While 
recent changes in carers’ payments have improved the position of many carers, most 
carers are still not entitled to any payment for caring per se that recognises their vital 
contribution to society. Also, while the issue of the financing of long-term care is 

                                                 
45  Disability Bill 2004  sets out a number of rights for people with disabilities and places a number of 
obligations  on public bodies in respect of people with disabilities. 
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under discussion46 at present, a universal system of provision has not to date 
emerged as a significant component of policy.  

The Review of the Carer’s Allowance (Department of Social, Community and Family 
Affairs 1998) suggested that a new non-means-tested benefit be introduced for 
carers who are providing the highest level of care, i.e., looking after a highly 
dependent person (so-called ‘continual care payment’). However, this suggestion has 
not been put into practice. Also, despite calls for ‘universalisation’ of the payment 
(see, for example, Report of the Oireacthtas Joint Committee on Family Affairs on 
Carers, 2003) the Carer’s Allowance remains a means-tested income support 
mechanism rather than a payment for caring.  Policy initiatives and improvements in 
payments are clearly intended to reinforce the existing model of informal care in the 
home.  “Government policy is strongly in favour of supporting care in the community 
and enabling people to remain in their own homes for as long as possible…the State 
cannot, and would not wish to replace the personal support and care provided within 
the family and the community” (Dáil Debates 24.5.2001). 

The emphasis by governments on individual (usually meaning family) responsibility 
for care may no longer be tenable. Research shows that the vast majority of carers 
express a desire for direct payment for caring services, which would both recognise 
the value of the work performed by carers, and provide purchasing power for 
additional supports and services. This is a key policy issue. 
 
6.6 Reconciling Work and Family 
There is a need for government to legislate to allow people to work in a flexible 
manner to facilitate care in the home. This requires a move beyond mere labour 
market oriented supports to a situation where parents are given a real choice. 
Policies should be put in place to allow for easy access to part-time employment 
during the period of dependency within families, i.e. when children are young or have 
ongoing special needs and, also, when there are dependent adults. The Commission 
on the Family (1998:19) stated that “Social partnership objectives should support and 
promote the introduction of ‘family friendly’ flexibility in work arrangements – job 
sharing, extended leave arrangements, career breaks, term-time working and 
parental leave to meet parents’ needs”. 
 
 A social climate needs to be created to facilitate a different ethos as, for example, 
was done in the case of gender equality in the workplace. Payments for caring 
should allow for the possibility of shared care, e.g., two siblings in the workforce 
sharing the care of an elderly parent.    
 
Employment policies should work towards raising awareness among the social 
partners and business organisations about the potential benefits of 
implementing flexible work arrangements, including more job sharing and 
eworking.  Specific ework initiatives that enable sustainable work-family 
interactions and support a variety of different family types (couples with 
children, one-parent families, families caring for dependent elders or people 
with disabilities) should be explored and promoted.   
 
A comparative review of family friendly policies in Ireland, Austria and Japan (OECD 
2003) makes a number of recommendations for Ireland including: 
 

                                                 
46 There is an ongoing consultation process on this issue by the Department of Social and Family 
Affairs with a specific focus on exploring the recommendations of the Mercer Consultants. 
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 The introduction of an entitlement to part-time work for parents with very 
young children; 
 
 A reduction of the long-term benefit expectation among clients of One Parent 

Family Payment (it was noted that this would require a comprehensive 
employment support approach, intervening more actively at an earlier stage 
of benefit receipt; providing training and childcare support, while ensuring that 
Family Income Supplement becomes a more effective tool in helping single 
parents back to work);  
 
 Encouraging employers and trade Unions to make workplaces more family-

friendly, for example, through the introduction of initiatives that provide 
workplaces with tailored advice on family-friendly policy practices.  

 
While recent legislative changes are welcome, e.g. 18 week maternity leave and 
unpaid parental leave, Ireland lags behind many other European countries in the 
area of childcare supported employment opportunities.  
 
6.7 Childcare 
The need for universal, subsidised childcare (not tied to the labour market) has been 
widely identified and increased provision is required in this regard. The reality is that 
current funding and administrative structures make it difficult for local communities 
and groups to assess adequate levels of support for childcare. 
 
The role of pre-school facilities for disadvantaged children has been widely 
acknowledged.  There is a need to increase the number of such places and to make 
provision for much easier access than is currently the case. There is also a need to 
explore options to use existing education facilities to address out-of-school hours 
care needs, which has been recommended by the OECD.  
 
The OECD Report (2003) concluded that additional public investment in childcare is 
required to promote child development and ensure that childcare services are of 
good quality. It is suggested that such public spending may best be focused on 
parents rather than providers, to increase their choice of work and care options, as 
well as providers and types of care, to improve equity in public childcare support 
across childcare providers and to improve efficiency among providers. The Report 
suggested that income testing could be used to target expenditures on those most in 
need and, also that  ‘childminding’ that is currently in the informal sector should be 
subject to some basic quality controls in return for being eligible for public subsidies.  
 
6.8 Non-marital Families 
6.8.1 Unmarried Fathers 
Under current law unmarried fathers have no guardianship rights. There is a need to 
raise awareness around this so that all children know the name of their father. The 
inclusion of the father’s name on a child’s birth certificate should be proactively 
promoted and encouraged through a public campaign (currently, some 30% of 
children do not have the father’s name on their birth certificate.  As part of the public 
awareness campaign, it needs to emphasised that having a father’s name on the 
birth certificate does not (a) give the father any additional rights or (b) have any 
implications for a mother’s social welfare entitlements.    
 
6.8.2 Co-habiting Couples 
People in co-habiting relationships have relatively little protection under Irish law at 
present.  This comes into sharper focus in situations of relationship breakdown 
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(where there is no legal right to financial support) and in situations where one partner 
dies (where there is no right to the estate).   Applications for Protection and Barring 
Orders will not be considered unless a couple have been living together for at least 6 
months. Unmarried partners cannot adopt children as a couple, even the child of one 
of the partners.  Cohabitees are treated as single persons for taxation purposes and 
are not entitled to married persons’ tax credits or bands, the One Parent Family Tax 
Credit or the Home Carer’s Tax Credit. 
 
There is a need to establish a system of registration for non-marital partnerships. The 
Law Reform Commission (2004) proposal for a scheme, which would impose legal 
rights and duties on cohabitees who satisfy certain criteria, appears worthwhile and 
balanced and should be explored further.  
 
6.9 Legal Matters 
6.9.1 Access to Legal Aid 
A number of aspects of the free legal aid system were identified as being less than 
satisfactory.  Firstly, the threshold for entitlement is too low and the cut-off point for 
entitlement too harsh given that legal costs can be prohibitive and that people very 
often cannot establish at the outset how much the whole process is going to cost. 
Secondly, the waiting time to get even an initial appointment with a solicitor is too 
long (up to 12 months in some instances). Thirdly, it can take up to two years to 
process cases through the courts and this can cause much additional stress, 
particularly for children.  
  
The ongoing expansion of state legal aid is of paramount importance given the 
increasing demand and the need to keep waiting lists to a minimum. Additional 
involvement of private solicitors in legal aid cases is likely to be required to achieve 
this. 
 
6.9.2 Family Courts 
The adversarial family courts system is generally regarded as difficult and traumatic 
for those involved and can be quite inappropriate for many people. The situation may 
be compounded by a long waiting time (over 12 months for a Circuit Court Hearing in 
some areas outside of Dublin).  There is also the problem of cases being listed and 
not heard and having to be rescheduled for the next sitting of the Court which may be 
3 months down the road.  
 
Changes to the in camera rule, as proposed in the Civil Liability and Courts Bill 2004 
are generally regarded as desirable and should result in greater transparency and a 
better public understanding of how the system works and, particularly, the basis on 
which decisions are taken and orders made.  
 
As a general principle decisions on ‘the steps of the court’ should be eliminated from 
the system.  As one respondent put it, “poker-playing in matters of such importance 
is not helpful… agreements cobbled together when people are ‘punch-drunk’ may not 
be the solution”. (See 5.12 above). 
 
6.9.3 Citizen Children 
The issue of citizen children and the rights of their foreign-born parents is an ongoing 
issue following the Supreme Court ruling (January 2003). While the Irish citizenship 
of the children is acknowledged, restriction on the rights of the parents of such 
children would appear to have a potentially negative impact on the well-being and 
rights of the families involved. 
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6.10 Joint Parenting 
The problems arising in respect of parenting, guardianship, access to and custody of 
children are in theory best addressed in the context of joint parenting. Joint parenting 
is a central guiding principle both within marriages and stable relationships and also 
in situations of breakdown in relationships and where parents do not live together. 
While issues of guardianship, custody and access for non-marital parents and for 
parents in marriage breakdown situations should be addressed and resolved where 
possible around the principle of joint parenting, this is problematic in many situations. 
Models of good practice are necessary.  Existing legislation in respect of non-marital 
fathers and social welfare provision in respect of cohabiting couples should be 
amended to support the concept of joint parenting where appropriate and to deal 
adequately with existing anomalies.  
 
As already stated, the adversarial system that dominates the approach to 
marriage/relationship breakdown is frequently not in the best interests of children and 
the desirability of mediated joint parenting. There is thus a need for more publicity 
around the role and functioning of mediation. While access to mediation has been 
improving over the years, it is frequently the case that it is not seriously explored by 
either the parties themselves or by their legal representatives. While solicitors are 
expected under their Code of Professional Conduct to recommend mediation, it 
would appear from anecdotal evidence that this does not always happen. 
 
There is a need to shift the debate from parent’s rights to children’s needs and to 
operate on the basis that children’s needs and rights are paramount.  
 
6.11 Lone Parents 
The DSFA Consultative Fora Report (Daly 2004) observed that “the problems and 
pressures encountered by many if not all parents bear especially heavily on lone 
parents” (p,35). 
 
6.11.1 Employment/Training 
The low level of employment among lone parents is a cause for concern – this was 
specifically addressed in the OECD (2003) Report. The Commission on the Family 
(1998) had noted that “there is now a considerable body of research both at home 
and abroad which shows the clear material advantage of an employment led support 
policy for lone parents” (p.17). Fahey and Russell (2001) pointed out that one way of 
removing disincentives is to assist lone parents to earn a living wage.  They 
suggested that in order to achieve this it would be necessary to improve the skills 
and educational deficits of lone parents and to provide affordable childcare, which 
they saw as “crucial to increasing working lone parents’ chances of becoming fully 
independent of social welfare”  (Fahey and Russell pp.55-56). 
 
The Minister for Social and Family Affairs has stated recently that she intends to 
review the income support arrangements for lone parents in order to establish the 
“extent to which the One Parent Family Payment may be acting as a disincentive to 
recipients taking up employment, and to making the transition to full-time 
employment, greater self sufficiency and a better overall standard of living for them 
and their children”.  Under existing policy lone parents in receipt of social welfare 
have a degree of choice about whether they are employed or not. However, it is not 
easy for lone parents to get employment mainly because of lack of affordable 
childcare, scarcity of flexible working arrangements and transport difficulties. There is 
a clear need for more childcare and crèche facilities. 
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While FAS and CE schemes play a key role in assisting women returning to or 
entering employment, cutbacks in CE places in recent years have lessened such 
opportunities. In many instances it would appear that the loss of secondary benefits 
continues to act as a disincentive for lone parents to move from welfare to work. 
Also, the level of the Earnings Disregard in relation to the One Parent Family 
Payment needs to be reviewed. 
 
The need to create an environment in terms of support services (childcare and 
creche facilities) where lone parents can pursue work, education and training 
opportunities and become less dependent on the social welfare system is an ongoing 
and significant policy challenge. 
  
6.11.2 Housing and Accommodation 
It has been estimated (NESF 2001) that 47 per cent of housing lists nationally are 
made up of lone parents.  In some urban areas where there are more lone parents, it 
rises to 60 per cent.  This arises because of the way that points are allocated (two-
thirds of lone parents have only 1 child) and the preponderance of three-bedroom 
houses where two-parent families receive greater priority in the allocation of such 
houses. The National Economic and Social Forum (NESF 2001) has examined this 
issue and recommended that lone parents’ particular accommodation needs should 
be considered in the design, development and allocation of a range of housing types. 
 
6.11.3 Custody. Guardianship and Access Issues 
Child custody and guardianship and the rights of non-marital fathers are ongoing 
issues for many lone parents. Some fathers are clearly dissatisfied with custody 
arrangements. Some single mothers are concerned about registering a father's name 
on the child's birth certificate and, specifically, whether this would affect their 
entitlement to the One Parent Family Payment. Also, some are concerned that 
registering the father's name might give him access rights to the child.  
 
8.12 Access to Services and Supports 

 
6.12.1 Non-availability of Services/Supports   
CICs and other voluntary/community organisations consulted referred to situations 
where families had difficulties finding services to suit their needs. In some instances 
the difficulties were resolved following intervention by a CIC and/or a Family 
Resource Centre or other voluntary organisation. This may have required clarification 
of information and related entitlement and/or contact with a statutory agency. In other 
instances, the nature of the problem was such that the existing system of income 
support and service delivery fell short. In these instances, services and supports (e.g. 
appropriate housing, legal aid) that might have been reasonably available were not.  
 
6.12.2 Integrated Local Service Provision for Families 
The availability, waiting lists and adequacy of support services at local level for 
families, continues to be a cause for concern. The absence of a comprehensive 
family information service at local level was identified as a significant gap. 

 
6.12.3 Childcare Services and Family Courts 
An escalation in family breakdown in recent years has contributed to the pressure on 
the family court system, particularly outside Dublin.  Family case hearings are 
sometimes adjourned because relevant reports are not available on time for a 
particular sitting with the result that the matter cannot be dealt with until the next 
sitting which may be 3 months away. This puts additional pressure on families, 
particularly on children. 
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There is a need to further develop child-care services in general and to achieve more 
integration between childcare services and family courts to ensure that waiting lists 
for child psychiatric services are reduced and that relevant reports are available in 
time for court hearings about access and custody. 
 
 
6.13 Information 
Despite the proliferation of information channels and outlets provided by both 
statutory and voluntary/community organisations in recent years, there are ongoing 
difficulties with access to comprehensive and relevant information on family matters. 
Families in difficulties are not always aware of the range and type of services 
available to them. There is a need to promote public awareness about these services 
so that families can decide which service is most appropriate to their need. Earlier 
contact with the appropriate service can frequently lessen the emotional trauma of 
difficult family situations and is also likely to be more cost effective. 
 
There appears to be confusion about who has the ‘right’ information and how it is to 
be accessed. The need for more integration of information provision at local level 
was a constant theme throughout the discussions which took place during the 
preparation of this report. For example, as already stated, working out the impact of 
earnings on social welfare payments is a highly complex process with the outcome 
depending on a wide range of factors relevant to a particular situation. 
 
The issue of information also arose in the context of family/relationship breakdown. 
The Law Reform Commission Report on Family Courts (1996) recommended that 
there should be a family advice centre attached to every regional family court. 
 
The CIC query evidence analysed for this report shows that family related queries 
cover a wide range of information needs -- income, legal, joint parenting, health, 
counselling and mediation issues. The complex and at times distressing nature of 
family related queries suggests that there is a need for more specialist training for a 
number of personnel in each CIC. As well as equipping information workers to 
provide high quality information, advice and advocacy on family matters, this 
specialist training would include enhanced skills of listening, supporting and referring 
clients on to the most appropriate professional agency.  

 
Voluntary/community organisations working with families are a valuable information 
resource. While a greater level of state funding for such organisations would enable 
them to provide a wider service, care needs to be taken to minimise duplication of 
services at local level. The National Economic and Social Forum (NESF 2001) 
recommended that in the strategic plans for social housing being developed within 
local authorities, provision should be made for community support facilities (including 
information services, resource centres and family support services.  
 
6.14  Need for Further Research 
Fahey and Russell (2001) concluded that there is a need for further data on a 
number of family-related matters, e.g. fertility-related behaviour, lone parents in 
larger family units and non-resident parents. There is a need for more data on non-
marital families, their circumstances and their problems. Specifically, more 
information is required on the position of co-habiting couples and non-marital fathers. 
Such information should cover the topics of joint parenting, access and custody, 
finance and property, domestic violence, and the consequences of breakdown in 
relationships. 
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More research is also required on the patterns and composition of lone parent 
families, e.g., numbers that subsequently enter into long-term marital or co-habiting 
relationships. The Commission on the Family (1998) recommended that research be 
carried out on how many families leave lone parenthood through marriage, how long 
they remain lone parent families and the outcome for children over time.47 
The grouping together of unmarried, separated and widowed lone parents under a 
common ‘lone parent’ label “ has been regarded as unsatisfactory from an analytical 
point of view since in the case of unmarried and separated lone parents, it distracts 
attention from the non-resident part ……in consequence, information is lacking on 
the degree of jointness in parenting “ (Fahey and Russell 2001 p.ix). The 
disincentives to joint parenthood that may be built into current social welfare [and tax] 
provisions for lone parents also requires further investigation. More research is also 
required in the Irish context on the impact on joint parenting of different models and 
assumptions about the role of women and men as ‘breadwinners’ and carers (see 
2.6) above. 
 
Additional research in relation to the sharing of family responsibilities, taking into 
account the experience of a number of other countries is an ongoing requirement for 
Irish policy makers.  
 
The experiences of parents’ of children with special needs should be included as a 
key component in research on family caregiving and working across the life course.  
 
6.15 Summary 
The analysis of CIC query record sheets on family matters carried out in this study 
and the consideration of issues raised by researchers and by people working in the 
field points to a number of important factors which need to be addressed.  
 
The understanding of family, which underpins legislation and social welfare provision, 
needs to be examined further in the context of current family trends. The role and 
potential of the family in nurturing and caring has been coming under increased 
pressure. Work and family integration needs to become more of a reality than is 
currently the case and more innovative and flexible working arrangements are 
required for this purpose.  This is important for all families and applies to the care of 
children, people with disabilities and dependent elders. Lone parent families have 
particular needs in this regard. A stronger focus is required on the rights and needs 
of children, particularly in the context of marriage and relationship breakdown.  
 
Access to appropriate services and supports continues to be a problem for some 
families. Adequate income, housing, childcare, counselling and information emerge 
as issues. The integration and co-ordination of family related services at local level 
and the provision of comprehensive information accordingly requires further 
attention. There is a need to consider further the question of social welfare payments 
and taxation in respect of cohabiting.  Finally, there is a need for further research on 
non-marital families with particular reference to cohabiting couples, lone parents, 
non-marital fathers and joint parenting.  
 
 
 

                                                 
47  A Report, commissioned by the department of Social and Family Affairs, From Child to 
Adult: A Longitudinal Study  of Irish Children and their Families,  was published in September 
2004.  
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LIST OF AGENCIES CONSULTED IN THE COMPILATION OF 
THE REPORT 
 
 
 
AIM Family Services 

Barnardos 

Carers Association 

Family Law Consultancy (Isobel Butler) 

Family Support Agency 

Irish Farmers Association 

Legal Aid Board 

MABS (Money, Advice & Budgeting Service), Ballymun 

MABS (Money Advice & Budgeting Service), Donegal 

Neighbourhood Youth Project, Rutland Street, Dublin 

OPEN (One Parent Exchange and Network) 

St. Vincent de Paul Society 

TREOIR (Federation of Services for Unmarried Parents and their Children) 

Vita House Family Resource Centre 

Western Health Board (Child Care & Family Support Services) 

 WITH (Women in the Home)  
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LIST OF PARTICIPATING CITIZENS NFORMATION CENTRES 
 
 

Carlow (Carlow CIC) 

Clare (Ennis CIC) 

Clare (Kilrush CIC) 

Clare (Shannon CIC) 

Donegal (Letterkenny IIU (Ballybofey outreach)) 

Donegal (Letterkenny IIU) 

Dublin (Dublin North West CIS) 

Dublin (Northside CIC) 

Galway (Galway CIC (Portumna outreach)) 

Galway (Galway CIC) 

Kerry (Cahirciveen CIC) 

Kerry (Kenmare CIC) 

Kerry (Killarney CIC) 

Kerry (Listowel CIC) 

Kildare (Newbridge CIC) 

Kilkenny (Kilkenny CIC) 

Kerry (Killorglin) CIC  

Leitrim (Co Leitrim CIS) 

Leitrim (Drumshanbo CIC) 

Longford (Longford CIC) 

Mayo (Castlebar CIC) 

Meath (Navan CIC) 

Offaly (Birr CIC) 

Offaly (Tullamore CIC) 

South County Dublin (Clondalkin CIC) 

South County Dublin (Tallaght CIC) 
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