
 
 

 

Note of proceedings 

National Carers Strategy - Annual Carers’ Forum 2022 

Online: WebEx Platform 

31 May 2022 

Background 

The Annual Carers’ Forum is hosted by the Department of Social Protection (DSP) as part of its 

commitments under the National Carers’ Strategy (NCS). The purpose of the Forum is to provide carers 

with a voice at policy level.  It also provides an opportunity for engagement between officials and 

people experiencing care issues first-hand. 

Introductions 

Veronica O’Brien, DSP Principal Officer with responsibility for Illness, Disability and Carers Policy, 

welcomed the attendees noting that the Forum is a key event in the Department’s calendar and is one 

of the Department’s commitments under the National Carers Strategy. She then invited Teresa 

Leonard, DSP Deputy Secretary General, to open the Forum. 

Ms Leonard highlighted the importance of the event as it enables the voice of carers to feed directly 

into department policy and provides a valuable opportunity for engagement between officials and 

people experiencing the issues first-hand. She recognised that the last number of years have been a 

very difficult, anxious and worrying time for everyone, and particularly family carers and that the 

Department has tried to respond to carers’ needs through the various income support measures 

provided. She noted the increase in DSP carer payment recipients over the past 5 years with a 20% 

increase from 2017 (75,264 recipients) to almost 91,000 today. Approximately 400 claims for Carer’s 

Allowance are received each week and processing times have significantly improved at 5 weeks 

currently compared to 7 in 2020 and 14 weeks in 2019. Spending on the various carer payments in 

2022 is expected to amount to around €1.5 billion.  

Ms Leonard acknowledged the hard work and commitment of the carer representative groups present 

– Family Carers Ireland and Care Alliance Ireland – and welcomed their close working relationship with 

the Department. She stressed the high value the Department places on this relationship. She thanked 

colleagues from other government departments for their attendance and contributions to the Forum 

which aims to capture carer issues that are wider than just income supports. Ms Leonard stated that 

Minister Humphreys takes a very personal interest in carer issues and will address the Forum later in 

the morning and then outlined the agenda for the day. Finally, she said that this event is an 

opportunity for carers to highlight their issues and concerns and wished all attendees a very 

productive and worthwhile morning. 



 
As per the agenda, presentations followed these opening remarks, then workshops on key issues, an 

address by the Minister for Social Protection, with the day concluding with a plenary session. 

 

 

Presentations 

Lisa Dunne, Project Coordinator and Zoe Hughes, Senior Policy & Research Officer, Care Alliance 

Ireland (CAI) 

Kaleidoscope: Guiding Family Carers Back to Employment 

An overview of the Kaleidoscope Project was provided. This is a time-limited project focussing on 

supporting carers return to the paid labour market.   

➢ A 12-week training course for 3 groups of 20 family carers has been provided.  Weeks 1 to 6 

focus on the individual with remaining 6 weeks focussed on work skills.  Limited 1-2-1 support 

provided to participants over three separate 3–4-month time frames.  

➢ An online seminar was held on 25 April to engage with HR professionals/employers around 

family carers in the paid labour market. 

➢ A participant update was given for Cohorts 1-3 at May 2022 with 17 having secured paid 

employment, 5 have or plan to set up their own business, 7 returned or planning to return to 

education and 3 volunteering in the community. 

➢ Evaluation of the project has found that participants are predominantly female, aged 30 to 61 

(average age of 46), come from a mix of rural and urban backgrounds with a broad mix of 

education and training and have been out of paid employment for up to 25 years.  

➢ Participant feedback showed marked improvements in life positivity, employment prospects, 

job skills and feelings of isolation from just prior to taking part to just after course ended and 

3 months after the course was completed.  It was noted that such improvements are unusual 

in an extended period after courses normally end. 

➢ Key takeaways of the project evaluation were that: carers want to work; confidence is key and 

that the positive impacts of the Kaleidoscope Project continue long after the course has ended. 

 

Clare Duffy, Policy and Public Affairs Manager, Family Carers Ireland (FCI) & Niamh Ryan, Family 

Carer  

It’s time for change: Family Carers Ireland’s Priorities for Budget 2023  

An overview was given of current environmental factors influencing FCI’s advocacy for family carers 

such as the cost-of-living crisis, the payment of the PUP and Basic Income for Artists, Sláintecare, 



 
Article 41.2 and the constitutional recognition of care in the home, Citizen’s Assembly 

recommendations and the Assisted Decision-Making Capacity Act. It is in this context Ms. Duffy stated 

the Carer’s Allowance Scheme introduced in the 1990s is no longer fit for purpose and there needs to 

be an immediate review and modernisation of the Carer’s Allowance scheme.  

The MESL (Minimum Essential Standard of Living) Cost of Care research by the Vincentian Partnership 

for Social Justice was highlighted showing the additional weekly costs incurred by a household caring 

for a child with a profound intellectual disability. A call was made for a review and modernisation of 

Carer’s Allowance that looks payment rates, the 18.5-hour limitation and taxation of the payment. 

4 Budget ‘key asks’ by FCI for family carers were outlined as follows: 

➢ Increase Carer’s Allowance to €325 to reflect the additional costs incurred by caring 

households and the cost-of-living crisis. 

➢ Pending a review of Carer’s Allowance, the income disregard to increase to €1,000 (couple) 

and €500 (single). 

➢ Recognition of the costs of caring in the deductions allowable for Carer’s Allowance, including 

medical expenses, equipment and aids, fuel costs, mortgage repayments, dependent children 

and an assessment of income on net rather than gross value. 

➢ Include Carer’s Allowance as a qualifying payment for the Fuel Allowance and increase the 

€120 excess to €140. 

Niamh Ryan, Family Carer, outlined the financial and emotional challenges facing her family as carers 

for a child with high dependency needs. 

 

 

Address by the Minister for Social Protection, Ms Heather Humphreys, TD 

The Minister for Social Protection, Heather Humphreys, T.D., acknowledged her and the Government’s 

commitment to supporting carers and thanked them for their contribution, particularly in light of the 

challenges posed in recent years due to the pandemic. The Minister was pleased to have announced 

improvements to the means testing of Carer’s Allowance in the latest Budget which will come into 

effect this week as well as the automatic payment of the Carer’s Support Grant to 121,000 carers this 

Thursday. These are the first changes to the means test in 14 years and this more generous means 

assessment recognises the role of carers and the contribution they make to society. Many carers who 

up to now did not qualify for a payment due to means will now be brought into the Carer’s Allowance 

system for the first time. The Minister stated that her next priority is pension provision for carers. The 

Government has made a commitment to examine options for a pension solution for carers. The 

Pensions Commission recommended that long-term carers, defined as those caring for more than 20 



 
years, should be given access to the State Pension Contributory by having retrospective contributions 

paid for them. The Government is considering the Pensions Commission’s Report very carefully and 

the views of the Joint Committee on Social Protection and the Commission on Taxation and Welfare 

are being considered as part of these deliberations. The Minister said that she intends bringing a 

recommended response and implementation plan to Government for its consideration when that 

work is completed.  

 

The Minister noted that the National Carers' Strategy is a cross-departmental strategy, designed 

around a core vision which recognises and respects carers as key care partners. The Government is 

committed to the Department of Health’s review and update of the National Carers’ Strategy and the 

Minister noted that €2 million has been allocated by the Department of Health to further the Strategy 

with a focus on improving equity of access to supports. This funding has supported the development 

of online carer supports through Care Alliance Ireland and will extend services to approximately 5,000 

additional family carers through a mixture of community and individual supports with Family Carers 

Ireland. This funding is a first step to the Programme for Government commitment to provide a ‘Carers 

Guarantee’ - a core basket of services to carers across the country, regardless of where they live.  

 

The Minister noted the opportunity that today’s Forum brings for officials and carers to engage 

directly. She has witnessed the strong relationship between DSP and the carer organisations here 

today. She said that she also meets carers regularly in her constituency office where issues such as the 

means testing of Carer’s Allowance are raised. She has met with both Family Carers Ireland and Care 

Alliance Ireland and has found this connection positive and mutually beneficial and looks forward to 

engaging with them again at this year’s Pre-Budget Forum. Finally, she thanked all the carers present 

for taking time out of their busy lives to take part in this important Forum. 

 

 

Workshops & Plenary Session 

The groups in each workshop were asked to discuss their theme and each reported back on three 

issues to the Plenary Session following the workshops. 

Workshop 1: DSP information, operational and policy issues including DSP income supports & life 

after caring 

3 issues fed back for consideration to the Plenary Session: 



 
1. Basic Payment rate for Carer’s Allowance to be increased, suggestion of €325 per week.  

2. The means test for Carer’s Allowance should be abolished. 

3.  Ensure Pension entitlements for carers. 

Other issues raised at this workshop included: 

➢ At a minimum a further increase to the disregard to €1,000 (couple) and €500 (single).  

➢ Recognise the costs of caring in the deductions allowable for Carer’s Allowance, including 

medical expenses, equipment and aids, additional fuel costs, etc. 

➢ Assess income on net rather than gross value, to take into account mortgage repayments, 

dependent children, children in college etc.  

➢ Removal of Carer’s Allowance as a taxable payment (matter for the Revenue Commissioners 

and outside the scope of DSP).  

➢ 18.5-hour ceiling is restrictive in terms of carers who can work and want to supplement their 

income. It also restrictive in terms of participating in education and training courses.  

 

Workshop 2: Carer Health and Well Being/ Access to Health and Social Care Supports and Services 

3 issues fed back for consideration to the Plenary Session: 

• Lack of public health nurses, social workers or a link person (as per Scottish model) to help 

and support carers to navigate the system from diagnosis onwards. 

• Service provision for carer and the person being cared for – lack of appropriate professionals 

at some locations (‘postcode lottery’ but lack of services experienced everywhere, including 

the capital). Waiting lists and inefficient assessments. Lack of availability and communication 

from the HSE. 

• HSE and DSP services should accept reports from private assessments. It was noted that 

often the same medical professionals provide these services anyway. 

Other issues raised at this workshop included: 

➢ The lack of assistance and services by the HSE (and inconsistent standards) often means that 

people have to seek these privately, which can be financially challenging.  Difficulties in getting 

information from the HSE and general poor communication is an issue. 

➢ The consensus was that there were no improvements in services in the 2021-2022 period.  

During the pandemic, while some services moved online, on-the-ground help disappeared. 

Online therapies and sessions didn’t suit all, particularly nonverbal disabled people. 



 
➢ Ensure the issue of the lack of professionals and long waiting lists are addressed.  If not, 

private assessment reports should be accepted. People are going private as a result of the 

lack of services, but assessments often are not recognised for allowances and benefits. 

 

➢ Concerns were raised regarding the lack of help when the primary carer falls ill or when help 

is needed to fulfil caring responsibilities. Urgent respite request can cost in the region of 

€1,500. 

Workshop 3: Housing Supports and Transport for Older People/People with Disabilities 

3 priority issues fed back for consideration to the Plenary Session: 

1. Transport: Regarding the rural and urban divide, there is a lack of coherent policy. There 

is a need to look at the process and service provision. Where public transport is available, 

it sometimes is not accessible as buses have ramps that rarely work and there are not 

enough accessible bus stops. Wheelchair inaccessibility is still an issue. 

2. Transport: Look at the gap left by the Mobility Allowance. The main grant is the grant for 

vehicle adaptations, not suitable for everyone’s needs. 

3. Housing: An Occupational Therapists (OT) report is a requirement for assessment in 

accessing housing adaptations grants. There is a lack of consistency in this regard as some 

local authorities have OT services while others do not. Therefore, the individual must pay 

for OT services privately if they wish to proceed with the application. 

Other issues raised at this workshop included: 

➢ Adaptation Grants are available for private rented accommodation, but the landlord must 
agree and approve to the adaptations process. Landlords need to be informed that the works 
will be grant aided. 

➢ Housing Adaptation grants are based on too fundamental a need (e.g., washing = shower), not 

necessarily what is needed and desired (if wellbeing comes from being bathed). 

➢ Difficulty in accessing housing, whether social, rental, or private owner, is a significant 

problem. 

➢ Lack of coherent policy provision for adults with disabilities into independent living, and an 

independent life. 

➢ Any new mobility grant should take into consideration more than the person’s ability to walk. 

For example, persons with severe intellectual/sensory disabilities may need additional 

transport supports. 

 

Workshop 4: Supports for Young Carers 

3 priority issues fed back for consideration to the Plenary Session: 

1. All educators, schools and teachers need to be more aware of and recognise young 

carer’s needs for support in school and for access to information about supports in the 

community. A caring and listening approach is required respecting the dignity and privacy 



 
of young people. The FCI school model currently in place needs to be scaled up.  A focus 

also needs to be put on the needs of young carers entering third level education – they 

need to have financial support and access to support and counselling services. 

2. Dedicated multi-annual funding needs to be put in place for supports for young carers for 

services and supports available in the community e.g., Youth Services and Family 

Resource Centres. 

3. Young carers need to be identified as a distinct target group in the next Better Outcomes, 

Brighter Futures: The National Policy Framework for Children and Young People including 

the Youth Strategy and Education Strategies for cross government actions. 

 

Other issues raised at this workshop included: 

 

➢ Isolation felt by young carers continues to be a key issue.  

➢ It was noted that Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education) in the UK ensures that young 

carers get the supports they need in school.   

➢ FCI have a school model in place (and a Young Carers Card) but only in a limited number of 

schools and not at the level required. 

➢ Financial supports for young carers attending third level education can be poor with no access 

to Carer’s Allowance (when in full-time education) and sometimes SUSI grants. 

➢ Funding for young carer groups is piecemeal, relying on e.g., Healthy Ireland one off grants.  

Dedicated regular funding is required. There are currently 60 participants in the Roscommon 

area groups – increasing this across the country could have a huge impact. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

• Rónán Hession, Assistant Secretary with responsibility for Carers Policy, closed the Forum and 

thanked all attendees for their attendance and contributions to this most important event in 

the Department’s calendar. He stressed that the Department is here to listen and assist and 

that many of the points and ideas expressed today may lead to real change in policy. He cited 

by way of example the change to the carer’s hours threshold, which was increased to 18.5 

hours, as many carers expressed that 15 hours was too restrictive. He made the point that, 

while the carer representative groups present, the FCI and CAI, make their case for family 

carers, the Department also represents the case for carers to wider Government. He noted 

that the Minister for Social Protection is keenly aware of the issues affecting carers from her 

grassroots experience. 

Mr Hession thanked Lisa and Zoe of CAI for their presentations and was impressed with the 

employment outcomes achieved with their project and noted that ‘confidence’ was identified 

as a very important issue for carers looking to return to work.  He also thanked Clare from the 

FCI for her presentation and noted that while the Department is familiar with the issues raised 

and will do their best to advance them. He noted that DSP also offers other supports, beyond 

carer income supports, such as the Additional Needs Payment under the Community Welfare 

service. Mr Hession expressed special thanks to Niamh for sharing her and her husband’s 

valuable perspective as carers to their son, Liam. He noted that many other issues raised today 



 
were outside the remit of DSP and he hoped that colleagues present from other Government 

Departments had found the Forum useful in hearing relevant issues raised by carers first-hand 

and will bring them back to their respective departments and he thanked them for their 

participation. He confirmed that the day’s proceedings will be captured in a report for issue 

to all attendees, along with copies of both presentations by FCI and CAI, after the event.  

Finally, he thanked all involved on organising today’s event, in particular Jacob Meier 

Thygesen (DSP) and noted that Jacob is shortly to be promoted and wished him all the best.  

 

Zoe Hughes of CAI then presented a short video outlining carers experience of participating in the 

Kaleidoscope Project. 

End of Forum 

 

 

 


