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Dear Minister,

1.  Thank you for your invitation to present our budget proposals on behalf of pensioners.  

2.  Regarding your request that we offer pensioners’ insights and solutions to the economic problems that we are undoubtedly facing in Ireland and the solutions proposed by the McCarthy Report, as far as this Committee is concerned it would not be our intention to choose the methods of our execution.  We are not going to be like turkeys with the only choice they are given is how they get to the dinner table not their survival or their wellbeing.  You will understand Minister that it would not be our intention, nor could it be, to engage in that type of exercise.

3.  We have solutions to offer that will bear on the wellbeing of older people but this requires Government policy which does not seem to be forthcoming in the area of pensions as you have not yet published a White Paper on pensions in Ireland.
4.  We are, at your request, going to confine our proposals to three areas that we have prioritised.  These are pensions, fuel poverty and rural transport.  We will detail our position on these matters later in our submission.  But firstly we want to deal with the overall macro economic situation which has been brought about by decisions at international and national level.  We do not have to point out Minister that in no way are older people responsible for the problems that Ireland now has faced and should not be asked to take a reduction in their standard of living to meet the shortcomings and shortfalls of others who have brought about this terrible situation that we now have to face as a people.
5.  Regarding the overall economy, the Committee is aware that the level of borrowing that is required for day to day spending by Government puts extreme pressure on our ability to meet our commitments.  McCarthy has suggested a reduction of 5% in social welfare benefits based on a fall in the annual inflation rate of approximately 5%.  It should be noted that the fall in the cost of living is mainly made up by reductions in mortgage payments and I do not have to point out Minister that these are hardly an issue for pensioners or for other recipients of social welfare.  The true reduction in the cost of living for this category of social welfare beneficiaries is probably a little over 2% and you already have announced your intention to cancel the Christmas bonus, which as far as pensioners are concerned is 2% of their income.  
6.  Given the improvement that your Department has brought about in relation to detecting those who are illegally benefitting from social welfare payments, we now believe that it is possible that you should be able to restore the Christmas bonus which is very important to older people at Christmas time.  
7.  The obligation they feel to provide small presents for grandchildren and to be in a position to buy additional goods at Christmas is very great.  To take away the Christmas bonus denies many poorer people of the means of having access to additional goods at Christmas to help them celebrate the most important time of the year for families.  We believe that with the savings you have made in detecting social welfare fraud you are now in a position to pay a Christmas bonus and we call on you to do so.  
Pensions

8.  We believe that it would be detrimental not only to the interests of pensioners that their pensions will be reduced in accordance with the recommendation made in the McCarthy Report but it would also have a detrimental effect on the economy.  This is not now the time to add further to the recession by removing resources that would be used to boost internal consumption.  Poorer pensioners, as you are aware Minister, spend most of their disposable income.  A reduction in their income would have a serious effect on their standard of living and would be a setback to Government policy to reduce the gap between pensions and earnings.  The most immediate effect would be to reduce the demand in the economy and mostly for goods that have their origin in Ireland.  Serious consideration must be given to the macro economic effect that any reduction would have as well as the consideration your Department has always given to the needs of the poor.  Their personal needs must be the most important consideration at this time.  Another means must be found to find savings in the economy.  We would ask for example why the Government would continue to fund the National Pension Reserve and to borrow for this purpose.  
9.  We believe that any contribution to the National Pension Fund should be postponed until we return to growth in our economy and an improvement in our income from taxation.  This would save about €1billion and would go a long way towards meeting the savings called for in the McCarthy Report without it having a detrimental effect on the present generation of pensioners.  Also there is an urgent need to examine the benefit to pensioners of tax relief on pensions.  Tax relief that is not effectively improving pension provision for the future needs to be examined.  
Crisis in Private Pension Provision
10.  At a time when stock markets are showing a poor return on investments, private pension funds have declined in value, with workers and employers seeing no return on their contributions to pension schemes.  It should also be noted that a vast amount of money has been lost to the State because of the exchequer support for pension schemes through tax relief. This is a further reason why we urgently need a While Paper on Pensions to be published. 

11.  The crisis in private pension provisions clearly indicates that the Government or economists or the banks cannot prevent the fall in shares with its harmful effect on pensions.  There is one benefit in this crisis and that is it provides an opportunity to review the efficiency and objective of pension schemes and gives a clear signal that private pensions funding cannot be relied upon to meet pension requirements.  The Retired Workers Committee of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions are calling for the introduction of an enhancement for the first pillar scheme.  This could be funded by the re-allocation of the tax reliefs to pension schemes and would be better used in enhancing the first pillar scheme to guarantee everyone a good basic pension in Ireland and leave it to their own voluntary discretion then as to whether they wish to improve this by private pensions to the extent that these can be relied upon.  It is not unreasonable for pensioners to have a pension based on 50% of average industrial earnings and to take pensioners out of poverty and to improve their life quality.
Fuel Poverty

12.  Fuel poverty still remains a serious issue for older people arising from the cost of energy but also from the inadequate accommodation that many older people live in.  Older premises that are not draught-proofed and that have large rooms are very hard to heat and this has a detrimental effect on older people.  Everyone should have the right to be able to heat their homes at an adequate level, as recognised by the European Parliament in the new energy package, but this is fast becoming a luxury for many people including the most vulnerable older people.  The choice for older people should not be between whether you eat or whether you heat.  There must be adequate provision to provide older people with sufficient energy to ensure that they do not suffer from hypothermia.  The possible imposition of a carbon tax would further disadvantage older people and there must be compensation for this to ensure that they are not put at a further disadvantage in relation to their ability to keep themselves warm in their homes.  
Rural Transport

13.  Another issue of great concern to the Retired Workers’ Committee of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions is that of rural transport.  The suggestion made in the McCarthy Report that this scheme would be abolished is totally unacceptable and shows that the people who worked with McCarthy on the report have little or no knowledge of rural Ireland.  The description of rural Ireland that they have made in relation to transport provision is totally inaccurate.  Older people do not have access to transport in many rural areas where there is no public transport available and they are depending at times on being helped out by neighbours, but this is not always possible.  The rural transport scheme when it was introduced improved the accessibility of older people to the goods and services which they required and were only available in towns.  Even though this service was only available a few days a week it greatly enhanced the quality of like of the older person.  The cost of this service amounts to €11million a year.  It would be totally unjustified for this to be abolished at this stage and I hope that whatever influence the Minister has on this would be brought to bear on those who make decisions in the best interests of older people.

Conclusion
The Retired Workers’ Committee has set out its three main priorities for Budget 2010 and we believe that even in these difficult times there is a responsibility to ensure that the interests of older people are recognised in the budget.  Older people have very few weapons to use to pursue their interests except out votes and walking shoes and we are not looking forward to long marches this Winter.  We wish the Minister every success in formulating a budget that will look after the interests of the most vulnerable in our society.
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