
 

Lone Parents in Ireland 

 

Good morning chairman and members. Thank you for the opportunity to discuss our concerns 

regarding lone parents. Today we would like to briefly cover 6 issues (1) Child Poverty (2) 

Education (3) Housing (4) Child Maintenance (5) Single Affordable Childcare Scheme 

concern (6) Anomalies in Budget 2017. 

 

1. Child Poverty  
 

Ireland has a worryingly high child poverty rate. The  overall consistent poverty rate in 

Ireland is 8%, yet for children it is 11.2%. However, if we break down consistent poverty 

rates for children by household composition, a different picture appears.  The consistent 

poverty rate is 22.1% for children in lone parent families and 7.9% for two parent families 

with less than four children (EU SILC 2014).  Any discussion about reducing child poverty, 

must therefore focus on children in lone parent families. We would also note that all young 

people under 18 are legally seen as minors and we believe a policy that forces a parent with 

sole responsibility of raising a teenager to work full time is not in a child’s best interest.  

  

A lot has been written about the changes to One Parent Family Payment which now stops 

once the youngest child turns seven.  Many people believe this is in line with international 

best practice and point out internationally parents can lose this support when a child turns 3 

or 5.  However, although parents are expected to seek training or a job before their child turns 

seven, once they do, there are financial and other supports available to enable their 

participation. In the UK for example, a lone parent working 12 hours per week is entitled to 

working credits, they can breach the benefits cap and are also entitled to higher housing 

benefit to reward them for working. 

  

Work is seen as the route out of poverty, but for lone parents in Ireland, the 
infrastructure is not in  place to ensure work pays. The recent changes in Ireland cut the 
income of a parent working 20 hours on minimum wage by 17%. In many cases, due to 
rules around rent supplement and high childcare costs for many lone parents, this loss 
now means they are financially better off by not working.  Far from encouraging 
economic independence, the policy is trapping lone parents into long-term social 
welfare dependency.  
 

2. Education 

 

The changes to the One Parent Family Payment have exacerbated lone parents looking to 
access all levels of education. In the Programme for Partnership the government 
committed to publishing  recommendations from an independent report commissioned 
to identify the  barriers to accessing higher education for lone parents in advance of 
Budget 2017. 
 

Although the report has been commissioned, we are concerned that this was not 
published in the agreed timescale and that the barriers will remain in place for at least 
another year.  
 



Lone parents accessing ETB / solas courses are being forced to drop out or face financial 
losses.  Lone parents are paid a training allowance instead of a primary social welfare 
payment when doing these courses. Many of these courses operate on a clock in basis 
and any time missing or late attendance  results in a financial penalty. This system does 
not accommodate the dual role of a lone parent. Many of the courses start at 8.30 am 
which does not facilitate a lone parent who has to drop a child to school.  If a parent 
must stay at home to mind a sick child, they lose a full days pay. And likewise if they 
must bring a child to dental/ medical appointments. A lone parent who participates in 
these courses is paying a minimum of €15 per week for childcare out of their weekly 
qualified child increase of €29.80. This shows a significant investment in the course, 
however, the risk they will lose money when they have a sick child is an unfair 
additional barrier which is forcing lone parents out of training at a time when Intreo 
offices are pushing them into course. 
 

Lone parents on rent supplement have no access to higher education unless they 
transfer to BTEA. However, they can not receive the maintenance portion of SUSI if on 
BTEA. The SUSI grant is completely necessary to support the additional transport and 
childcare costs associated with attending college. In effect, a lone parents access is being 
determined by their housing status and this is discriminatory. 
 

The Department of Social Protection have confirmed that lone parents on JST can do 
post-graduate studies, however, in practise local offices are suspending lone parents 
payments who are studying at postgraduate level. Parents are being told that they must 
stop studying or forfeit their payments. The purpose of the policy was to encourage 
activation and it is therefore essential that all local intreo offices are fully aware that 
lone parents are entitled to study while on JST.  
 

3. Housing 

 

Housing is a huge issue generally, but it is disproportionately affecting lone parents.  This is 

reflected in the recent homeless figures released for September. Although our families make 

up 25% of families generally, over 66% of homeless families are lone parents. While we 

acknowledge there is now a housing plan now in place, we are concerned about the barriers  

still in place for people on rent supplement. We feel that if the rules around rent supplement 

were relaxed until we have a robust housing stock, many of the education and work barriers 

would be alleviated for lone parents. We are also concerned about the risk of homelessness 

caused by the cessation of the Mortgage Interest Supplement. In a one parent family, if the 

parent contracts a long term illness there is a real risk that the family will lose their home as 

there is no support for people who are paying a mortgage. 

 

4. Child Maintenance 
 

In Ireland, the discussion around lone parent poverty focuses on work or social welfare and 

we believe this ignores the important potential income stream of child maintenance. Child 

maintenance payments could have two major benefits.  It can be used to lever children out of 

poverty and parents who pay child maintenance are more likely to have frequent contact with 

their children than those who do not pay.
1
 We are one of the few countries that do not have a 
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 (Amato and Gilbreth, 1999; Wikeley et al, 2008) 



statutory maintenance agency and custodial parents are forced to seek maintenance through a 

combative court system and they are also responsible for pursuing non-payment. Even when 

maintenance is paid, 100% of it is deducted from rent supplement or 50% from other social 

welfare payments. One of the greatest anomalies of the changes that occurred is in relation to 

maintenance. Under OPF, the ‘liable relative’ has a legal obligation to the Department of 

Social Protection to pay maintenance. This now stops when a child turns 7 and the 

Department writes out telling the “liable relative’ they have no further obligation to the 

Department. This resulted in 28% decrease in parents receiving maintenance. Despite this, 

lone parents are now being told that unless they seek maintenance, they will face financial 

sanctions. This ignores the reality that a lone parent cannot pursue maintenance if they do not 

have an address for the other parent or that it may not always be safe to make contact with the 

other parent.  

 

5. Single Affordable Childcare Scheme 
 

While we broadly welcome the introduction of  the scheme, we have concerns that the 

abolition of CETS, ACSSC and CEC will have a detrimental effect on lone parents in training 

courses and on CE schemes. Currently parents on these schemes can avail of childcare that 

caps their weekly contribution to between €15 - €25 per week (depending on hours needed). 

There is no guarantee what the parental contribution will be and it may vary geographically. 

A lone parent receiving €29.80 QCI per week  is not in a position to withstand increases in 

their contribution and will be forced out of courses at the same time Intreo will be instructing 

them to undertake courses. The Department has acknowledged that this is an issue and will 

ensure there will be transitionary arrangements to mitigate the impact of those already in 

training. However, our concerns focus on new entrants who will be effectively barred from 

CE schemes and training courses. 

 

Lone parents on low wages and precarious hours use local childminders who can be flexible 

and charge only for hours needed and can facilitate weekend and evening work. These 

parents will receive no benefit from the scheme. 

 

 

6. Anomalies in Budget 2017 
 

We welcome the partial restoration of the income disregard for One Parent Family Allowance 

and JST, the partial restoration of the Christmas Bonus and the increase in the basic social 

rate. However, there has been no corresponding increase for FIS recipients. This means that 

although the reforms were intended to encourage lone parents off social welfare and onto an 

in work payment, many parent who transferred to FIS will now be better off transferring back 

to JST.  For example, a lone parent earning €210 with 1 child and receiving €75 maintenace 

will be over €50 per week better off if they come off FIS and return to JST.  The purpose of 

the policy was  to encourage lone parents into employment and training yet the parents who 

have been most impacted are lone parents who were already working 19 + hours and those in 

education and training, must be seen as proof that it is a failed policy and needs urgent reform 

to ensure our children are given the same opportunities as other children. 

 

Breakdown of Impact for Lone Parents losing One Parent Family 

Allowance 



Calculations based on one parent and one child earning minimum wage of €9.15 per hour, 

these figure are exclusive of previous losses due to cuts to Income Disregard. 

Pre July 2015 

Hours Wages OPFA FIS Fuel 
Allow
. 

Total 

20 173.00 176.30 94.02 10.00 453.32 

28 242.20 141.70 73.26 10.00 467.16 

35 302.75 111.43 55.10 10.00 479.27 

 

July 2015 – Full Rate Back To Work Family Dividend 

Hours Wages OPFA FIS FUEL  BTWFD Total Losses 

20 173.00 0.00 199.80 0.00 29.80 402.60 50.72 

28 242.20 0.00 158.28 0.00 29.80 430.28 36.88 

35 302.75 0.00 121.95 0.00 29.80 454.50 24.77 

 

July 2016 – Half Rate Back To Work Family Dividend 

Hours Wages OPFA FIS FUEL  BTWFD Total Losses 

20 173.00 0.00 202.80 0.00 14.90 390.70 62.62 

28 242.20 0.00 161.28 0.00 14.90 418.38 48.78 

35 302.75 0.00 124.95 0.00 14.90 442.60 36.67 

 

July 2017 – No Back To Work Family Dividend 

Hours Wages OPFA FIS FUEL  BTWFD Total Losses 

20 173.00 0.00 202.80 0.00 0.00 375.80 77.52 

28 242.20 0.00 161.28 0.00 0.00 403.28 63.88 

35 302.75 0.00 124.95 0.00 0.00 427.70 51.57 

Total Percentage  Losses - Lone parent with 1 child on minimum wage. 

Hours 2015 2016 2017 

20 11% 14% 17% 

28 7% 10% 14% 

35 5% 8% 11% 
FIS – Family Income Supplement    OPFA – One Parent Family Allowance 

BTWFD – Back To Work Family Dividend   Fuel Allowance- Weekly Calculations  based on annual 

entitlement 

 

 



 

 

 


