Cross /5\ care

Social Protection Policy Issues May 2025:

About Crosscare

Crosscare is a social support agency focusing on the most vulnerable. Our 500+ staff and over 1,500
volunteers operate homelessness prevention, homeless accommodation, addiction and teen
counselling, youth, food casework/community food supports, migrant and information and advocacy
services. We work across the greater Dublin area, Wicklow and in support of other organisations
nationally.

In 2024, Crosscare Information and Advocacy Services had almost 14,000 contacts with more than
6,500 households and agencies.

1. Policy innovation towards inclusion in social protection

Through the profile of many of its customers, the Department of Social Protection is uniquely placed to
identify vulnerable households. The schemes and other supports the Department operates can be
pivotal in mitigating poverty, homelessness and exclusion, in particular by evolving to a proactive
customer service-based model and moving away from an administrative/bureaucratic approach, best
illustrated by the evolution to the Intreo structures we see today from Local Social Welfare Offices.

The Department already refers to the people it deals with as customers. However, it is still challenged
to focus on customer needs and support while managing the inevitable bureaucracy connected to the
detailed legislative and policy framework within which it operates. In short, we believe focusing on the
customer's needs and what needs to be done to improve their situation should be the driving
force, with the bureaucratic infrastructure operating as an enabler to this way of working.

With that in mind, the Department should develop and publish social inclusion-based protocols to
guide officials and support them in identifying, prioritising and expediting efficient and effective
customer service and outcomes. Enhanced and new protocols are needed for:

e Identifying the risk of homelessness and homelessness prevention.

e Supporting cases of suspected or declared domestic violence.

e Vulnerable migrants, for example, with poor English language and literacy, people who have
been trafficked, exploited and/or are undocumented.

e Addressing the needs of Irish citizen households coming home and those being joined by family
members, such as cases of Refugee Family Reunification.

o Households experiencing homelessness.

e Older people (for example, reaching retirement age).

As far as we are aware, the Department does not have protocols serving victims of domestic violence,
households coming home to Ireland in crisis or supporting customers who are refugees to prepare for

the arrival of family members. Such guidance would empower customers, officials, and advocates to
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work together in a coordinated, consistent manner and focus the power of the bureaucracy on
achieving goals and avoiding risks such as loss of income, home, or re-exposure to abuse. One of these
areas could be considered for a pilot project, such as domestic violence cases.

2. Expand the Department's tried and tested case officer model to other areas.

The case officer model in activation supports deployed in Intreo demonstrates that this approach
benefits customers. Vulnerable customers often need to make multiple applications for payment and
support. This process can be highly challenging as they experience the Department in a fragmented
way through the silos of each application and claim. No one official is nominated to take a 'birds eye
view' approach and coordinate activity without compromising required individual decisions. Instead,
the focus can easily fall on satisfying bureaucratic needs, resulting in duplication, delay, confusion and
inadvertent error by all concerned. While itis notable that the Department provides funding to Citizens
Information, these supports are external and cannot expedite and coordinate customer action within
the Department. Itis left to vulnerable customers to understand and pursue support rather than be
dealt with proactively. Putting protocols and the role of the case officer in place would mitigate these
difficulties. We have laid out some specific issues in section 5 below.

3. Cooperative working

Advocates are there to work with both customers and the Department. They are only involved where a
customer needs assistance, with the objectives of ensuring high-quality applications and that
customers are supported to access their valid rights and entitlements. In 2023, the Department
registered more than 3.3. million claims, more than 70% of which were benefit / contributory payments,
are less complex by their very nature. The test of any system is how it deals with those marginalised and
vulnerable customers. Leveraging cooperation with advocates can contribute hugely to serving
vulherable customers more effectively.

We are very focused on GDPR and the safeguards it provides. Atthe same time, we (and other partner
organisations) experience inconsistent approaches across the Department when working with
advocates. It continues to be the case that the Department struggles with communicating with
authorised advocates. By leaving advocates' out of the loop/, the Department is missing the opportunity
to maximise the benefits of advocate involvement to avoid confusion, delay, difficulty and the
unnecessary extra work that results. We appreciate that specific internal structures are confidential for
governance and operational reasons; however, these are a minority of items. Over the years, we have
found gaining access to internal circulars and procedural documents that aid cooperative advocacy
more difficult. We use these documents to positively engage the Department and support customers'
efficient and effective applications. We have many examples of individual cooperative case working
demonstrating the benefits of a broader cooperative approach in various areas. We propose that
departmental circulars, protocols, and policies should be shared other than fraud and control
measures. Advocacy groups should not be forced to explore using FOI to obtain them.

4. Anti-poverty measures

Our Food Poverty Case Work and other services consistently deal with families availing of rights and
entitlements but are still experiencing or are at risk of poverty and homelessness. Some key areas of
policy change are:

e Increase social welfare payments on a structured rather than ad hoc basis. Many who use the
Crosscare Food Poverty Case Work service already receive a social welfare payment (disability
allowance and one-parent family payment mainly) but still can't make ends meet.

e Expand the eligibility criteria for the Living Alone Allowance and Household Benefits Package to

lone parents upon receipt of the One-Parent Family Payment.
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e Expand the criteria for the Rent supplement to include those working upwards of 30 hours a
week.

e ESRI's April 2025 research, The Response of Low-Income Households to the Cost of Living Crisis
in Ireland, mirrors our experience. Some people don't have access to social protection support
to which they are entitled. They don't know about the support or find the application processes
hard. Poor English language and digital skills can be a barrier. The high cost of living is the most
common reason for accessing services.

Regarding young claimants, we continue to advocate for the restoration of appropriate payments and
setting payment levels to young people on a more structured and less arbitrary basis.

5. Specific issues arising from current practices

We appreciate that the social protection system is governed by extensive legislation. However, it is
essential that the legislation operates positively in line with the aims and objectives of the social
protection system and that supports are appropriately accessible. Issues arising include:

e Lack of clarity and effectiveness due to silo operation of claim processing: The Department
has invested heavily in work process automation with the laudable objective of improving
quality, service, response times and efficiency. However, it is our experience that this has
resulted in the focus being on each application or claim rather than on the customer. For
example:

o Lack of transparency/difficulty with 'in-person' interaction: Vulnerable customers,
such as migrants, are exposed to lower levels of digital literacy and face challenges in
interacting with officials over the telephone. It can now be very difficult to ascertain the
status of claims such as Supplementary Welfare and Jobseeker's Allowance due to the
processing of claims in remote hubs and interacting with customers via call centres.

o Timely correction of simple errors and expediting decision reviews are obstructed
by lack of access to decision-makers: Due to the new structures, correcting simple
mistakes or misunderstandings was very difficult to achieve and took an unnecessarily
long time. In a number of our own and referred cases, it was only through our contacts
at the Migrant Consultative Forum that we were able to expedite responses. Examples
include the lack of update of personal records regarding addresses or residence
permission, compounded by a failure to cooperate with authorised advocates. Inone
case, due to a simple error, a customer was required to make six applications and left
without income for several months without an offer of an ANP. It was not unique. The
capacity of an official to take a step back and see the matter in the round could have
fixed these issues within hours and avoided immense distress, efforts and delay.

o SWA claim processing: Households apply for SWA due to current and often urgent
needs. Unfortunately, our experience (and those of many colleagues in other
organisations reported to us) of Additional Needs Payments (ANP) and SWA Basic
Payment processing is not reflected in DSP statistics (stated as 1 week in the 2023
annual statistics report). We sense that a main claim is often decided upon before an
ANP or a SWA Basic Payment is made. SWA appears now to have a remarkably
increased level of administrative bureaucracy. In one regrettable case (referred to
above), a Refugee Subsidiary Protection holder eventually accessed a SWA Basic
Payment after 4 months and three applications. Still, when another error occurred with
his Jobseeker's Allowance claim, the SWA was immediately closed erroneously, despite
Community Welfare holding the correct information showing no basis to stop the claim.
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e Additional Needs Payments: The legislation clearly describes these as "single" payments.
However, it is still the case that Community Welfare Service Designated Persons interpret this
as meaning "once-off" payments despite clarity being provided more than 10 years ago.

e Officers operating outside their powers: We have had very vulnerable migrant cases who are
not Beneficiaries of Temporary Protection or awaiting a decision on International Protection,
including victims of domestic violence, who were refused support simply because of the type of
stable residence permission they hold. Alternatively, they are denied because a Department
official believes they are not living in Ireland per their permission despite having no competence
in this area. We have many examples of these cases being overturned on appeal. Still, our
experience is that many customers do not appeal and are put into serious situations by these
actions.

e Proactive action in crisis cases: Many of our clients are either coming home to Ireland in crisis
or are being joined by family members in crisis or due to Refugee Family Reunification. The
Department needs to put a mechanism in place (like that for the issue of PPS humbers for
people outside the State) that allows preparations for these very vulnerable cases. Fast-track
approaches are in place for International and Temporary Protection applicants, so there are
examples to build on that could address these customers' challenges.

o Benefits check: Applicants and claimants should be informed of the range of supports they
could be eligible for; this would alert officials to cases where customers are not accessing
linked supports and advising action. There are limited systems in this regard, which need to be
expanded.

6. Strengthen the role of the Migrant Consultative Forum (MCF)

Reports and statistics from the ESRI and the Department consistently demonstrate that migrants have
higher levels of economic activity and are not disproportionately reliant on the State. However, they
also have lower incomes, are more at risk of poverty (particularly after rent costs when compared to
Irish citizens due to their reliance on the private rented market) and are over-represented in
experiencing homelessness.

The MCF was created to address systemic issues, gaps, and blocks regarding migrant access to social
protection. It was an inclusive forum where the practical implementation of legislation and procedures
were explored. We realise that officials work within the boundaries of the possible, and we aim to
support the possible being achieved as appropriate for the customer at a systemic level rather than
have to fix individual cases meeting the same barriers and gaps. With that in mind and given the vast
contribution that migrants make to our society and economy, we want the Minister to rededicate the
Department's commitment to the operation and effectiveness of the MCF.
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