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Introduction 
The Irish Government will hold a referendum on care in March 2024, as recommended by the Citizens’ 
Assembly and the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Gender Equality. If successful, the new Article 41.2 
will enshrine the value of care work in the Constitution and oblige the State to take reasonable 
measures to support carers. Additionally, both the Citizens’ Assembly and Oireachtas Committee on 
Gender Equality1 made unequivocal recommendations regarding the reform of Carer’s Allowance, 
including the need to increase the income disregards and earnings thresholds, the need to disregard 
the costs associated with care and increase the hours a carer is allowed to work or study as well as the 
possible introduction of a Participation Income for carers.  
 
Family Carers Ireland acknowledges the efforts made by Minister Humphreys and her Department to 
increase the income and capital disregards for Carer’s Allowance in Budget 2022 and Budget 2024, 
and the Minister's commitment to review the entire system of means-tested payments for carers.2 
However, we believe a much more fundamental change is needed. Family Carers Ireland is calling for 
a transition from the outdated means-tested Carer’s Allowance scheme towards a more equitable and 
gender-balanced scheme for carers. One that reflects the reality of contemporary caring relationships 
and families today, and that values and fairly compensates the immense contribution made by carers 
as well as the State’s reliance on them.  
 
Our Pre-Budget Submission for Budget 2024 ‘A Roadmap for the Reform of Carer’s Allowance’ set 
out a 4-year journey, which would see a consistent increase in the income disregard in Budget 2024, 
Budget 2025 and Budget 2026 with the abolition of the Carer’s Allowance means test and the 
introduction of a Family Carer Payment (i.e. Participation Income) for full-time family carers by 
2027. Under the Family Carer Payment, all existing eligibility criteria attached to the Carer’s 
Allowance scheme would remain except the means test. This ambitious change requires the 
Department to approach its categorisation and assessment of carers in a new and progressive way. 
We believe that the ambition, motivation and political will exists to achieve this. 
 
This paper sets out the reasons why reform of the Carers Allowance means test is needed. It provides 
a summary of proposals on how the means test could be reformed to improve the Carer’s Allowance 
scheme and provides a summary of the challenges experienced by carers applying for Carer’s 
Allowance or having their claim reviewed. The paper concludes with a summary of the Parliamentary 
Budget Office’s estimate of the cost of abolishing the Carer’s Allowance means test, undertaken in 
2022 (appendix 1). Please note, that our calls for changes to the existing means test refer to changes 
needed pending the introduction of a non-means tested Family Carer Payment (Participation Income). 
 
Who Cares3? 

- 13% of the Irish population aged over 15 years provide care. 
- Extrapolation to the national population means Ireland has some 499,904 family carers. 
- Family carers provide an average of 38.7 hours of care each week which means that, collectively, they 

provide 19m hours of unpaid care each week. 
- The annual replacement cost of the care provided by family carers is approximately €20bn. 
 

Carers in receipt of Social Welfare: 
- 94,807 people receive Carer’s Allowance in respect of 106,302 people. 

- 3,864 people receive Carer’s Benefit in respect of 4,534 people. 

- 128,885 people receive the Carer’s Support Grant in respect of 144,991 people. 

 
1 Joint Committee on Gender Equality Unfinished Democracy: Achieving Gender Equality Final Report December 2022. 
2 In Budget 2024, Minister Heather Humphreys announced that she proposes to establish a new Interdepartmental Working 
Group with the Department of Health to examine and review the entire system of means tests for carer payments. 
3 Statistics are taken from Census 2016, the Irish Health Survey 2019 and the Health Behaviours in School-aged Children 
Survey 2018. The replacement value is based on an hourly replacement rate of €20. 
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- 5,696 carers received the Carer’s Support Grant as a standalone payment in 2023. 

Why is reform of Carer’s Allowance needed? 
Despite improvements in recent years, the Carer’s Allowance means test remains one of the most 
contentious issues amongst family carers. Thousands of full-time family carers caring for people 
medically in need of full-time care, don’t qualify for Carer’s Allowance or receive a reduced rate due 
to their relatively modest household income. While Carer’s Allowance has served the needs of many 
carers for over three decades, we believe the scheme is now overly restrictive, gender-biased and no 
longer fit for purpose. Why? 
 

• It’s outdated - Introduced in 1990 for people living with and caring for a 'relevant pensioner’- it 
wasn’t designed to meet the very different circumstances of carers who care for prolonged periods 
and need an income support that encourages rather than restricts their participation in work and 
education. 
 

• It undervalues care work - Carer’s Allowance is the only social welfare payment where recipients 
are expected to provide full-time work (min 35 hrs) and in return receive just €16 more than the 
basic social welfare rate.  
 

• It’s inadequate –even before the cost of living crisis, households caring for a child with a profound 
disability face additional weekly costs of up to €244 – more than the max. of Carer’s Allowance.4 It 
Is essential that a progressive welfare system keeps pace with inflation and ensures welfare rates 
are appropriately benchmarked to safeguard income adequacy. In 2020, the maximum rate of 
Carer’s Allowance for carers under 66 was €219. The equivalized rate today according to the CSO 
Consumer Price Index Inflation Calculator is €261. This means that even when the new maximum 
rate of Carer’s Allowance of €248 is introduced in January 2024, it remains €13 behind the 
equivalised rate after inflation. 

 

• Forces carers to be financially dependent on their partner - means testing based on the household 
income leaves family carers, the majority women, who don’t receive Carer’s Allowance financially 
reliant on their partner. 

 

• Discourages employment - Imposing an 18.5-hour ceiling on work/study traps carers, forcing them 
to remain welfare dependent and unable to prepare for life after care.  

 

• The taxation of Carer’s Allowance is unfair – making Carer’s Allowance a taxable source of income 
when other comparable social welfare schemes are not taxed (i.e. Jobseekers Allowance, Disability 
Allowance, Farm Assist, Part-Time Jobs Incentive Scheme) is unfair, imposes an undue penalty of 
family carers and reduces the monetary value of Carer’s Allowance. 

 
"It’s the only job that you are means tested to do... If I were a nurse looking after someone, is the 
government going to say to me, you know, we’re going to means test you?” (Maynooth University 
Focus Group). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 . MacMahon B. Bovlan, H. Thornton R. (2022) Care at Home: Costs of Care Arisina from Disability. The additional costs of a 
Minimum Essential Standard of Living for a household caring for an adolescent with a profound intellectual disability. Dublin: 
The Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice & Family Carers Ireland. 
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Proposals for the Reform of the Carer’s Allowance Means Test 
 
i. Classification of Carer’s Allowance as a Social Assistance Payment 
While Family Carers Ireland accepts the logic of the categorisation of Carer’s Allowance as a Social 

Assistance payment on the basis it is neither PRSI based or universal, it is increasingly clear that this 

classification does not recognise the uniqueness of family carers within the social welfare system and is 

hampering efforts to modernise the scheme. It also means that even after the new income disregards 

are introduced in June 2024, only carers with a relatively modest household income will qualify.  

While the Review of Carer’s Allowance 2019 refers to the Carer’s Allowance means test being the most 

generous in the social welfare system (p3, p11, p15, p30, p35, p37), this presupposes that it should only 

be benchmarked against other Social Assistance payments for people of working age (e.g Jobseekers 

Allowance), which is arguably not the correct categorisation given carers unique position within the 

social welfare system. In comparison, the Foster Carer’s Allowance is not a ‘Social Assistance’ payment 

but is paid by Tusla. It is rightly not means-tested and is set at a rate of €350 for children under 12 and 

€377 for older children, with the payment tax-free and exempt from social welfare means-testing5.  

The classification of Carer’s Allowance as a Social Assistance payment also requires applicants to satisfy 

the Habitual Residence Condition (HRC), which makes it difficult for people returning to Ireland to care 

for ageing parents or relatives to qualify for Carer’s Allowance.  Given the unique situation of the north 

of Ireland being under the UK jurisdiction, the application of the HRC is felt even more acutely by carers 

who live in border counties and are unable to claim Carer’s Allowance for a family member living south 

of the border, even when they live only a short distance away.   

Classification of Social Welfare Payments 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Proposal 1: Increase the Carer’s Allowance income disregard by €125 (single)/€250 (couples) in 
Budgets 2025 and 2026, with the full abolition of the means test and the introduction of a Family Carer 
Payment by 2027. 
While Family Carers Ireland acknowledges the welcome increase to the income disregard in budgets 

2022 and 2024, genuine full-time family carers of people with complex needs continue to be denied 

Carer’s Allowance due to the means test. These are by no means wealthy families. Even after the new 

disregards are introduced in June 2024, only carers with a gross household income of less than €48,000 

are eligible for the maximum rate of Carers Allowance, while those with a household income between 

€48,000 and €73,000 may be eligible for a reduced rate6.  Any household with a gross income above 

€73,000 is not eligible, regardless of how considerable their caring responsibilities are. As discussed 

later, these households have little or no disposable income after the significant costs associated with 

 
5 Rates reflect €35 increase due in January 2024. 
6 These figures are for a couple and do not include capital. 

Social Insurance – PRSI 
Jobseekers Benefit 

Illness Benefit 
Maternity Benefit 

Carer’s Benefit 
 
 

Social Assistance – 
Means Test and HRC 

Carer’s Allowance 
Jobseekers Allowance 
Disability Allowance 

State Pension (Non-Con) 

Universal Payments – 
regardless of income or 

PRSI 
Child Benefit 

Free Travel Scheme 
 

Carer’s Allowance 



 

4 

 

caregiving, mortgage, rent, utilities and other household costs are deducted, and are typically one-

income households due to the level of caring responsibilities they have. 

Family Carers Ireland has repeatedly called for an overhaul of the Carer’s Allowance scheme, which was 
first introduced 33 years ago, and this remains our priority. In our pre-budget submission, we called on 
Government to use Budget 2024 to begin a 4-year journey, which would see a consistent increase in the 
income disregard in Budget 2024, Budget 2025 and Budget 2026 with the abolition of the Carer’s 
Allowance means test and the introduction of a Family Carer Payment (i.e. Participation Income) for 
full-time family carers by 2027. Under the Family Carer Payment, all existing eligibility criteria attached 
to the Carer’s Allowance scheme would remain except the means test. 
 

A Participation Income (PI) is a form of State income support that enables and values certain forms 

of unpaid work. A Participation Income is similar to a Universal Basic Income however the main 

difference is that individuals have to do something socially valuable in exchange for the money they 

receive. Care work is often referenced as one of the most deserving forms of unpaid work suited to 

a Participation Income. Both NESC7 and the Oireachtas Committee on Gender Equality recommend 

that consideration be given to a Participation Income for carers. 

How much will this cost? 

• Parliamentary Budget Office estimates the cost of abolishing the Carer’s Allowance means test 
would be an additional €397m p.a.8 (See appendix 1) 

• This is in line with the cost estimated by FCI of €389m p.a9. 

• PBO estimate it would cost an additional €387m to raise the income thresholds to a level where 
all carers in households with a gross income of less than €100,000 would qualify. 

• These estimates are considerably less than the cost of €1.2bn suggested by the Department10. 
 

For more information about a Participation Income please see a report by Maynooth University and 
Family Carers Ireland published in 2023 ‘Towards a Participation Income for Family Carers’.11 
 
Proposal 2: Extend the allowable deductions and assess income on its net rather than gross value 
The Carer’s Allowance means test is not based on the actual financial situation of caring households.  
Because the assessment of means is applied to an applicant or their partner's gross rather than net 
income and does not consider mortgage repayments, dependent children, college fees, Fair Deal 
contributions, medical costs, etc., the assessment does not reflect the reality faced by many caring 
families. These families may appear relatively financially comfortable based on their gross income but 
are struggling to make ends meet when living expenses and the cost of care are deducted.  
 
The deductions currently allowed are limited to the €350/€750weekly income disregard, 12  employee 
PRSI, union dues and superannuation. A weekly travel allowance of €15 may also be applied13. Family 
Carers Ireland believes the deductions allowed under the means test should be amended to include 
the following: 
 
• The Carer’s Allowance means test should be applied to the net rather than gross income in line 

with the assessment currently applied to the Carer’s Benefit. The maximum amount that a carer 
can earn and get Carer’s Benefit is €350 a week after tax. This is the applicant's income after 

 
7 NESC (2020) The Future of the Irish Social Welfare System: Participation and Protection. 
8 Parliamentary Budget Office Reference 2023-008-1, as requested by Deputy Pauline Tully March 31st 2023. 
9 FCI (2023) ‘Estimating the Cost of Abolishing the Carer’s Allowance Means Test’. 
10 PQ (50414/22) 
11 Murphy, M. Cullen, P. & Gough, S. (2023) ‘Towards a Participation Income for Family Carers’, Dublin: Family Carers 
Ireland/Maynooth University. 
12 Income disregard will increase to €450/€900 in June 2024. 
13 Travel is applied at a standard rate of €15 per week. 

http://files.nesc.ie/nesc_reports/en/151_Future_Social_Welfare.pdf
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2022-10-13/17/#spk_289
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Income tax, Universal Social Charge (USC), PRSI, superannuation, pension levy, union dues, 
subscriptions to friendly societies and any health insurance premium are deducted.14 
 

• The deductions allowed should be similar to those included in the financial assessment for a 
Medical Card including mortgage repayments, childcare costs, nursing home costs, education 
expenses, and an allowance ranging from €38 to €78 for each dependent child. 

 
Comparison of Disregards for Carer’s Allowance and the U70 Medical Card 

 Carer’s Allowance Means Test Medical Card 

Disregarded Not Disregarded Disregards 

€350/ €750  
Social protection 
payments. 
Employee PRSI. 
Union Dues. 
Superannuation 
€15 travel  

USC 
Income Tax. 
Medical costs. 
Mortgage/loan 
repayments.  
Education costs.  
Savings/Investment
s/2nd property 
(excess €50k). 
Fair Deal 
contributions. 

Disregard of €38-€78pw per child. 
Childcare costs.  
Rent/mortgage payments. 
Mortgage-related insurance.  
Fire and contents insurance. 
Mortgage protection insurance. 
Life assurance.  
Maintenance payments. 
Nursing home costs. 
Travel costs - public transport or mileage at 18c per km 
- For couples a double allowance applies.  
Cost of parking.  
Specified HSE, DEASP payments and Education Grants. 

 
• The €15 weekly travel allowance is inadequate and does not reflect the exceptionally high cost of 

fuel. In previous years, applicants for Carer’s Allowance could make the case for the €15 rate to be 
increased where their partner travelled a significant distance to work. However, in recent years 
this practice has ceased.  Family Carers Ireland recommends the introduction of a more realistic, 
tiered travel rate that could be applied based on the distance travelled to work. 

 
Proposal 3: Reduce capital assessment over €70k from €4 to €3 per €1000 in the Capital Formula. 
Family Carers Ireland welcomes the change to the capital formula which took effect in 2022, increasing 
the disregard from €20,000 to €50,000. This change is of particular importance for carers who want 
to make financial provision for their loved one(s) after their death. To further improve the capital 
formula Family Carers Ireland is calling for the assessment of capital over €70k to be reduced from €4 
per €1000 to €3 for every €1000 of capital. 
 

Capital Formula: Carer’s Allowance 

Capital  Weekly means  

First €50,000 Nil 

Next €10,000 €1 per €1,000 

Next €10,000  €2 per €1,000 

Balance (over €70K) €4 per €1,000 – Proposal to reduce to €3 per €1,000 

 
Proposal 4: Make Carer’s Allowance exempt from tax. 
Carer’s Allowance is taxable and carers with another source of income or whose spouse/partner is 
working are likely to have to pay tax on the payment. The taxation of Carer’s Allowance gives rise to a 
number of practical issues, not least of which is the failure of many carers to understand their 
responsibility to inform Revenue of their receipt of Carer’s Allowance and the subsequent tax liability 

 
14 https://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/social-welfare/social-welfare-payments/carers/carers-benefit/ 
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that may ensue.  It also makes little practical sense that some social welfare payments are exempt 
from tax, for example, Jobseeker’s Allowance or Disability Allowance, while Carer’s Allowance, for 
which carers must provide full-time care, is subject to tax. Family Carers Ireland urges that the 
Department and Revenue consider making Carer’s Allowance exempt from tax in line with other 
welfare payments and in recognition of the significant contribution made by carers. 
 

NOT Taxable Taxable 

Jobseeker's Allowance /Benefit/ Transition.  
Pre-Retirement Allowance.     
Supplementary Welfare Allowance.    
Back to Work Family Dividend.   
Child Benefit.   
Back to School Clothing and Footwear Allow.    
Carer's Support Grant.      
Constant Attendance Allowance.  
Disability Allowance.     
Domiciliary Care Allowance.    
Farm Assist.    
Working Family Payment.  
Fuel Allowance.    
Guardian's Payment (Contributory).      
Guardian's Payment (Non-Contributory).      
Household Benefits Package.    
Telephone Support Allowance.      
Widowed or Surviving Civil Partner Grant. 

Carer's Allowance / Carer's Benefit     
Adoptive Benefit.     
Blind Pension.     
Death Benefit Pension.      
Deserted Wife's Benefit / Allowance.      
Disablement Pension.  
Health and Safety Benefit.      
Illness Benefit.      
Invalidity Pension.      
Incapacity Supplement.      
Injury Benefit.      
Jobseeker's Benefit (first €13 excluded).   
Maternity Benefit.      
One-Parent Family Payment.       
Partial Capacity Benefit.       
Paternity Benefit.       
State Pension (Contributory/Non-Contributory)      
Widow(ers) Pension. 

 
Proposal 5: Carer’s Benefit should not include an earnings limit. 
Carer’s Benefit is a PRSI-based payment, meaning it is not means-tested but rather eligibility is 
determined by the provision of full-time care and having the requisite number of PRSI contributions. 
Given it is not means tested, it makes little sense to impose an earnings limit of €350 on claimants 
who chose to work for the allowable 18.5 hours or less (we note this will increase to €450 in June 
2024). While many carers who work while on Carer’s Benefit can stay within this earnings limit, it 
makes the scheme inaccessible to higher-earning workers whose income is higher than the earnings 
threshold should they choose to work. 
 
Proposal 6: Exclude carer payments in the financial assessment of the Working Family Payment. 
Since January 2012 Carer’s Allowance and Carer’s Benefit have been included in the assessment of 
means for the Working Family Payment (formerly Family Income Supplement)15 - a cost-saving 
measure introduced during the austerity budgets. Before this, all carer payments were excluded. This 
change has had a considerable impact on caring families where a significant amount of the Working 
Family Payment is lost due to the receipt of Carer’s Allowance or Carer’s Benefit. For example, in a 
family with four children where a parent earns €400 per week, the Working Family Payment is halved 
from €290 per week to €149 when a partner is awarded Carer’s Allowance. Family Carer’s Ireland 
believes carers payments should be excluded from the assessment of means for the Working Family 
Payment as they were before 2012.  
 
Proposal 7: Simplify and better explain the means-test for applicants who are self-employed. 
The current system of means-testing applicants who are self-employed or whose partner is self-
employed is not as well understood as the process for applicants who are PAYE workers. The process 
is also much more time-consuming with the applicant's file having to be sent to the local social welfare 
office for inspection by a Community Welfare Officer – a process which often adds months to the 

 
15 The inclusion of carer payments was phased with 25% assessed in year 1, 50% year 2, 75% in year 3 and 100% in year 4. 
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processing time. We also have seen discrepancies in how the means test is applied to some self-
employed business which is causing confusion and frustration among applicants. Family Carers Ireland 
believe it is unfair that applicants who are self-employed are expected to wait for months for a 
decision on their claim and recommend that the process of sending files to Community Welfare 
Officers be reviewed to ensure the process is expediated and transparent. 
 
Proposal 8: Facilitate online Carer’s Allowance applications and reviews. 
Family Carer’s Ireland welcomes developments within the Department of Social Protection which 
allows applicants to apply for certain social welfare payments online using MyWelfare.ie (Jobseekers 
payments, Illness Benefit, Paternity Benefit, Maternity Benefit and Child Benefit). While the 
application and review process for Carer’s Allowance (and other carer payments) remains paper-based 
we encourage the Department to extend MyWelfare.ie to include online applications and reviews for 
Carer’s Allowance, Carer’s Benefit and the Carer’s Support Grant. This would help make the process 
easier on applicants, more transparent and help avoid expensive printing and postage costs. 
 
Challenges experienced by carers applying for Carer’s Allowance  
Family Carers Ireland understands the need for the Department to be diligent in its delivery of social 
welfare schemes, including Carer’s Allowance, and the importance of undertaking regular reviews to 
ensure claimants’ continued entitlement. However, we note an increase in complaints among family 
carers about their experience of applying for Carer’s Allowance or being reviewed. These carers have 
described the process as stressful and unnecessarily burdensome. Research by Maynooth University 
in 2023 made a similar finding. Carers in their focus groups reported finding the process ‘onerous, 
invasive and time-consuming’, and described the means test as ‘intrusive and at times degrading’. 16 
Calls received through the Family Carers Ireland network of centres and the freephone careline also 
reflect a growing concern amongst carers about the process of means-testing, specifically: 
 

• Carers report finding the language and wording of the Department’s correspondence intimidating, 
frightening and confusing. For example, in letters referring to the means test, many carers don’t 
understand what ‘assessable means’ refers to or how their means test is calculated. Carers often 
incorrectly assume that if their means falls within the statutory income limit then they should 
qualify for the maximum rate of Carer’s Allowance.  
 

• Typically, applicants are given 21 days to revert to the Department with any additional information 
that is required as part of a review of their claim. However, in some cases, this is not enough time 
to secure the necessary medical reports, financial information or bank statements. 

 

• There is a general lack of understanding about the review and appeals process. Many carers 
request an appeal without understanding that they could request a review of the decision as a 
precursor to an appeal. Similarly, carers who have been refused Carer’s Allowance due to their 
means, often focus their review/appeal on the medical needs of the cared-for person because they 
don’t fully understand eligibility criteria for the scheme. 

 

• Family Carers Ireland has supported a number of family carers whose Carer’s Allowance has been 
stopped as they have been unable to provide the payslips or bank statements of their partner due 
to abuse, the breakdown in the relationship or the couple's unofficial separation. In these cases, 
despite providing full-time care and having no income, the carer is left financially destitute. 

 
“When I discuss the possible reason for the Department’s letter most carers understand, which 
suggests that it is the tone of the letter that is causing them stress and upset, as opposed to the 
message that the letter is trying to convey”. (FCI Carer Support Manager). 

 
16 16 Murphy, M. Cullen, P. & Gough, S. (2023) ‘Towards a Participation Income for Family Carers’, Dublin: Family Carers 
Ireland/Maynooth University. 
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Appendix 1: Parliamentary Budget Office – Cost of Abolishing the Carer’s Allowance Means Test 
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