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Current Position 
NCBI, the national sight loss agency, provides a range of services to people who are blind or vision impaired in Ireland. In providing these essential services we aim to enable people to overcome the barriers that impede their independence. Many of these services are delivered on behalf of the State and are part-funded by the Department of Health through the Health Service Executive (HSE).

NCBI currently offers services to just over 16,300 people living with significant sight loss. We are experiencing an annual increase in our service user base of approximately 12%. According to The Cost of Sight Loss: The Economic Impact of Vision Impairment and Blindness in the Republic of Ireland,
 which was commissioned by NCBI and published in September 2011, the number of people with mild and moderate sight loss, as well as total blindness, is far greater than previously thought and is on the rise as our population ages. In fact, in 2010 there were 224,832 people with impaired vision in Ireland. This figure is set to rise by 21% by 2020, when 5% of the population (or 271,996 people) will have a vision impairment. 
95% of these people have mild or moderate sight loss, with 40% of them experiencing mild vision loss which will start when their level of vision no longer permits them to drive. People with mild or moderate vision loss will require only minimal assistance in the early stages but, as people live longer, their eyesight will deteriorate, bringing them closer to degrees of sight loss that will significantly impact on their ability to remain independent and able to participate in their communities without assistance from organisations like NCBI. 

People with disabilities face higher unemployment than their peers. The National Disability Survey
 found that around 48% of adults whose disability limited or affected them before the age of 65 were unable to work due to permanent illness or disability. A total of 31% of those using NCBI’s services are aged between 18 and 65-years-of-age and a high percentage of those have low incomes and, as a result, are reliant on state benefits as their sole source of income. About 10% of the estimated 180,000 Irish people who have diabetes are at risk from contracting diabetic retinopathy, swelling the numbers of people of working age who are likely to experience severe to total sight loss. Just over 62% of people using NCBI’s services are over the age of 65 and may be in receipt of Blind Welfare Allowance, a supplementary payment. 
People who are blind or vision impaired were singled out for a cut of €8 per week to the individual rate of Blind Pension in the last budget and a total reduction of 8% in the last two years. There were also cuts to Blind Welfare Allowance (€2.50 per week for an individual). This vulnerable group cannot sustain further reductions, and we argue that the cuts of last year should be reversed. 
The savings made by these cuts from 2009 to 2010 amounted to a little over €600,000 (1,485 people in receipt of Blind Pension at the end of 2010
), a relatively small saving for the State at a huge price for individuals with sight loss who are struggling to pay for essential items like low vision aids, the technology which allows them to lead independent lives and the increased heating and travel costs (in areas where public transport is not available) they face due to their disability. NCBI therefore urges the Minister to refrain from imposing further cuts on this vulnerable group in 2012 and to consider reversing the cuts of 2011. 
In addition to these direct cuts, the essential services provided by NCBI to people with sight loss are also under threat. Since 2005, NCBI has seen a 73% increase in the number of people on our service user database, from 9,382 in 2005 to 16,341 in October 2011. Yet frontline staff numbers in NCBI have remained unchanged during that period, in fact we had 163 staff in October 2005 and currently have 161 staff. 
While there are currently 16,341 people on our database, people dip in and out of our services depending on their needs and we do not work with all of these people all of the time. Even so, demand for services remains at an all-time high and during 2010 we worked with 8,886 individuals. This represented an increase of 38% on the previous year. We have been able to accommodate the increase in service user numbers by changing our systems and ways of working over the period, moving away from the domiciliary service pattern of delivering services to a new centre-based approach which has been facilitated by NCBI’s capital investment in regional centres with very little support from statutory agencies or capital grants from the HSE.

NCBI sustained a 7% decrease in HSE funding during 2010 and a further 1.8% reduction in 2011. The bulk of this reduced funding was met by our staff accepting commensurate reductions in their pay. Any further reduction in statutory funding in 2012 will directly impact services and the capacity of NCBI to support the ever-increasing numbers of people coming to the agency for advice and for training in the use of techniques and technologies to compensate for sight loss. 
Introduction of a Cost of Disability Payment
NCBI recommends the introduction of a new Cost of Disability payment, which would replace both the current Blind Pension and Disability Allowance and would be graduated in payment to take account of the extra costs associated with living with varying degrees of disability. 
The case for this payment has been researched and made by the National Disability Authority (NDA) since 2005 but we have yet to see progress on this issue. In fact a Cost of Disability payment was recommended by the Commission on the Status of People with Disabilities as far back as 1986. According to the Indecon Report on the Cost of Disability (2004), commissioned by the NDA: “the ‘cost of disability’ can de defined as the amount it costs a disabled person to achieve the same standard of living as a non-disabled person.” 
 NCBI’s Cost of Sight Loss report now provides important insights into the numbers of people with sight loss who would qualify for such a payment now and into the future.  
NCBI recommends that during a transition phase, claimants would still be entitled to claim certain other payments concurrently if they satisfy the qualifying conditions. These payments include:
· Disability Benefit
· Jobseeker’s Benefit
· Maternity Benefit
· Adoptive Benefit
· Health and Safety Benefit
· Injury Benefit
· Widow or Widower’s (Contributory) Pension
· Widow’s or Widower’s (Non-contributory) Pension, or
· One Parent Family Payment
Blind and vision impaired claimants of the new Cost of Disability Allowance should also be seen as entitled to the following schemes or arrangements, which are currently only available to recipients of Disability Allowance: 
· Mobility allowance from the Health Service Executive

· VAT and VRT exemption on the purchase of a car through the Disabled drivers and passengers schemes and

· National toll roads exemption from Revenue

· Higher disregarded means

There should also be the removal of the anomaly whereby Blind Pension and Disability Allowance are assessed with different means tests. The current means test sees those eligible for Disability Allowance more likely to receive a higher range of disregarded means than those in receipt of Blind Pension. Under the current means test a maximum of €20,000 may be disregarded as means in considering an application for the Blind Pension. However, since 2007, if the same person were eligible for Disability Allowance, €50,000 would be disregarded. The advantage of a new Cost of Disability Allowance is that it would remove this discrepancy. 
The means test associated with the Disability Allowance scheme should now be standardised for all classifications of disability allowance through the proposed Cost of Disability Allowance, or adjusted as an interim step towards the introduction of the single payment at a later stage. 

Honour Commitments 
In the Programme for Government 2011-2016, the Government has committed to ensuring “that the quality of life of people with disabilities is enhanced and that resources allocated reach the people who need them.” NCBI urges the Government to honour this commitment by retaining and improving the value of personal payments and the support of services developed to assist people experiencing sight loss and blindness. 
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