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Proposal to stop the annual internet publication

‘Pensioners Income Series Northern Ireland’

The Centre for Ageing Research and Development in Ireland (CARDI) requests the Department for Social Development to continue publishing the annual series of data on individual pensioners’ incomes based on the Family Resources Survey. The Department is consulting on a proposal to cease publication of the annual report, which provides information about the sources and distribution of incomes for both male and female single pensioners and pensioner couples.

CARDI’s role is to advocate on the benefits of ageing research. By the year 2031 the number of people over the age of 65 in Northern Ireland is expected to rise by nearly 200,000 (80%) and the number above the age of 85 will nearly triple. We need much more research into the needs of this greatly increased older population to ensure they live healthy and fulfilled lives, with adequate incomes for a good quality of life and a high level of public services.

In this context, data such as the incomes of individual older people, not just pensioner households, are essential material for researchers, policy-makers and organisations representing older people.

There are several reasons why the Department should continue with this important publication. At a time of great economic volatility it is essential that everyone with an interest in older people should have access to the latest information about their incomes. We are currently experiencing the most severe economic recession for several decades. Just before it took hold, we had very sharp price increases in fuel and food, two items which form a very large part of the spending of pensioners. 

We need to monitor carefully and regularly the impact of both the recession and price inflation on pensioner poverty. Otherwise our society and government may be too slow to take corrective action.

An indication of this volatility is that the incomes of pensioners rose for several years, with a resulting decline in the number of pensioners at risk of poverty. However in the year 2006-7 the gross incomes of pensioners declined by £17 per week and their net incomes fell by £16 per week. It is vital that we monitor future changes to ensure that large numbers of older people are not spiralling down into poverty.

The Department indicates in its consultation document that: “required variables will continue to be made available as part of the Households Below Average Income (HBAI) and Family Resources Survey (FRS) datasets, to allow researchers to undertake their own analyses of the results. SAS code used to produce the tables will also be available on request.”

However, this will disadvantage organisations that lack research expertise and do not know what these codes are or how they can be used. There are many groups in the voluntary and community sector, for example, representing or dealing with older people that would not be able to carry out their own analysis of raw data. For example the Sector Skills Survey 2008, funded by the Department for Employment and Learning, showed that only one voluntary organisation in ten had an employee doing research, information work or policy work. Even if organisations do have experienced researchers, they may not be familiar with SAS codes.
In addition there are four very good reasons why the DSD should continue to carry out this analysis and publish the results.

1. The Programme for Government 2008-2011 commits the Northern Ireland Executive to reducing poverty. It specifies that the reductions should be ‘measurable’ (Public Service Agreement 7). Ensuring that pensioners have adequate incomes for a good quality of life is a central part of reducing poverty. The DSD cannot leave measurement to chance; it has a duty to collect, analyse and publish the figures so that people in Northern Ireland can assess the Executive’s performance in meeting the goals of the Programme for Government.

2. The Government has a statutory duty under Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 to monitor the impact of its policies on the nine equality groups, including older people. It may be a breach of this duty to stop analysing the pensioners’ income data. The DSD’s consultation paper does not have an equality impact assessment but it is clear that it also needs to examine the impact of the proposal on women. They make up a clear majority of older people, outnumbering men above the age of 65 by 37,000, but they also have lower average incomes. Publishing data by household alone would not clarify trends in male-female incomes. Likewise, the differing incomes of single and couple pensioners require monitoring under Section 75 under the heading of marital status. 

3. Government statistics have a particular authority since they are carried out by statisticians who are separate from policy makers – their findings cannot be dismissed as distorted, speculative or incomplete. An issue as important as pensioner poverty deserves the stamp of ‘official statistics’.

4. Government acts for all of us. The DSD’s proposal could greatly increase the costs overall. If it stops publishing the official data then several other bodies, mainly in the voluntary and community sector, may feel they are forced into the breach and they may duplicate work carried out by others. This would simply transfer the costs from the Department to the voluntary sector. Alternatively, other bodies may do some of the analysis but we may finish off with no single comprehensive document containing all the statistics that are needed to give a full picture.

DSD lists some other sources for information on pensioners’ incomes but these do not fulfil the task of monitoring progress in reducing poverty. The Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE) covers only employees so it includes only a small minority of pensioners; in addition the only age breakdown is for people aged 60+ although men do not reach pension age until 65. The Survey of Personal Incomes covers only tax-payers so it excludes very many pensioners (eg women whose income is declared by their spouses); in addition, the only information provided for Northern Ireland is the total number of taxpayers and the total amount they paid.

CARDI therefore urges the Department for Social Development to continue publishing the annual series of data on pensioners’ incomes. 

Paul Mc Gill, 19 Aug 2009

