1|Page

2|Page

3|Page

Table of Contents
Introduction ............................................................................................... 5
The funding story ....................................................................................... 8
What did the funder say? ........................................................................ 14
How this funding regime fails people with unmanageable debt in Clare . 16
Conclusion ................................................................................................ 18

Table of Charts
Chart 1: Counties ranked by per capita spend on MABS services in 2016 .. 8
Chart 2: How Clare compared to 12 counties with lower population......... 9
Table 1: MABS expenditure by county...................................................... 10
Chart 3: North Munster MABS services compared .................................. 11
Chart 4: The inherited structure ............................................................... 13
Table 2: Analysis of Clare MABS case-load ............................................... 16
Table 3: Mortgage Statistics Compared for North Munster .................... 19
Figure 1: Comparison of counties on debt solutions ................................ 19

4|Page

INTRODUCTION: THE PROBLEM
Should vulnerable and distressed citizens with unmanageable debts compete for access to state-funded
debt advice? Is this fair in 2019? Or should people have equal access regardless of their address? The
public, politicians and academics all recognise the vital role played by Money Advice and Budgeting
Services (MABS).1 However, the provision of this service across the country is not consistent and fair.
Not all citizens get equal levels of support. This report shall highlight concerns about the resourcing of
the MABS services in County Clare. These funding anomalies impact on real people. The recent
restructuring of this service provides an opportunity to address this issue to the benefit of all citizens, in
Clare and elsewhere.
I approach this issue as a former trustee and chairperson of Clare MABS. For the last 15 years, I have
worked as a volunteer with the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul. In that time, I have come with face to
face with the devastating material and psychological consequences that over-indebtedness has on
individuals and their families. I have come to appreciate the great work being done by the staff of Clare
MABS in trying to assist these people. However, this effort has been hampered by the lack of enough
resources.

Unequal Funding
At 31 December 2016, Clare was one of the most poorly funded MABS areas per capita in the
state. Only Meath, Kildare, and Wexford received less support. All the 12 counties with lower
populations were better funded and resourced than Clare. For example, Carlow with a quarter of the
size and with less than half the population spent almost €130,000 more on services. This impacts on the
level of staff available. Clare had a team of five staff whereas Carlow has eight. Even Leitrim, a county
with a quarter of the population had the same number of employees as Clare in 2016. 2

1

Russell, H (ESRI), Maitre, B and Donnelly , N (2011) 'Financial Exclusion and Over-indebtedness in Irish
Households', Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs and the Economic and Social Research
Institute, Dublin.
2
Page 16 PathFinder (2014) Feasibility Study shows that Clare MABS ranked 44th for staffing out of the 51 MABS
companies in 2013.
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The implications
The reasons for this disparity are not clear. The funder the Citizen Information Board (CIB) has long
stated a strategic objective of providing equal access to the services it supports. However, it has recently
accepted that MABS companies have competed against each other for resources and funding. There is
no publicly available evidence of a similarly wide variance among Citizens Information Services, which
are also funded by the CIB. This situation seriously disadvantages vulnerable and overindebted
individuals and families in our county. Research in the UK indicates that as many as one in six people
struggle to manage their debts. In Northern Ireland, the figure is one in five.3 If this figure was to be
replicated in Clare, the number could be over 23,000 individuals.

Unmet need
At the same time, there are strong indicators of the need for a properly funded money advice service in
the county. The repossession list for Ennis circuit court in 2017 featured 737 cases. Household income in
the county has fallen from 96.4 % of the national average in 2000 to 88.6% in 2016. Clare has the lowest
disposable income in Munster and the eighth lowest in the state. There has been a 30% increase in the
number of people in Clare of living in small areas classified as disadvantaged or worse, as defined by the
Pobal HP index, in the years from 2006 to 2016. The geographic size of the county exacerbates these
problems. Clare is the seventh largest county and the second largest MABS catchment area. Limitations
in public transport hinder low-income clients from travelling to outreach locations. Long travel times for
money advisors providing services add to the demands on the limited resources.

The facts and figures
The facts and figures in this report come official sources, such as company filings with the Companies
Registration Office, the Charities Regulator, the Central Statistics office, Pobal and various annual
reports of the Citizen Information Board.4 A recurrent theme has been the persistent failure in some
financial statements to adhere to the provisions of Circular 13/2014 – Management of and
Accountability of Grants from Exchequer Funds. This requires an organisation in receipt of a state grant

3

Morawiec,J Little, S and Kinloch, C A Picture of Over-Indebtedness, Money Advice Service, March 2016
I have a full set of financial data for 2016, see Table 1. Unfortunately, I have only been able to assemble a partial
set for 2017.
4
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to list basic information such as the name of the funder, the purpose of the various grants received.
Unfortunately, the absence of this information in some company accounts has limited the scope for
detailed service-wide comparison of staff and other costs.

a fair, transparent and evidence-based system
In 2008, the Comptroller and Auditor General encouraged MABS to ensure “its resourcing is based on
identified service demand, evidenced by comprehensive management information”.5 Despite the worst
financial and debt crisis in living memory, this has not happened. Instead, different MABS companies
had to compete against each other for access to finite resources. Best practice standards of
contemporary governance oblige the development and rigorous implementation of a fair, transparent
and evidence-based system for the distribution of these precious resources.
.

5

Comptroller and Auditor General Annual Report- Accounts of the Public Services 2008 p.346
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TABLE 1: MABS EXPENDITURE BY COUNTY6

6

North Cork, Kilkenny, South Donegal filed abridged accounts. This means that I could not access the
income/expenditure amounts for these companies from 2015 onward. Furthermore, two of these were not
registered with the Charities Regulator. Thus, there income/expenditure totals were not available on that website.
The third seemed to be registered but unusually it income and expenditure amounts did not appear on the CRA
website. For this exercise I used the last available expenditure amount which was usually 2014.

11 | P a g e

12 | P a g e

13 | P a g e

14 | P a g e

15 | P a g e

How this funding regime fails people with
unmanageable debt in Clare?
1)Case-loads and Staffing: Clare MABS case-load is growing despite substantial reductions in the
numbers of new clients in the wider Munster region. The Clare service performed more than the
regional and national averages across all categories. Also, Clare’s Dedicated Mortgage Advisor had a
case-load of 89 at the end of 2017 with a further 20 discharged during the year. The Money Advice Coordinator (MAC), /Local Manager, carries a full case-load, which is at least one third over the average
case-load carried by a money adviser regionally or nationally. In other services, the Manager carries a
much-reduced client load or none.

These official statistics are likely to be only the tip of a very iceberg of debt and misery. The Money
Advise Service in the UK estimates that only one in five of the over-indebted ever seek assistance. Extra
staffing can help meet this challenge. For instance, Waterford MABS has supported more than 20,000
clients since 1992. In contrast, Clare has only had about 5,000 clients at the same time. Even in
Waterford there this a recognition that they have not reached all potential clients.7 These figures and
the other factors outlined below suggest that there is a huge unmet demand across the County Clare.
TABLE 2: ANALYSIS OF CLARE MABS CASE-LOAD AGAINST REGIONAL & NATIONAL SERVICES8

7

The local manager of Waterford MABS told the Munster Express that she believed that there were many
hundreds of people that had yet to engage with the service in Waterford. 19 Septembe, 2018
8
This data was presented by CIB at the annual service review in 2017. I do not have access to data for 2018 and
2019.
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2)Deprivation: Another indication of the level of need in Clare is the increasing levels of deprivation in
the county, as measured by the Pobal Deprivation Index. This model creates scores for areas based on
data from households including educational attainment, employment status, type of work done, the
care burden and housing tenure. In 2016 this index identified approximately 19,869 individual living in
areas experiencing deprivation in County Clare. (about 15 % of the population in the county)9. This figure
represents a 30% increase on the corresponding figure in 2006.
It is noticeable that these communities are spread right throughout the county. Large numbers of
people in living in deprived areas are living in West and North Clare, furthest from the base in Ennis.
These are the very places that have the highest concentration of people depending on precarious and
low paid employment in the agricultural, marine and hospitality sectors.10 The ERSI highlighted the link
between poverty and indebtedness- In Ireland, individuals at risk of poverty' are just over twice as likely
to have arrears (including rent or mortgage arrears) as individuals not 'at risk of poverty'.11 (Russell,
Maitre and Donnelly, 2011). However, deprivation may not be confined to those how cannot afford
goods and services. The Western Development Commission has recently highlighted that many people
in rural areas suffered an enforced deprivation. They cannot easily access services without travelling
large distances. There is a huge challenge to provide people in rural areas with access to high-quality
public services.

3)Low levels of disposable income: Clare ranked lowest out of the North Munster counties for
Household Disposable Income per Person. Clare’s position relative to the state had also declined since
2000 when it was 96.4% of the national average. By 2016 this had declined to 88.6%. This percentage
was at least 10% lower than all the other counties in North Munster. Low income is the main trigger of
over-indebtedness.12 (Russell, Maitre and Donnelly 2011}

4)Rural Poverty: The Western Development Commission (WDC) has pointed to the higher rates of
people at risk poverty in rural Ireland. They also highlighted rural poverty and deprivation is often less
visible and hidden. While the poverty rate has fallen in recent years, this improvement is more

9

)This figure is aggregated from 7,400 in deprived Electoral Districts (Eds) and an additional 9,900 in small areas
Michael Neylon, (2017) Key Social, Demographic and Economic Trends In County Clare, Presentation to Clare
Public Participation Network (PPN)
11
Russell, H (ESRI), Maitre, B and Donnelly, N (2011) 'Financial Exclusion and Over-indebtedness in Irish
Households' p.129
12
Russell, H (ESRI), Maitre, B and Donnelly, N (2011) 'Financial Exclusion and Over-indebtedness in Irish
Households' p.118
10
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pronounced in urban areas. In 2016, Social Justice Ireland observed that the rate of poverty in rural
Ireland was 4.5 percentage points higher than in urban Ireland. The WDC suggested that this evidence
for a slower rate of economic recovery in rural areas.13

5)Rurality and low population density: Clare is the most rural county and has the lowest population
density in the new North Munster region. Besides, Clare MABS has responsibility for a larger geographic
area than any of the other 5 North Munster services. Only Kerry MABS out of the 51 original MABS
companies served a more sizeable area. This adds to operational costs such as travel. It is also a burden
on limited staff resources.
On a rough calculation, travel to and from the various outreach locations consumes the equivalent of
20% of one money adviser’s time. These include the weekly clinics in Shannon and Kilrush and at least
twice monthly visits to the other locations (Scarriff, Killaloe, Miltown Malbay and Ennistymon). The
estimate does not include community education and the rare home visits that staff might have to make.
Public transport is seriously limited in large parts of the county. Organisations such as Saint Vincent de
Paul, Community Welfare, West Clare Cancer and the Red Cross have to put a lot of resources into
getting people from these rural locations to medical treatment in Ennis and Limerick.

6)The Mortgage Arrears Crisis and Spatial Dimension: The paragraphs above suggest the spatial
dimension to the mortgage crisis identified by Stamp and Joyce in South Mayo also applies to County
Clare. 26% of the housing stock of both counties was built between 2001 and 2010. Clare had a higher
rate of homes occupied with mortgages (14,100 vs 13,090) than Mayo despite a lower population. Both
counties had very low levels of available social & voluntary housing available (7% vs 6%). Figures from
the court mentoring report indicated that Clare had the highest number of cases on the repossession list
in 2017 among the North Munster services. (see Table 3 below)

13

https://www.wdc.ie/measuring-rural-poverty-its-complicated/

Social Justice Ireland (2019) Socio-Economic Review Social Justice Matters 2019 a guide to a fairer Irish society
p.278-319
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TABLE 3: MORTGAGE STATISTICS COMPARED FOR NORTH MUNSTER

7)Outcomes and Results: There appears to be a correlation between the application of resources and
outcomes for clients. It is noticeable that larger numbers of people in Carlow and Waterford have
achieved insolvency solutions. Figures 1 below indicates that there is a link between how well the MABS
service in a county is resourced and the official debt insolvency outcomes for clients. Where the services
are under-resourced, the client is less likely to get the same positive results.
FIGURE 1: COMPARISON OF COUNTIES ON DEBT SOLUTIONS14

14

Based on figures for debt solutions published on the https://www.isi.gov.ie/ up to august 2018
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CONCLUSION:
The restructure must ensure that an appropriate level of resourcing is allocated, reflecting the needs in
County Clare. However, the delivery of equal access will be very difficult to achieve, given financial,
geographical, legacy employment contract, industrial relations constraints and the inherited unfair
funding system. The Citizens Information Board could take several actions to mitigate these challenges:

•

Construct a properly researched, validated and evidence-based model to identify people in
debt, where they live and their characteristics. The recent study ( A Picture of OverIndebtedness -2016) by the Money Advice Service in the UK provides an easily adaptable
template.15 The constitutions of the new companies require them to identify the overindebted and those at risk.

•

Commit to full openness and transparency around where the staff, resources and services
are based. There is no need to hide the challenge from public view.

•

Consent to the new company to using the €300,000 surplus monies, on the balance sheet of
North Munster MABS, to provide extra support in the under-resourced areas.16There is also
least €81,000 from Loan Guarantee Fund that has sat unused in credit unions of North
Munster for ten years (Perhaps as much as €600,000 nationally)17. The Citizens information
Board must put this money into some use.

An evidence-based distribution of these finite resources can serve to meet the requirement to use
public money effectively and efficiently. I would appeal to both the Citizen Information Board and North
Munster Money Advice and Budgeting Service CLG to put in place a clear, public plan to address these
funding anomalies. For less than half the price of a coffee, per person in Clare, three extra staff could be
provided. The money is there. Why not? These unused funds would give Clare a fairer deal, not a special
deal. Most of all, it would produce better outcomes for all those vulnerable citizens who depend on this
vital service.
15

Jamie Morawiec, Sarah Little and Colin Kinloch, A Picture of Over-Indebtedness, Money Advice Service, March
2016
16
These are surplus funds on the balance sheet of the 6 companies at the end of 2017. Clare will transfer over
almost 100,000 into the new company, or enough to employ to full time money advisors. Also, Limerick MABS
recently moved into the CIB Limerick office. This development should yield a saving of at least €30,000 a year
17
Comptroller and Auditor General Report 2008 p.342 mentions a figure of €630,893 and describes it as the
property of the department.

20 | P a g e

Bibliography
Morawiec,J Little, S and Kinloch, C (2016) A Picture of Over-Indebtedness, UK Money Advice Service
Neylon, M (2017) Key Social, Demographic and Economic Trends In County Clare, Presentation to Clare
Public Participation Network (PPN)
Money Advice Service, (2018) Mapping the unmet demand for debt advice in the UK
Russell, H (ESRI), Maitre, B and Donnelly, N (2011) 'Financial Exclusion and Over-indebtedness in Irish
Households', Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs and the Economic and Social
Research Institute, Dublin.
Social Justice Ireland (2019) Socio-Economic Review Social Justice Matters 2019 a guide to a fairer Irish
society
South Mayo MABS/ Stamp, S, (2016) An Analysis of Mortgage Arrears Among South Mayo MABS’ Clients
– A spatial dimension to a national problem? (2016) MABS
Stamp, S (2012) The Impact of Debt Advice as a Response to Financial Difficulties in Ireland in Social
Policy and Society, Cambridge University Press
Stamp, S, and Joyce, P (2017) Analysis Mortgage Arrears Among South Mayo MABS‘ Clients: April 2016 v
September 2017
Websites: for information on the issues and financial data on MABS companies
https://benefacts.ie/
http://www.citizensinformationboard.ie/en/about/strategy/
https://www.charitiesregulator.ie/en/information-for-the-public/search-the-charities-register
https://www.wdc.ie/

21 | P a g e

