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Foreword

Budget 2022 takes place in the context of a deeply challenging period for everyone who

lives in Ireland. Seventeen months after the COVID-19 pandemic first took hold, for many

people life is slowly beginning to return to some semblance of normality.

Lockdowns, isolation, closures, and unemployment have provided a backdrop for

individuals and families across the country experiencing loneliness, anxiety and fear. This

was and never could be ‘normal,’ and everyone understandably looks forward to brighter

days ahead.

However, it is incumbent upon the Government to ensure that everyone can indeed look

ahead and move past what has been a trying period in all our lives. There was much that

was not fair for autistic people pre-pandemic and, in many respects, the challenges

encountered by the broader public in the last year and a half are barriers faced on a daily

basis by the one in sixty-five people in Ireland on the autism spectrum.

From insufficient and inappropriate school places to chronic unemployment and a lack

of social opportunities, autistic people have been locked out of their communities for far

too long. COVID-19 has only deepened the structural barriers to equality facing those on

the spectrum and their families.

It was often said throughout the pandemic that we were all in the same boat, but it

became quickly apparent that whilst we may be enduring the same storm, several

cohorts were left without a safe harbour. Overnight, countless autistic people of all ages

lost their structures and routine, whilst facing the closure and sudden cessation of

crucial services in education, healthcare, and employment. The consequences of this

have been significant - a majority of autistic children have lost vital life skills in areas such

as communication, self-regulation and personal care1. Unacceptably lengthy waiting lists

for basic supports have lengthened and been exacerbated by the recent cyberattack on

the HSE. For numerous autistic adults - an oft-overlooked cohort in our community -

limited job opportunities and vital social outlets have led to a loneliness epidemic and

1 AsIAm, Down Syndrome Ireland, and Inclusion Ireland. (2020). Educational Supports and the Reopening of Schools: A
Report by AsIAm, Down Syndrome Ireland and Inclusion Ireland on educational supports and the return to school in
September 2020. Online. Available at: https://asiam.ie/advocacy/our-work-policy-and-campaigns/educational-supports-on-
the-reopening-of-schools-2020/
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mental health crisis. Families have been left to support their autistic relatives alone, often

to the point of burnout.

Whilst we can clearly see the impact of the past seventeen months, it is up to the

Government to decide what the future’s impact will be. Will we leave autistic people and

their families without the supports they need? Or will we strategically invest to repair

services long at breaking point and close the gap in service provision worsened by the

pandemic? Will we leave autistic people and their families isolated and alone or will we

harness their talents and strengths as we recover and move forward? We are asking the

Government to invest in supporting a post-COVID Autism-Friendly Ireland in Budget

2022.

AsIAm believes the choice is clear - we are faced with an unprecedented opportunity to

look at how the State, businesses, and communities operate with a view to creating a

more inclusive and empowering society - one that unlocks and harnesses the potential

of its autistic citizens. There was much we took for granted prior to the pandemic, from

how the working world operated, to how we assessed our pupils and students, to how

our public services functioned. This comes at a vital time as we can see increasing

numbers of adults accessing assessments of need, as well as an entire generation of

autistic young people age out of school. We must ensure that inclusion moves beyond

the schoolgate to therapists’ offices, hospitals, college campuses, community centres,

and workplaces. The Government can help achieve this by supporting autistic adults.

AsIAm are asking the Government to support autistic people and their families in

achieving true equality. Too often are barriers encountered when attempting to access

basic human rights. We are asking the Government to help restore the confidence of

families in a system which, at best, appears remote, and at worst, appears hostile. This

can be achieved by supporting autistic children and supporting their carers.

AsIAm are calling on the Government to invest in a diverse and inclusive Ireland which

works for everyone. An Ireland where autistic people and their families are truly valued as

equal, are empowered to contribute and succeed by accessing the right supports at the

right time.

In 2022, Ireland will mark the centenary of the States’ founding - it is now time to truly

cherish all children of the nation equally.
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Executive Summary

● Invest in the Autism Innovation Strategy’s creation and implementation, with a

view to accelerate its development and rollout over the next twelve months.

● Invest €2.8 million to hire 100 additional caseworkers to support Early

Intervention and School Age Teams for autistic children’s referrals around the

country.

● Invest €14.5 million to reduce class sizes by one pupil, with a view to

incrementally reducing their size in line with the European average of twenty

pupils to one teacher over the next five years.

● Introduce a Cost of Disability payment, closely linked to the Disability Allowance

payment, adjusted for contemporary rates of inflation.

● Provide an additional €3.4 million for the hiring of 126 job coaches within regional

Intreo Offices, trained in best practices for engaging with and supporting both

autistic jobseekers and jobseekers with other disabilities.

● Invest €700,000 into an Autism Community Fund’s development and delivery

from the Dormant Accounts Fund to support community initiatives to address the

isolation epidemic facing autistic people across the country.
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Supporting Autistic Children

● Provide an additional €1.5 million towards improving pathways to accessing

diagnostic and therapeutic services as part of the HSE’s Autism Action Plan.

● Invest €2.8 million to hire 100 additional caseworkers to support Early

Intervention and School Age Teams for autistic children’s referrals around the

country.

● Invest €5 million towards the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services

(CAMHS) to develop accessible and timely clinical pathways for young autistic

people in crises and or in need of mental health care.

● Invest €100 million in the Child and Family Agency’s programmes, joining in the

Children’s Rights Alliance’s call for similar levels of investment to safeguard

against vulnerable children’s exploitation2.

● Invest €14.5 million to reduce average class sizes by one pupil3, with a view to

incrementally reducing their size in line with the European average of twenty

pupils to one teacher over the next five years.

● Invest €25 million to update and begin to implement the Education for Persons

with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act 2004 as a matter of urgency, as

outlined in the Priorities for Action as set out by the Minister for Special Education

and Inclusion4.

Rationale

Securing clearer pathways towards appropriate therapeutic supports for autistic children

means embedding the foundations for better outcomes as they grow into autistic

teenagers and autistic adults. The Programme for Government pledges the coalition

parties to prioritise, inter alia, delivering earlier diagnostic interventions, reducing

assessment of needs waiting times, and improving services’ accessibility5. AsIAm

welcomed these commitments from the outset, and have signalled our every intention

5 Government of Ireland. (2020). Programme for Government: Our Shared Future. Pg.78. Online. Available at: https://www.
gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/

4 Department of Education. (2020). ‘Minister Josepha Madigan TD sets out Priorities for Action to reform special education
provision in Ireland.’ Online. Available at: gov.ie - Minister Josepha Madigan TD sets out Priorities for Action to reform
special education provision in Ireland (www.gov.ie)

3 AsIAm supports the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation’s calls to reduce class sizes towards the European average of
20:1 (INTO. [2021]. We Can Do Better: INTO’s Pre-Budget Submission 2022. Pg.4. Online. Available at: https://www.into.ie
/app/uploads/2019/07/INTO-Budget-Submission-2022.pdf).

2 Children’s Rights Alliance. (2020). Pre-Budget Submission 2021. Pg.3. Online. Available at: https://www.childrensrights.ie/
resources/press-release-budget-2021-not-ambitious
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to work with the relevant Ministers and their Departments to achieve these goals. Over

seventeen months on however, despite new levels of investment into special education

and disability services, few autistic children and their families feel positive changes to

their living or care standards.

Earlier this year, AsIAm conducted a comprehensive study of our community’s young

people6, demonstrating widespread inaccessibility and dissatisfaction with public health

services. As many as 42% of families surveyed have had to wait two years or more to

receive an autism diagnosis for their child, whilst 79% said that they were not in receipt

of any support from either the Early Intervention or School Age Going Teams. 76% went

on to report that their autistic children were not receiving any support from the Child

and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS). It comes as little surprise then, yet no

less concerning, that 70% of respondents felt broadly dissatisfied with the HSE’s support

in helping them better understand their child’s autism diagnosis.

A key recommendation from the HSE’s extensive review into autism services was to

develop clear service pathways for autistic people, pre- and post-diagnosis7, for children

as well as adults. The same goal was echoed in the funding provided for the HSE’s

Autism Action Plan in Budget 20208, yet there remains a stark disconnect between the

policy as envisaged and the daily realities for autistic people and their families on the

ground. AsIAm would strongly encourage the Government to invest greater resources

into the Autism Action Plan in Budget 2022, with a view to accelerate its development

and rollout over the next twelve months. Any successful delivery will be predicated on a

coordinated approach at Executive-level across multiple State Departments, namely

between Education, Health, and Children and Disability.

Closer collaboration between State Departments and officials will translate into better

outcomes for autistic young people, particularly in the Education and Health spheres.

The EPSEN Act 2004 provides for a comprehensive and cross-departmental suite of

resources for children with disabilities, including the preparation and regular review of an

8 Department of Health. (2019). “Minister Harris announces €2 million funding for Autism Plan.” Online. Available at: https://
www.gov.ie/en/press-release/4b6d68-minister-harris-announces-2-million-funding-for-autism-plan/

7 Health Service Executive (2018). Report of the Review of the Irish Health Services for Individuals with Autism Spectrum
Disorders. Pg.13. Online. Available at: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/0cc791-reports-on-the-prevalence-of-autism-in-ire
land-and-a-review-of-the-s/

6 AsIAm. (2021). Every Child Counts: A Report into Autistic Children’s Access to Healthcare in Ireland. Pg.4. Online.
Available at https://asiam.ie/asiam-report-shows-major-barriers-to-services-for-autistic-children-teens/
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individual education plan, access to timely assessments of needs by a multidisciplinary

care team, and a right to appeal decisions related to assessments9. Over seventeen years

on from the Act’s passage, these critical provisions, among others, have yet to be

implemented on a statutory basis. Fully updating EPSEN will, AsIAm understands,

require significant investment and planning10, yet we would nevertheless urge the

Government to commit to expediting the Act’s implementation in the next Budget. This

should be done in tandem with a pledge to reduce the pupil:teacher ratio in Irish

schools, to reduce stress on our teachers and enable them to focus on pupils with the

greatest level of needs in their classrooms.

10 AsIAm has recommended a series of actions to fully update and implement the EPSEN Act in line with contemporary best
practices for inclusive education and Ireland’s obligations under Section 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities. For more information, see AsIAm’s Proposals for Reforming and Updating the Education for
Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act 2004. (Online. Available at: https://asiam.ie/advocacy/
our-work-policy-and-campaigns/education/special-education-reform-epsen-act/)

9 These provisions are addressed within Sections 3, 11, 4, and 6 of the EPSEN Act, respectively.
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Supporting Autistic Adults

● Introduce a Cost of Disability payment11, closely linked to the Disability Allowance

payment, adjusted for contemporary rates of inflation.

● Provide an additional €10 to the existing rate of Disability Allowance payment,

with a view to increase it by €5 per annum throughout the course of this

Government’s lifetime; index any future increases to inflation and the costs of

living.

● Provide an additional €15 million to increase access to the Personal Assistant

service, including support workers, for people with disabilities who wish to access

these supports at work, including autistic people.

● Provide an additional €3.4 million for the hiring of 126 job coaches within regional

Intreo Offices, trained in best practices for engaging with and supporting both

autistic jobseekers and jobseekers with other disabilities.

● Invest €6 million into the Decision Support Service12, with a view to fully

commence the Assisted Decision-Making (Capacity) Act 2015 during this

Government’s lifetime.

Rationale

Autistic adults and their needs have been historically overlooked during the national

policy-making process. As public awareness of autism and its diversity has grown in the

last fthirty years, so too has an appreciation for the many challenges facing an oftimes

invisible cohort of older individuals within the community; a significant portion of whom

are undiagnosed and have been without any supports for most (if not all) of their lives.

These gaps in service provisions are acutely felt in the world of work, wherein autistic

adults are particularly vulnerable to unemployment, exploitation, and falling into poverty.

Finding and successfully holding down work is a common challenge for autistic adults.

As many as 80% to 85% of those on the spectrum are either underemployed or out of

12 AsIAm supports the Disability Federation of Ireland’s calls for similar investment in fully commencing the 2015 Act, as
denoted in their Pre-Budget Submission for 2021 (Pg.X. Online. Available at: )

11 Houses of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Disability Matters. (2021). Aligning Disability Funding with the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities: Budget 2022 Pre-Budget Submission. Online. Pg. 15.
Available at: https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/
dail/33/joint_committee_on_disability_matters/reports/2021/2021-07-07_report-on-aligning-disability-funding-with-the-united-
nations-convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities-budget-2022-pre-budget-submission_en.pdf
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work altogether13, and individuals with jobs often struggle to navigate numerous invisible

challenges in their workplaces. According to a study conducted by AsIAm and IrishJobs14,

as many as 77% of autistic people surveyed believe they would face barriers getting the

job they want or starting their own business; 70% do not feel confident that their

managers or colleagues know enough about autism to support them at work; and less

than 10% felt confident enough to be open about their autism in the workplace. These

feelings can have a particularly adverse effect on the wellbeing and productivity for

autistic workers, especially with regards to employers recruiting and retaining employees

on the spectrum in the long- term15. It is crucial, therefore, that employment services

such as Intreo and initiatives such as the Reasonable Accommodations Fund are

equipped to help autistic people locate and hold down meaningful work as we recover

from the pandemic-induced recession.

As we return to work in the wake of COVID-19, it is critical that robust and accessible

welfare supports are in place for autistic jobseekers at the point of need. The last

seventeen months have laid bare numerous poverty traps for oft-overlooked cohorts in

communities, particularly for those on the autism spectrum, in no small part due to the

obstacles they face when attempting to access welfare through what can be an uneven

and excessively bureaucratic process. This is only compounded by the fact that people

with disabilities living in Ireland are already at a much higher risk of poverty and social

exclusion than the European average16. A Cost of Disability Payment’s inclusion within

Budget 2022 would, in our view, signal a vital recognition from the Government of the

uniquely acute financial hardships autistic people and others with disabilities face.

Fully commencing the Decision Support Service would help to ensure that every autistic

person has the right to have dignity, choice, autonomy and the right to make decisions

that affect their lives, and to be supported to make their own choices based on their will

and preferences, in accordance with Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of

16 Some 36.9% of people compared to a median of 29.3% in the EU, and over 150,000 people with disabilities in Ireland live
in consistent poverty (Source: Inclusion Ireland. [2017]. Poverty and Disability: A Public-Friendly Guide to Economic
Inequality and the Cost of Disability. Online. Available at: https://inclusionireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/poverty
-and-disability-etr.pdf)

15 AsIAm. (2020). The Future of Remote Working and Autistic Workers: Our Submission to the Department of Enterprise,
Trade and Innovation. Pg.2. Online. Available at: https://asiam.ie/advocacy/our-work-policy-and-campaigns/employment-and
-social-protection/dbei-remote-work-policy/

14 AsIAm and IrishJobs.ie. (2021). Autism in the Workplace: Creating Opportunity for Autistic People. Pg.5. Online.
Available: https://asiam.ie/advocacy/our-work-policy-and-campaigns/employment-and-social-protection/autism-in-the-work
place-irishjobs-report/

13 National Autistic Society. (2016). The Autism Employment Gap: Too Much Information in the Workplace. Print. Pg.5.
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Persons with Disabilities. It will also finally close the Ward of Court system of legal

guardianship, which impacts many autistic people in Ireland, where autistic people

under the system had decisions made about their lives made for them, but without their

involvement, based on the person's best interests.
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Supporting Carers

● Increase the rate of Carer’s Allowance payment by €20, and remove the means

testing for present and future applicants.

● Increase the Carer’s Support Grant payment by €100.

● Extend eligibility for the Home Carer Tax Credit to include single working carers17.

● Allow carers to claim tax relief on the cost of employing a care worker while also

claiming the Dependent Relative/Incapacitated Child tax credit18.

Rationale

Throughout the course of the pandemic, family members and carers of autistic people

have had to assume additional responsibilities; many of which they had previously never

considered having to fulfil. This has necessitated a complex and difficult transition for

countless families around Ireland, more often than not involving individuals having to

take extended leave or give up work altogether to care for their autistic relatives on a full

time basis. The financial consequences of such decisions have been extensively covered

in the wider media, yet there has been little appreciation of their implications for autistic

people and their carers.

A key finding from AsIAm’s investigation into services for autistic children was how often

and how much households spent on private services when the public sector was not an

option. Indeed, it has been documented that the average cost to Irish families amounts

to over €28,000 per autistic child on private services, lost income, and informal care

arrangements; compared to the State spending over €14,000 on social, educational, and

health services per autistic child19. Far too many families and carers cannot access the

necessary financial aid to support their family members of all ages, despite - and in

many cases, because - claiming social welfare. We would urge the Government to

reexamine the eligibility criteria for carers’ claiming tax relief whilst increasing welfare

payments.

19 Roddy, Áine and O’Neill, Ciarán. (2018). ‘The economic costs and its predictors for childhood autism spectrum disorders
in Ireland: How is the burden distributed?’. Autism. Vol.23 (5). Online. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177%2F13623613188
01586

18 Ibid. Pg.13.

17 AsIAm supports Family Carers Ireland’s calls for a review on the eligibility criteria for the Home Carer Tax Credit, as well
as for greater eligibility to claim tax relief on employing carers whilst claiming social welfare payments. (Family Carers
Ireland. [2020]. Life After Lockdown: Family Carers Ireland's Proposals for Budget 2021. Pg.12. Online. Available at:
https://familycarers.ie/media/1967/family-carers-ireland-fci-budget-submission-14pp-a4.pdf
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Supporting Autistic People in a Post-COVID Ireland

● Invest in the creation and implementation of the Autism Innovation Strategy, as

announced by the Minister of State for Disabilities20, with a view to accelerate its

development and rollout over the next twelve months.

● Increase investment into the Housing Adaptation Grant, echoing Care Alliance

Ireland’s calls21, with a view to amend the means-testing criteria to reflect the

diverse needs profiles of individuals on the autism spectrum.

● Invest €20 million from the National Training Fund to launch a dedicated digital

education innovation fund22 with the expressed purpose of upgrading autistic

employees’ digital skills.

● Invest €700,000 into an Autism Community Fund’s development and delivery

from the Dormant Accounts Fund to support community initiatives to address the

isolation epidemic facing autistic people across the country.

Rationale

COVID-19 has meant profound changes to all of our lives, yet few cohorts in our society

have been as directly and adversely affected than autistic people and their families. In a

matter of months, countless children around the country have been left without the

crucial supports they rely on every day for their educational and personal development;

meanwhile, numerous adults have had to make the challenging readjustment to the

‘new normal’ of remote-working unaided, many of whom’s employers are unaware they

are on the autism spectrum. All the while these individuals’ families have had to assume

new caring responsibilities on top of other personal and professional commitments, or

have had to give up work altogether to look after their autistic family members

full-time23.

23 AsIAm. (2021). Every Child Counts: A Report into Autistic Children’s Access to Healthcare in Ireland. Pgs.21-23. Online.
Available at https://asiam.ie/asiam-report-shows-major-barriers-to-services-for-autistic-children-teens/

22 Ibec. (2021). Budget Submission 2021 Getting people back to work and promoting SME investment. Pg.30. Online.
Available at: https://www.ibec.ie/connect-and-learn/media/2020/09/15/ibec-launches-budget-2021-campaign

21 Care Alliance Ireland (2020). Statement of Priorities (DEASP Focus) - Budget 2021. Pg.10. Online. Available at:
https://www.carealliance.ie /userfiles/files/CAI_PBS_(DEASP_focus)_Budget_2021.pdf

20 Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth. (2021). ‘Minister Rabbitte to establish Working Group
on Autism Innovation Strategy.’ 2nd April. Online. Available at: https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/7de7e-minister-rabbitte
-to-establish-working-group-on-autism-innovation-strategy/
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Developing personal resilience and resuming public services’ delivery stand at the core

of the Government’s Resilience and Recovery Plan24. AsIAm believes that these goals are

especially pertinent to meeting our autistic citizens’ needs as we exit the pandemic. To

this end, we would urge the Government to accelerate the creation and implementation

of the Autism Innovation Strategy over the next twelve months as a priority, reflected by

appropriate investment with a view to address autistic people’s resilience, as well as their

families’. Closely tied to this is an urgent need to tackle the co-occurring isolation

epidemic amongst autistic people25 and individuals with other disabilities, which has

only worsened in Ireland over the past seventeen months. A designated Autism

Community Fund, financed by the Dormant Accounts Fund, would be an ideal

mechanism to address this issue, for children as well as adults and their families.

Old challenges will return to the fore as we exit COVID-19, namely around housing and

accommodation. Significant commentary and vigorous debate has already occurred

over housing’s cost, accessibility to social housing and the associated living costs; the

experience of the pandemic has only intensified this discourse. Autistic people are

especially vulnerable to homelessness - as many as 9.4% of Ireland’s homeless population

are estimated to be autistic, an alarming statistic in itself given that the estimated

autism prevalence rate for the housed population in is 1-1.5%26. Complex housing

application processes and a means-tested approach that fails to take into account the

diverse range of profiles that exist on the spectrum account for many of the chief

obstacles to housing supports for autistic people. AsIAm would join the calls of fellow

advocacy organisations in urging the Government to increase investment into the

Housing Adaptation Grant and, on our own behalf, to review the criteria so as to allow for

autistic people to be considered for priority on the grounds of disability.

26 Dublin City University. (2020). ‘DCU research recommends improvements in homeless prevention and intervention for
adults with autism.’ 8th December. Online. Available at: https://www.dcu.ie/commsteam/news/2020/dec/dcu-research-
recommends-improvements-homeless-prevention-and-intervention

25 Oomen, D., Nijhof, A.D. & Wiersema, J.R. (2021). ‘The psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on adults with
autism: a survey study across three countries’ Molecular Autism 12 (21). Online. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1186/s13229
-021-00424-y

24 Government of Ireland. (2021). COVID-19 Resilience and Recovery 2021: The Path Ahead. Pgs.5-6. Online. Available at:
https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/resilience-recovery-2020-2021-plan-for-living-with-covid-19/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/roa
dmap/
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