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Active Retirement Ireland

Pre-Budget Submission 2027

Department of Health

Introduction

Active Retirement Ireland (ARI) represents over 24,000 older people across more than 500

community-based groups nationwide.

Ireland’s population is ageing rapidly. The number of people aged 65 and over is projected
to reach approximately 1.6 million by 2051, representing up to one quarter of the
population.! This demographic shift presents both opportunities and challenges and
requires a sustained commitment to healthy ageing, prevention and equitable access to

healthcare.

Older people consistently tell ARI that access to healthcare is becoming increasingly difficult
due to rising costs, waiting lists, digital barriers and reduced availability of services. At the
same time, healthcare policy remains largely focused on treating illness rather than

preventing it.

Budget 2027 presents an opportunity to adopt a more strategic approach to ageing by
investing in prevention, early intervention and community-based supports that enable
people to remain healthy, independent and connected for longer. Supporting people to age

in place should be a central objective of health policy.

! Central Statistics Office (2024), Population and Labour Force Projections 2023-2057. Available at:
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-plfp/populationandlabourforceprojections2023-2057/
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Publicly Funded Shingles Vaccination

Active Retirement Ireland is calling on the Government to introduce a publicly funded

shingles vaccination programme for adults aged 65 years and over.

The National Immunisation Advisory Committee (NIAC) recommends shingles vaccination
for adults aged 65+.2 However, in Ireland the vaccine currently costs approximately €480—

€500 privately, placing it beyond the reach of many older people living on fixed incomes.

This creates a clear inequity in access to preventative healthcare. A vaccine that is clinically
recommended for older adults is effectively available only to those who can afford to pay

for it.

Shingles and its complications, particularly post-herpetic neuralgia, can have a profound
impact on quality of life. For many older people, the condition can result in severe and
prolonged pain, reduced mobility, social isolation and loss of independence. These
consequences can increase reliance on health and social care services and undermine
efforts to support people to remain living independently in their own homes and

communities.

Many comparable countries now publicly fund shingles vaccination programmes for older
adults. Ireland risks becoming an outlier in preventative vaccination policy at a time when

the importance of healthy ageing has never been greater.

2 Health Information and Quality Authority (HIQA) (2025), Immunisation Guidelines for Ireland: Chapter 23 —

Varicella Zoster. Available at: https://www.higa.ie/reports-and-publications/niac-immunisation-

guideline/chapter-23-varicella-zoster
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Investment in vaccination is an investment in prevention. It is both more effective and more

cost-efficient to prevent avoidable illness than to manage its long-term consequences.

Active Retirement Ireland believes Budget 2027 should provide for:

¢ The introduction of a publicly funded shingles vaccination programme for adults
aged 65+

e Recognition of vaccination as a key preventative measure supporting healthy ageing
and ageing in place

e Greater investment in preventative healthcare as a core component of health policy

Healthy Ageing and Preventative Healthcare

Ireland’s healthcare system continues to be heavily weighted towards acute and reactive

care despite an ageing population and increasing prevalence of chronic conditions.

Preventative healthcare and early intervention are among the most effective investments
that can be made in an ageing society. Supporting people to maintain their health for longer
reduces pressure on acute services, improves quality of life and enables older people to

remain active participants in their communities.

Despite this, preventative measures often receive less attention and investment than

treatment-focused services.

A stronger preventative approach should underpin future healthcare planning. Budget 2027
should prioritise measures that support healthy ageing, maintain independence and reduce

avoidable demand on health services.
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Active Retirement Ireland believes Budget 2027 should include:

e Greater investment in preventative healthcare and community-based supports
e A stronger healthy ageing focus across Department of Health policy

e Greater alignment between health policy and ageing in place objectives

Equitable Access to Screening Programmes

Active Retirement Ireland supports equitable access to screening programmes based on

clinical need and evidence rather than arbitrary upper age thresholds alone.

Members have expressed concern regarding upper age limits across screening programmes
and the perception that access to preventative healthcare diminishes with age. While
eligibility criteria must be evidence-based, healthcare policy must also avoid reinforcing
assumptions that older people are less deserving of preventative interventions or early

detection measures.

As life expectancy increases and people remain active and engaged for longer, it is
appropriate that screening programmes are regularly reviewed to ensure they continue to

meet the needs of an ageing population.

Active Retirement Ireland believes Budget 2027 should support:

o Review of upper age thresholds across national screening programmes
e Greater transparency regarding eligibility criteria and decision-making
e Continued investment in equitable access to preventative screening and early

detection services

Trustees: Mai Quaid (President), Margaret Angulin, Loman Conway, Mary Daly, Edward Doyle, Rolande Hall,
Tony Hanlon, Tom Harrison, John Horan, Maura McAuliffe and Lilly Mooney.
Active Retirement Ireland is a registered charity: RCN 20051136 + CHY 15090 and a Company Limited by Guarantee,
registered with the Companies Office. Active Retirement Ireland Network, Registered Number 458391



. 330 The Capel Building
ACTIVE
Dublin DO7 PF68
RETIREMENT IRELAND Tel: (01) 873 3836

Web: www.activeirl.ie

Email: info@activeirl.ie

Dental Care and Affordability

Oral health is a fundamental component of healthy ageing and overall wellbeing.

ARI members consistently report growing difficulties accessing affordable dental care,
particularly where medical card services are concerned. Access barriers, affordability issues
and reduced availability of participating dentists can have significant consequences for

nutrition, general health, confidence, social participation and quality of life.

Poor oral health can contribute to wider health problems, increased healthcare costs and
reduced quality of life and should not be treated as a secondary issue within healthcare
planning. Budget 2027 should recognise the importance of oral health throughout later life
and address the barriers preventing older people from accessing timely and affordable

dental care.

Active Retirement Ireland believes Budget 2027 should include:

e Improved access to dental services for older people, particularly medical card
holders
e Greater investment in preventative oral healthcare

e Measures to address affordability and service access barriers
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Hearing Health and Early Intervention

Hearing loss is a significant and under-recognised issue affecting older people.

Approximately 50% of people aged 70 and over experience some degree of hearing loss.?
Research from TILDA has linked hearing loss with increased loneliness, depression and

reduced quality of life.*

There is growing evidence of an association between untreated hearing loss and cognitive
decline, including an increased risk of dementia. Hearing loss is recognised by the Lancet
Commission on Dementia Prevention, Intervention and Care as one of the most significant
potentially modifiable risk factors for dementia.> As Ireland prepares for a substantial
increase in the number of older people in the coming decades, hearing health must be
recognised as an important public health issue rather than simply an inevitable consequence
of ageing. Timely access to hearing assessment, treatment and support can help people
maintain independence, remain socially connected and continue participating fully in

community life.

3 Irish Society of Hearing Aid Audiologists (ISHAA) (n.d.), Hearing Loss. Available at:
https://www.ishaa.ie/hearing/

4 The Irish Longitudinal Study on Ageing (TILDA) (2014), The Impact of Hearing Loss and Hearing Aid Use on
Psychosocial Health and Well-Being and Healthcare Cover in the Older Population in Ireland. Available at:

https://tilda.tcd.ie/publications/reports/pdf/Report Hearing.pdf

3 Livingston, G. et al. (2024), The Lancet Commission on Dementia Prevention, Intervention and Care: 2024
Update. Summary of findings discussed in: Hearing loss and dementia in older adults: A narrative review.
Available at: https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12718930/

Trustees: Mai Quaid (President), Margaret Angulin, Loman Conway, Mary Daly, Edward Doyle, Rolande Hall,
Tony Hanlon, Tom Harrison, John Horan, Maura McAuliffe and Lilly Mooney.
Active Retirement Ireland is a registered charity: RCN 20051136 + CHY 15090 and a Company Limited by Guarantee,
registered with the Companies Office. Active Retirement Ireland Network, Registered Number 458391


https://www.ishaa.ie/hearing/
https://tilda.tcd.ie/publications/reports/pdf/Report_Hearing.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12718930/

. 330 The Capel Building
A ‘ I I V E Mary’s Abbey

Dublin DO7 PF68
RETIREMENT IRELAND Tel: (01) 873 3836

Web: www.activeirl.ie

Email: info@activeirl.ie

Active Retirement Ireland believes Budget 2027 should support:

¢ Improved access to hearing assessment, routine hearing testing and hearing
supports
e Earlier intervention pathways

e Greater recognition of hearing health within healthy ageing and dementia policy

Affordability and Access to Healthcare

ARl members continue to raise concerns about the cumulative cost of accessing healthcare.
Medical report fees, blood testing charges, prescription costs and concerns regarding access
to medicines under medical card schemes can all act as barriers to preventative care and

ongoing health management.

For older people living on fixed incomes, these costs can delay treatment, discourage
engagement with preventative healthcare and create additional financial pressure. These
challenges can be particularly acute in rural areas, where access to services often depends

on private transport.

ARI members have also highlighted the cost of mandatory medical reports associated with
driving licence renewal and the variation in charges for routine blood testing. For many
older people, particularly in rural areas, maintaining the ability to drive is closely linked to
independence, social participation and access to essential services. Financial barriers that
affect the ability to maintain a driving licence can therefore have wider consequences for

health, wellbeing and ageing in place.
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Members have also expressed concern regarding access to certain prescription medicines
and the impact that changes to eligibility or reimbursement arrangements can have on
affordability and treatment adherence. Older people should not face unnecessary barriers

to accessing clinically appropriate medication.

ARI members frequently raise concerns regarding medical card eligibility thresholds,
particularly where older people have modest occupational or private pensions. While many
people reliant solely on the State Pension qualify for a medical card, others with relatively
small additional pension incomes can exceed the means test limits despite facing similar

healthcare costs and financial pressures.

In practice, this can result in significant inequities, with older people on modest fixed
incomes losing access to supports while continuing to experience rising healthcare costs.
The income thresholds for medical card eligibility have not kept pace with increases in living
costs, pension incomes or average earnings and should be reviewed as part of a broader

commitment to equitable access to healthcare.

Healthcare affordability is an important component of health equity. Financial barriers

should not prevent people from accessing the care and treatment they need.

Active Retirement Ireland believes Budget 2027 should include:

e Greater consistency and transparency in healthcare-related charges

e Avreview of medical report charges associated with driving licence renewal

e Greater consistency and transparency in blood testing fees and other primary care
charges

e Review of costs that may discourage access to preventative or essential care

e Consideration of the impact of healthcare affordability on older people living on

fixed incomes
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¢ Ongoing review of access to medicines and the affordability of prescription
treatments
e Areview of medical card income thresholds to ensure that older people on modest

fixed incomes are not excluded from essential healthcare supports

Digital Exclusion and Access to Services

As healthcare and public services increasingly move towards digital-first models, many older
people risk exclusion. CSO data from 2023 showed that 42% of people aged 75+ had never
used the internet.® TILDA research also found that up to 62% of those aged 80+ do not have

home internet access.”

Digital-first service delivery must not become digital-only service delivery. Older people
must continue to have meaningful access to healthcare and public services through
telephone, paper-based and face-to-face channels. While digital innovation offers many

benefits, it should enhance access rather than create new barriers.

Active Retirement Ireland believes Budget 2027 should support:

e Retention of non-digital access routes to healthcare and public services
e Recognition of digital exclusion within health policy and service planning

e User-friendly communication methods for people who are not digitally connected

% Central Statistics Office (2024), Internet Coverage and Usage in Ireland 2024. Available at:

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-isshict/internetcoverageandusageinireland2024/

7 The Irish Longitudinal Study on Ageing (TILDA) (2021), Internet Access and Use Among Adults Aged 50 and
Over in Ireland. Available at: https://tilda.tcd.ie/publications/reports/pdf/Report Covid19InternetReport.pdf
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Conclusion

Budget 2027 presents an opportunity to adopt a more strategic approach to healthy ageing,

prevention and equitable healthcare access.

Investment in prevention, early intervention and community-based supports will help older
people remain independent, connected and active for longer while reducing future demand

on health and social care services.

A health system that supports people to age well is not only better for older people; it is

more sustainable, more equitable and better prepared for Ireland’s demographic future.
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