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1. Introduction 

In this paper, NICVA (The Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action) highlights 

the current and potential implications the Cost-of-Living Crisis is having on the 

residents of Northern Ireland, and subsequently the Community and Voluntary 

Sector and members of public who benefit from their services. NICVA recognises 

that implications of the Cost-of-Living Crisis are experienced in a vast and varied 

manner across all residents of Northern Ireland, however, this paper will specifically 

focus on the effects it is having on charities and community groups and the running 

of their services.  This is based on our engagement with the Community and 

Voluntary Sector and lists several potential solutions that will help mitigate 

implications, to be considered by Government Departments.   

 

2. NICVA and the Cost-of-Living Crisis 

NICVA began engaging with its members in July 2022 via member surveys and 

through a series of roundtable discussions with sector representatives. 

Earlier recommendations to the sector regarding the Cost-of-Living Crisis, 

implications on funding and donations, and recommendations for boards and 

leaderships can be found on the website - Charities and the cost-of-living crisis | 

NICVA. 

 

3. Key concerns around the Cost-of-Living Crisis for the Voluntary and 

Community Sector 

• Rising energy costs 

• Mental Health 

• Increasing dependence on the Voluntary and Community Sector with 

decreasing resources   

• Community Transport 

 

3.1. Rising energy costs 

https://www.nicva.org/article/charities-and-the-cost-of-living-crisis
https://www.nicva.org/article/charities-and-the-cost-of-living-crisis


 

The rapidly changing increase of utility bills and its effect on the public is a 

major concern for the Voluntary and Community Sector. It is estimated that by 

January 2023, 71.7% of Northern Ireland households (almost 1.5 million 

people) will be experiencing fuel poverty1, the highest in the UK. Struggling 

individuals and families are naturally turning to the Voluntary and Community 

Sector, increasing the pressure on these services. Trussell Trust has reported 

a 14% increase of the use of their food banks compared to two years ago2.  

 

Furthermore, Families and individuals who are more likely to already use the 

sector’s services, such as low-income families, disabled people, single 

parents, and older persons, will be disproportionately affected. Research 

demonstrates that 18% of pensioners were already living in poverty3 before 

the Cost-of-Living crisis, and that disabled people have faced a higher risk of 

poverty for the past 20 years4. The increase of utility bills will only further 

exacerbate the issue of poverty in more vulnerable households, putting further 

pressure onto the sector.  

 

The increase in utility bills will not only have a ‘knock-on’ effect for the sector 

but will increase the cost of running their services directly.  The increased cost 

of energy and fuel is making it difficult for organisations to run their buildings 

or clinics, and for staff and volunteers to make the journeys to and from them. 

HMRC guidance states that the maximum mileage expense rate remains at 

£0.45 per mile5 even for heavy duty vehicles. The Energy Price Cap, set to be 

introduced in Great Britain and called for in Northern Ireland (discussed in 

more detail below) does currently not include Charities. As the sector will not 

benefit from this policy as it stands, expenses to run their services can 

increase to alarming amounts.  

 

3.2. Mental Health 

People who live in poverty are more likely to experience mental illness, and 

people who experience mental health issues are more likely to stay in 

 
1 Child Poverty Action Group, ‘Fuel Poverty: Updated Estimates for the UK’, August 2022,  Fuel 
poverty: updated estimates for the UK | CPAG 
2 Trussell Trust, ‘End of Year Stats’ April 2021-March 2022, https://www.trusselltrust.org/news-and-
blog/latest-stats/end-year-stats/  
3 Age UK, ‘Poverty in Later Life’, January 2022, poverty-in-later-life-briefing-january-2022-.pdf 
(ageuk.org.uk) 
4 Joseph Rowntree Foundation, ‘UK Poverty 2022: The essential guide to understanding poverty in 
the UK’, January 2022, UK Poverty 2022: The essential guide to understanding poverty in the UK | 
JRF 
5 Gov.uk, ‘Travel - mileage and fuel rates and allowances’, April 2022, Travel — mileage and fuel 
rates and allowances - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)  

https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/fuel-poverty-updated-estimates-uk
https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/fuel-poverty-updated-estimates-uk
https://www.trusselltrust.org/news-and-blog/latest-stats/end-year-stats/
https://www.trusselltrust.org/news-and-blog/latest-stats/end-year-stats/
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/globalassets/age-uk/documents/reports-and-publications/reports-and-briefings/money-matters/poverty-in-later-life-briefing-january-2022-.pdf
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/globalassets/age-uk/documents/reports-and-publications/reports-and-briefings/money-matters/poverty-in-later-life-briefing-january-2022-.pdf
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2022
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/uk-poverty-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/rates-and-allowances-travel-mileage-and-fuel-allowances/travel-mileage-and-fuel-rates-and-allowances
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/rates-and-allowances-travel-mileage-and-fuel-allowances/travel-mileage-and-fuel-rates-and-allowances


 

poverty6. The latest statistics show that almost a fifth of over 16-year-olds 

living in Northern Ireland experience issues with mental health at present7. As 

more people fall into poverty during to the Cost-of-Living crisis, we can predict 

that mental health illness will rise due to financial stress and pressure. This 

will, in turn, increase demand on already under resourced organisations in the 

sector that provide mental health services. 

 
3.3. Increasing dependence on the Voluntary and Community Sector with 

decreasing resources   
As families and individuals struggle to afford household bills, fuel, food, and 
other basic necessities, the pressure on charities and community 
organisations to provide help, rises. However, the Voluntary and Community 
Sector is struggling to meet demands for several reasons: 

• The financial pressure of running their services – As mentioned 

above, the cost of running buildings etc. is increasing significantly. 

This is exacerbated by the drop in public donations. It is estimated 

that nearly £1 billion less was donated to charities in the UK in 2021 

compared to 2020, and that even more people are considering 

cutting back on donations in the next six months8. This will 

significantly decrease the sector’s income.   

• The number of emergency cases staff and volunteers are dealing 

with has increased, to the detriment of normal services. 

• ‘Post covid burn out’- the Covid-19 pandemic has already drained 

resources. 

In July 2022, NICVA distributed a survey to VCSE sector member 

organisations on the Cost-of-Living Crisis. When asked what the main 

concern of their organisations is, 66.5% listed the wellbeing of their staff and 

volunteers. As demand for services provided by the sector rises, staff and 

volunteers - already fatigued by ‘post Covid burn out’ - have become 

overworked, and the number of volunteers is dropping, increasing strain on 

paid staff, and reducing the services. Paid staff are also turning to more 

‘stable’ career paths that offer permanent contracts as a pose to rolling 

contracts (a common factor in the sector). The pressure on organisations to 

 
6 Gov.com, ‘Poverty and mental health: a review of practice and policies’, January 2012, Poverty and 
mental health: a review of practice and policies - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk) 
7 Office for Statistics Regulation, ‘Review of mental health statistics in Northern Ireland, September 
2021, Review of mental health statistics in Northern Ireland – Office for Statistics Regulation 
(statisticsauthority.gov.uk) 
8 Charities Aid Foundation, ‘4.9m fewer people donating to charity’, June 2022, 
https://www.cafonline.org/about-us/media-office-news/page/2?top=1247.5625  

https://www.gov.uk/research-for-development-outputs/poverty-and-mental-health-a-review-of-practice-and-policies
https://www.gov.uk/research-for-development-outputs/poverty-and-mental-health-a-review-of-practice-and-policies
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/review-of-mental-health-statistics-in-northern-ireland/pages/2/#:~:text=The%20latest%20official%20statistics%2C%20from%20the%20Health%20Survey,possible%20mental%20health%20problem%20%2818%25%20males%3B%2021%25%20females%29.
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/review-of-mental-health-statistics-in-northern-ireland/pages/2/#:~:text=The%20latest%20official%20statistics%2C%20from%20the%20Health%20Survey,possible%20mental%20health%20problem%20%2818%25%20males%3B%2021%25%20females%29.
https://www.cafonline.org/about-us/media-office-news/page/2?top=1247.5625


 

find funding may also lead staff to take on roles beyond their capacity, such 

as surveying a vast number of users as a grant requirement.  

 

3.3.1. Community Transport  

The most recently available figures show that over 216,000 journeys were 
made using community transport9 in Northern Ireland, in 2016. 46% of 
journeys were health related, and community transport organisations often 
provide transport for disabled people to attend hospital appointments. Despite 
this, Department of Health offers so funding for Community Transport, and 
with inflations, the grants provided by Department for Infrastructure are 
decreasing in value. With the recent rise in fuel costs, there is a major 
concern that these services may have to be cut drastically - leaving thousands 
of users unable to attend vital appointments.  

 

4. Suggested solutions to be considered by Ministerial Departments 

• All departments to review increasing costs of organisations they grant 
fund. 

• The Minister for Infrastructure to urgently unlock funding for community 

transport 

• Changes to the benefit system - both urgently and in the long term 

• An Energy Task Force 

• Ensure Northern Ireland benefits from measures being put in place for the 

rest of the United Kingdom 

• Specific funding for charities and voluntary organisations delivering 

services with increased demand 

 

4.1. All departments to review increasing costs of organisations they grant 

fund. 

Departments are reviewing the increasing cost pressures on the delivery of 

public services for which mitigation will be required.  Voluntary and community 

organisations funded by departments and public bodies should be treated 

fairly and in a similar way.  Their rising costs are the same inescapable 

pressures but in times past have been ignored and these organisations left to 

fend for themselves.  That cannot be the case in this crisis. 

  

 
9 The Detail, ‘Community Transport: The Numbers’, Lindsay Fergus, 2 December 2016 - Community 
transport: the numbers - Investigations & Analysis - Northern Ireland from The Detail 

https://www.thedetail.tv/articles/community-transport-the-numbers
https://www.thedetail.tv/articles/community-transport-the-numbers


 

4.2. The Minister for Infrastructure to urgently unlock funding for community 

transport 

As explained above, community transport organisations are one of the 

hardest hit by the rise in fuel prices and are struggling to provide vital services 

to those who need them. The Voluntary and Community Sector are asking the 

Minister for Infrastructure to unlock emergency funding for community 

transport urgently to allow organisations that offer these essential journeys to 

continue their services.  

 

4.3. Changes to the benefit system - both urgently and long term 

Changes to the benefit system are needed to respond to and combat poverty 

caused by the Cost-of-Living Crisis. For example, the two-child cap on Child 

Tax Credit and Universal Credit leaving parents and families with more than 

two children worse off. A recent study estimated that by 2023, 88% of single 

parent households across the UK with two or more children will fall into fuel 

poverty10.  Another area to be looked at is benefit deductions based on 

arrears (usually built up from unavoidable late payments). These should be 

temporarily stopped or drastically cut to allow recipients to receive their full 

benefit payment during the current financial climate.  

 

4.4. An Energy Task Force 

The Voluntary and Community Sector sees an urgent need for an Energy 

Task Force. This should include the Department for Communities, 

Department for the Economy, Department for Infrastructure, The Consumer 

Council, and other relevant bodies coming together to discuss and decide 

upon solutions to tackle poverty caused by the Cost-of-Living Crisis.  

 

4.5. Ensure Northern Ireland benefits from measures being put in place for 

the rest of the United Kingdom 

As Northern Ireland has a separate energy system to that of Great Britain, NI 

residents do not automatically benefit from policies put into place by the UK 

Government. Therefore, new legislation specific to Northern Ireland is 

required. Although energy caps and fuel grants have been announced in 

Northern Ireland, this is a month later than Great Britain.  Assurances that 

residents of Northern Ireland will benefit from the any further energy support 

offered to the rest of the UK in a timely manner are required. With 

 
10 Child Poverty Action Group, ‘Fuel Poverty: Updated Estimates for the UK’, August 2022,  Fuel 
poverty: updated estimates for the UK | CPAG 

https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/fuel-poverty-updated-estimates-uk
https://cpag.org.uk/news-blogs/news-listings/fuel-poverty-updated-estimates-uk


 

approximately two thirds of Northern Ireland homes using heating oil - the 

largest percentage in Western Europe11- this takes on additional importance. 

 

4.6. Specific funding for charities and voluntary organisations delivering 

services with increased demand 

It would be beneficial to the sector, and the wider public, if those organisations 

delivering the types of services that are experiencing an increase in demand 

were to be offered dedicated financial support. The specific organisations that 

would benefit should be centered around, but not limited to, the issues already 

discussed such as community transport and mental health.  

 

For more information please contact Policy and Public Affairs Officer, Eva 

Henderson, at Eva.Henderson@NIVCA.org 

 
11 The Consumer Council, ‘Domestic Heating Oil and Fuel Poverty’, heatingoil_fuel-poverty.pdf 
(niassembly.gov.uk) 

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/social-dev/fuel-poverty/heatingoil_fuel-poverty.pdf
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/social-dev/fuel-poverty/heatingoil_fuel-poverty.pdf

