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Fighting Blindness towards Consultation on the VAT Treatment of Food Supplement Products 

 

To whom it concerns, 

On behalf of the patient-led charity Fighting Blindness and our members, I hereby make the 

following submission towards the “Consultation on the VAT Treatment of Food Supplement 

Products”. We understand that as part of this process, the Department of Finance and the Revenue 

Commissioners may also invite key stakeholders to meet with them. Fighting Blindness are ready 

and willing to participate accordingly and discuss this matter further with you.  

Fighting Blindness makes this submission on behalf of our members, who have raised this issue and 

have asked us to act on their behalf. These members are gravely concerned about the impact a 

change in the VAT rate on food supplements will have on their vision and overall quality of life. 

These individuals, like many others, take evidence-based supplementation at the recommendation 

of their ophthalmologist on a daily basis as a way of managing disease. An increase in cost would 

cause a significant financial burden to this group of people, many of whom are retired or not in the 

workplace. 

As per previous communications that we have made to the Department of Finance, Department of 

Health and the Revenue Commissioners on the topic of VAT rates on food supplements, we strongly 

believe and advocate that in cases where these supplements are evidence based and recommended 

for use to a patient by a medical doctor, the VAT rate should remain at zero. However, we 

understand from the guidance document that there is no legal provision that would allow a zero rate 

to continue to be applied to food supplement products. As such we make our submission within the 

options provided but make clear that our position, for official public record, is that where these 

supplements have been shown to be an effective treatment and are recommended by a healthcare 

professional, especially in instances where they may be only form of treatment available, the VAT 

rate should remain as zero.  

Question 1: Do you agree that the standard rate should apply all food supplement products? If yes, 

please state reasons. 

Answer: No. 

Question 2: Do you agree that a reduced rate should applied to all types of food supplement 

products? If yes, please state reasons. 

Answer: Yes. 

Many people living with a degenerative sight loss condition take a food supplement to help protect 

their remaining vision or slow the progression of their sight loss. For some people this is the only 



form of treatment available to them and the only option that has been recommended to them by 

their healthcare professional. 

One of the most commonly used eye supplements are those used to slow the progression of age-

related macular degeneration (AMD). Seven per cent of Irish people aged 50 years or older are living 

with AMD. It is the leading cause of sight loss in this age group, with the number of people affected 

predicted to increase in the coming years due to our aging population.  

In the past, supplements for AMD were available on the Discretionary Hardship Scheme. This 

arrangement was phased out in 2016 and as of January 2017 supplements for AMD were completely 

removed from the scheme. With the Revenue’s decision to introduce a VAT rate on these items, the 

already costly supplements will increase further in price, and quite significantly, placing undue 

financial hardship on this population. 

Vision impairment can have a significant impact on quality of life and independence, and is 

associated with higher rates of depression, greater risk of falls, and premature admission to a 

nursing home. It also places significant burden on the health system and the State. The financial cost 

of vision loss to the departments of health, social protection and finance was €205 million in 2010. 

Studies have shown that that these supplements for AMD may help reduce the risk of progression of 

early AMD to late-stage AMD where costly treatment is required. These injections require significant 

clinical time in an ophthalmology service that is already overstretched and consistently dealing with 

some of the longest waiting lists of any speciality in the health service. They also place significant 

burden on the patient. 

These food supplements are a vital component in the treatment plan for AMD and in the long term 

may lead to reduced cost to the State. 

While our particular concern in this area, acting on behalf of feedback from our members, is food 

supplements for AMD, we are also aware that people with living with other chronic conditions, 

including anxiety, depression, chronic pain, fatigue and other forms of sight loss, use different food 

supplements to manage their condition. While we are not in a position to provide an extensive list of 

these or supply direct evidence, we do not wish to play a part in placing restrictions, due to cost, on 

the use of such supplements for people who feel they are deriving benefit from them. As such we 

advocate that a reduced VAT rate be applied to all types of food supplement products. 

Question 3: Do you agree that a reduced VAT rate should only apply to food supplement products 

that are recommended for intake by the Department of Health? If yes, please state reasons. 

Answer: No. 

Question 4: Do you agree that a reduced VAT rate should apply to food supplement products but 

that certain categories should be excluded? If yes, please state reasons. 

Answer: No. 

 

For further information please contact Caitríona Dunne, Head of Advocacy, Fighting Blindness on 01 

6789 004 or advocacy@fightingblindness.ie.  

mailto:advocacy@fightingblindness.ie


About Fighting Blindness 

Fighting Blindness is the national vision research charity, having invested over €18 million in more 

than 100 clinical and research projects since its inception in 1983. The organisation provides 

professional counselling and therapeutic services for individuals and families living with vision 

impairment. It advocates for equity of access to timely and appropriate diagnosis, healthcare, 

therapies and support services and, through education and information provision, works to 

empower the 247,000 children and adults in Ireland who are blind or visually impaired. For more 

information please visit www.FightingBlindness.ie.  
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