














only himself or herself. This kind of person is seen almost exclusively in economic
terms. This is the kind of person who deserves to “get their own money back”
through keeping taxation low according to much of the rhetoric of recent years.
As we have highlighted already this was justified on the false assumption that such
people were far better at investing that money in developing and improving
infrastructure and services. According to this understanding the sum of Irish people’s
individual decisions would produce far better results for Ireland than allowing
Government to decide how best to use the money. We have seen the falsehood of
this assumption. However, there has been a further development for those
individuals themselves and for society as a whole and that has been the consequent
emergence of anxiety as a constant in Ireland’s core.

Anxiety follows the growing realisation that individualism as described above is
not an adequate basis for making long-term progress or securing people’s well-
being. Endless anxiety emerges for one never has enough or has done enough to
be safe and satisfied. As a result, the autonomous individual that is championed
in much current economic theory is caught in an endless rat race of achievement
that produces bottomless anxiety – about the market, about performance, about
self-worth.9This anxiety, in turn, leads many such people to experience growing
insecurity, pressure and threat. This in turn feeds into the wider society and how
it experiences itself. The individual person experiencing anxiety often responds
by seeking to get more, to have more, so as to control the future. This often leads
to greed.

Greed generates what Brueggemann calls “ravenous acquisitiveness” so that life
becomes a passionate pursuit of every form of security and self-worth, especially
through money. This in some ways explains why people who have the most usually
think they do not have enough. Those with less imitate this ravenous greed. It is
not difficult to see how this played a large part in a process where lenders were
attracted to give out loans because of the easy income that would supposedly flow
from interest payments and borrowers took the loans as they imagined a better
future beyond their current deprivation or a more secure future that would
counteract the anxiety they were experiencing. This situation was exacerbated by
a ‘bonus’ culture which saw many lenders and others gaining huge bonuses.

9 For further development of these points cf. Walter Brueggemann, From Anxiety and Greed to Milk and
Honey, Sojourners, http://www.sojo.net/
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This series of developments which saw the growth of individualism, anxiety and
greed formed part of the core of why Ireland (and much of the Western world) got
to be where it is today. A pathway out of this morass is needed. That pathway should
be guided by a vision of Irish society, a New Ireland, towards which policy can be
guided. We now move on to address the issue of what Ireland’s guiding vision
should be and what we need to do to move towards that vision.

2.3 The Need for Vision: 
where is Irish society going?

The scale of the crises facing Ireland today is dramatic. They imply a period of
recovery, one that will take a number of years. The nature of that recovery has both
international and national aspects. While the former is out of our control, decisions
regarding our national policy responses to these crises will need to be considered
and taken over the next few months and years. Social Justice Ireland believes that
these national decisions should be framed in the context of one central question:
Where does Ireland, and Irish society, want to be in 10 years time?

2.3.1 A Guiding Vision for a New Ireland
Overall, at this time there is a need for vision. A guiding vision that charts the future
direction and shape of Irish society is needed; one that takes a long-term perspective
and implements policy to achieve this. Social Justice Ireland believes that Ireland
should be guided by the core values of: 

• Human dignity
• Sustainability
• Equality and Human Rights
• The Common Good.

Being a little more specific, Ireland needs to see these values at the core of the
vision of its future as a country where:

• Every man, woman and child in the country has what is required to live life
with dignity i.e.
- Has sufficient income, 
- Has access to the necessary services and 
- Is actively included in a genuinely participatory society. 

The Need for Vision: where is Irish society going?

23Socio-Economic Review 2010



• Sustainability (economic, social and environmental) is a central motif in
policy development. This would mean that:
- Economic development, social development and environmental

protection are seen as different sides of the same reality, all interdependent.
- Balanced regional and global development would be at the heart of the

vision of Ireland’s future.
• Equality and a rights-based approach are at the core of public policy.
• International economic competitiveness is developed and sustained
• The common good is a constant goal of policy development.

2.3.2 The Developmental Welfare State – a useful model for social
development
The formation of future policy should take account of the perspective that is offered
by NESC in its report entitled The Developmental Welfare State (NESC, 2005). Chart
2.2 presents the core structure of the model NESC presented. It is developed on
the understanding that every person in Ireland should have what is required to
secure human dignity in three interrelated areas: (i) services, (ii) income supports
and (iii) innovative measures that would secure active inclusion.

In building the developmental welfare state NESC argued that Irish society should
take a ‘life-cycle’ approach to ensuring that all three dimensions were delivered. As
table 2.6 shows, such an approach would focus on identifying the needs of children,
young adults, people of working age, older people and people challenged in their
personal autonomy such as those in care or having a disability. The council
suggested that for each group, policy should focus on securing an effective
combination of income supports, services and active inclusion measures.

Successfully implementing this approach would underscore each of these groups
ability to play a real and sustained role in Irish society and thereby play an important
part in tacking social exclusion. This approach provides each sector involved with
key challenges if the best options are to be taken and if the approach is to be
successfully developed as a template for policy. A major part of the Towards 2016
national agreement uses this approach to social development. It identifies 23 high-
level goals across these age groups and interlinked areas. Social Justice Ireland believes
that the Developmental Welfare State model and the Towards 2016 high level goals
should play a central role in implementing the social aspects of the vision for Ireland
we articulate here.
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Chart 2.2:The Core Structure of the Developmental Welfare State

Services Income Supports Activist Measures
• Childcare • Progressive child • Social inclusion
• Education income support • Area-based strategies
• Health • Working age income • Particular community
• Eldercare for participation /group projects
• Housing • Minimum pension • Emerging new needs
• Transport guarantee • Novel approaches
• Employment services • Capped tax
• Training expenditures

Source: NESC (2005:144, 156)

Table 2.6: NESC Life-cycle approach to delivering the 
Developmental Welfare State

Who? What? How?

0-17yrs Integration of services, Governance and Standards
18-29yrs income support and leadership and rights
30-64yrs activist measures
65+ yrs
People challenged 
in their personal 
autonomy

Source: NESC (2005:147)
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2.4 Policy Priorities for Moving Towards the Vision
Social Justice Ireland believes that moving towards the vision outlined above, would
require among other things:

• Raising Ireland’s total tax-take in a fair and equitable manner while keeping
Ireland a low-tax economy (i.e. below 35% of GDP which is the cut-off level
provided by Eurostat for a low-tax economy).

• Providing the necessary resources over time to raise Ireland’s infrastructure and
social services at least to the EU-average level.

• Focusing economic growth on increasing per-capita National Income.
• Reforming the Public Service to ensure it maximises its capacity and delivers

appropriate outcomes.
• Ensuring Ireland’s economy is internationally competitive.
• Addressing the reality of unemployment for both short-term and long-term

unemployed people.
• Continuing to reduce poverty with a particular focus on reducing child poverty.
• Developing long-term planning and ensuring all actions taken serve the long-

term needs of Irish society.
• Tackling inequality and developing a rights-based approach to policy

development.
• Ensuring that getting value for money is the norm where public expenditure

is concerned.
• Minimising the exposure of the tax-payer to the losses incurred by banks and

the consequent expenditure of tax-payers money on rescuing these.
• A commitment to reach the 23 high-level goals for various stages of the life-

cycle set out in Towards 2016.
• New mechanisms to develop long-term planning being put in place.
• The National Spatial Strategy being implemented.
• The role of the Community and Voluntary sector being respected and

supported in practice as well as rhetorically.
• Dialogue with social partners being a central part of policy development. 
• Ensuring all policy development is evidence-based and outcome-focused.
• Avoiding upward redistribution in the process of supporting banks and

developers.

We explore a number of these issues in greater depth below. Others are examined
elsewhere throughout this Socio-Economic Review.
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Raising Ireland’s total tax-take in a fair and equitable manner
Social Justice Ireland believes that Ireland should remain a low-tax economy. However,
it should be one that collects sufficient taxes to meet the provision of an acceptable
level of public services. In that regard we note Eurostat’s selection of 35 per cent
of GDP as the dividing line between high and low tax economies (2008:5). Ireland
should bring its overall level of taxation to 34.9 per cent of GDP.

The achievement of this low-tax benchmark is particularly relevant given the recent
collapse of taxation revenues (detailed earlier in this chapter) and the obvious and
immediate need for Government to rebuild the Irish taxation base. According to
the Department of Finance (2009:C.21), in 2010 Ireland’s total tax-take is likely to
fall to approximately 29 per cent of GDP. It is this decrease that has placed the
exchequer in such a precarious position and put so much unnecessary pressure on
public services.

Table 2.7 estimates the scale of tax revenues that should be collected using this
low-tax benchmark and projected GDP figures from Budget 2010. The total
taxation figure represents not just those taxes collected centrally by the exchequer
but also contributions to the social insurance fund and revenues collected by local
authorities.10

Table 2.7: Potential Irish Total Tax Revenues, 2010-2014 

Year GDP (€m) Potential Taxation: 34.9% of GDP (€m) 

2010 160,925 56,163 
2011 169,900 59,295 
2012 181,250 63,256
2013 192,975 67,348
2014 204,800 71,475

Source: Calculated from Department of Finance Budget 2010: C10.

10 There are also some EU related taxes but these are small in the overall context.
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In the longer term it is an obvious reality that Ireland can never hope to address its
deficits in infrastructure and social provision if we continue to collect substantially
less tax income than that required by other European countries. As we outline in
some detail in section 3.2 of this review, Social Justice Ireland believes that these tax
reforms should not be attained through increasing tax rates, but rather via reforming
and broadening the tax base so that Ireland’s taxation system becomes fairer.

Adequately resource Ireland’s infrastructure and social provision
When considering the adequacy of the resources allocated to infrastructure and
social provision, an analysis of Ireland’s spending on social protection against that
of other EU countries is telling. Social protection expenditure is defined by
Eurostat to include spending on: sickness/health care, disability, old age, survivors,
family/children, unemployment, housing and social exclusion initiatives not
elsewhere classified (2007: 125). Table 2.8 uses the most recent figures, published
by Eurostat, to show the size of this expenditure as a percentage of GDP for 2007
(the latest year for which figures are available). A comparison is also made with
Ireland’s GNP.

In 2007, Ireland’s spending on social expenditure was below the EU average (of
26.2 per cent of GDP). Although the Irish figure has been rising in recent years,
and is likely to increase further due to the large growth in unemployment, it is
only poorer new member states that record lower proportions of social expenditure.
Chart 2.3 develops this analysis further and examines the difference between the
proportion of GDP allocated to social protection expenditure by each of the EU-
27 countries and the EU average.

When social expenditure is assessed on a per capita basis Ireland’s position
marginally improves. However, when these figures are compared to other countries
the Eurostat figures show that the UK government spends 6 per cent more per
person on social expenditure than Ireland does. Other comparisons against
spending per Irish person include: Germany 13 per cent more, France 17 per cent
more, Austria 22 per cent more and Netherlands 32 per cent more.11

11 All figures sourced from Eurostat online database (2010) and adjusted for purchasing power standards
(PPS).
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Table 2.8: National Social Protection Expenditure as a % of GDP, 
for the EU-27 in 2007

Country % of GDP Country % of GDP

France 30.5 Slovenia 21.4
Sweden 29.7 Spain 21.0
Belgium 29.5 Luxembourg 19.3
Denmark 28.9 IRELAND GDP 18.9
Netherlands 28.4 Czech Republic 18.6
Austria 28.0 Cyprus 18.5
Germany 27.7 Malta 18.1
Italy 26.7 Poland 18.1
Finland 25.4 Slovakia 16.0
United Kingdom 25.3 Bulgaria 15.1
Portugal 24.8 Lithuania 14.3
Greece 24.4 Romania 12.8
Hungary 22.3 Estonia 12.5
IRELAND GNP 22.2 Latvia 11.0
Source: Eurostat online database (2010) and CSO (2010:3)
Note: EU-27 average in 2007 = 26.2% of GDP

Chart 2.3: Percentage Divergence in National Social Protection
Expenditure levels from the EU average*

Source: Eurostat online database (2010) and CSO (2010:3)
Notes: * EU-27 average in 2007 = 26.2% of GDP
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In the context of these figures, it is of no surprise that the reports mentioned earlier
(and others detailed in section 3.1) highlight the high levels of poverty and
exclusion in Ireland.Social Justice Ireland believes that it is important that Ireland, as
a society, focuses on protecting our social provision in the years to come. It is of
serious concern that to date, many of those dependent on services and supports in
this area have experienced severe cutbacks as a result of various measures in recent
Budgets. As we recover from the current crises, it is important that society continues
to protect and assist its most vulnerable.

Focus policy to target growth of per-capita National Income
Social Justice Ireland believes that a series of new indicators is needed to measure the
development of societies. The inadequacy of out current metrics was the theme of
our 2009 Social Policy conference and the subsequent publication entitled Beyond
GDP: What is progress and how should it be measured? (Reynolds and Healy, 2009).
Later in this review we discuss the need to develop such alternative scorecards and
in particular address the Towards 2016 commitment to investigate the possibility of
developing a set of shadow national accounts (see section 3.10).

In the years to come, as Ireland recovers, we believe that it is worthwhile for
economic policy to focus on growing per capita national incomes rather than just
their nominal levels. Per capita national income is calculated by dividing GNP (or
GDP) by the population – establishing GNP per person. Moving to such an
approach is particularly important in the context of projected population growth
(see below). Reporting and monitoring increases in these indicators would enhance
policy making and provide a more realistic yardstick to assess economic
developments.

Ensure Ireland’s economy is Internationally Competitive
Ireland lost competitiveness throughout almost all of the last decade. While National
Income climbed so too did wages. Simultaneously, our infrastructure, both physical
and technological, failed to keep pace with the rest of Europe while many of our
public institutions performed badly.12 Overall, we slipped backwards relative to our
international competitors; a dangerous phenomenon for an export-orientated
economy. 

12 See section 3.2 where we examine competitiveness in greater detail.
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Without doubt, a key feature of Ireland’s recovery is the need to rebuild this
competitiveness. Already unit labour costs have fallen relative to our EU
counterparts and this trend looks set to continue in 2010. However, as the World
Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Reports have pointed out, competitiveness
is about more than just labour costs. Therefore, as Ireland recovers attention needs
to be paid to the other key areas of competitiveness including infrastructure,
technological connectivity, public sector efficiency, innovation and education/skills.

Address Unemployment
The past two years have seen Ireland return to the phenomenon of widespread
unemployment. The transition from near full employment to high-unemployment
has been a critically important characteristic of this recession. The implications for
people, families, social cohesion and the exchequer’s finances have been serious.
Economic forecasts for the remainder of 2010 indicate that unemployment will
increase further. The ESRI’s Winter 2009 Quarterly Economic Commentary forecast
that unemployment would increase to an annual average rate of 13.75 per cent of
the labour force for 2010 having been 4.6 per cent in 2007. There can be little
doubt that we are entering a very challenging period where high levels of long-
term unemployment once again become a characteristic of Irish society.

In responding to this situation Social Justice Ireland believes that the Government
should:

• Introduce a new job support programme to place people who are currently in
receipt of unemployment payments (and other related payments) in supported
employment. 

• Resource the up-skilling of those who are unemployed and at risk of becoming
unemployed.

• Maintain a sufficient number of active labour market programme places
available to those who are unemployed.

• Adopt policies to address the worrying trend of youth unemployment. In
particular, these should include education initiatives and retraining schemes.

• Recognise that many of the unemployed are skilled professionals who require
appropriate support other than training.

• Prioritise initiatives in the National Development Plan (NDP) that strengthen
social infrastructure e.g. school building programme, social housing programme.

• Adequately resource targeted re-training schemes for those made unemployed
from the construction industry in recognition of the fact that this industry is
never likely to recover to the level of employment it had in recent years.
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• Monitor groups at very high risk of unemployment.
• Recognise the scale of the evolving long-term unemployment problem and

adopt targeted policies to address this effectively.
• Ensure that the social welfare system is administered such that there is minimal

delays in paying the newly unemployed the social welfare benefits to which
they are entitled.

The scale of these challenges is enormous. However, it is crucial that Government,
commentators and society in general remember that each of these policy priorities
affect people who are experiencing dramatic and, in many cases, unexpected
turmoil in their and their families’ lives. As Irish society comes to terms with the
enormity of this issue, this perspective should remain central.

Continue to Reduce Poverty
The European wide social survey EU-SILC (Survey on Income and Living
Conditions) allows accurate comparisons to be made between the levels and rates
of various socio-economic phenomena across the member states. The most recent
poverty data indicate that throughout the EU-25 the average risk of poverty in
2007 (the latest year for which comparable statistics are available) was 16 per cent.
As we show later in this review, the increases in social welfare payments secured over
recent years have begun to produce real benefits in terms of reducing Ireland’s rate
of poverty (see section 3.1(a)).

One of the most shocking current social statistics relates to child poverty. Of all the
children (under 18 years) in Ireland, 17.4 per cent live in poverty - this amounts to
approximately 187,000 children. The scale of this statistic is alarming. Given that our
children are our future, this situation is not acceptable. Furthermore, the fact that
such a large proportion of our children is living below the poverty line has obvious
implications for the education system, for the success of these children within it, for
their job prospects in the future and for Ireland’s economic potential in the long-
run. Consequently, addressing child poverty must be a priority.

Over the next few years Social Justice Ireland believes that it will be possible to reduce
Ireland’s poverty rate further as most Irish people desire. This can be achieved
through policies which continue to: benchmark social welfare payments; provide
equity of social welfare rates across genders; provide adequate payments for children
and deliver higher and universal state pensions and cost of disability payments.
Throughout section 3.1 of this review we outline these policies. If adopted we
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believe that Ireland will reduce its poverty rate further over the next few years a
phenomenon which would mark a great achievement for Irish society. 

As the economy recovers, a policy agenda focused on maintaining this position
would equally be important and would reflect a clear willingness to include all of
society in the fruits of the recovery. It would be a great mistake for Ireland, and Irish
policy makers, to repeat the experience of the late 1990s once again, where
economic growth benefited only those who were employed while others such as
those dependent on pensions and other social welfare payments slipped further
and further behind.13

Develop Long Term Planning and ensure all actions taken serve the long-term needs
of Irish society.
An essential element of any society is its ability to plan for the future. In that context
an important insight into Ireland’s future was provided in April 2008 as part of the
Central Statistics Office (CSO) report on expected population trends. Entitled
Population and Labour Force Projections, 2011-2041 the report signalled a dramatic
demographic transformation due to occur in Ireland over the next three decades.14

Table 2.9 presents its main findings.

Table 2.9: Projected growth of the Irish population, 2002-2041

Year Population Growth % increase from 2002

2002 3,917,000 -
2006 4,232,900 8.06
2011 4,421,900 12.89
2016 4,606,900 17.61
2021 4,763,700 21.62
2026 4,883,000 24.66
2031 4,976,300 27.04
2036 5,055,500 29.07
2041 5,122,000 30.76

Source: CSO (2004; 2008: 27, 33).Using the CSO’s demographic assumptions M0F1 –
zero migration and high fertility.

13 See section 3.1 and the paragraphs on ‘Poverty and social welfare recipients’ which provide details of
the late 1990s experience.
14 See also Punch (2006).
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As table 2.9 shows the CSO forecast that Ireland’s population will climb from
approximately 4.2 million people today to over 4.7 million people by 2121 and on
to exceed 5.1 million people by 2041.The figures in table 2.6.4 reflect the most
conservative CSO assumptions for population growth. While it is likely that the
current recession and associated emigration will have some impact on these figures,
the differences are unlikely to be substantial. 

There are major implications for many public policy areas as a result of this
projected increase. Where will all these extra people be housed? How will they
travel around? What additional education and health facilities are required to
provide for such additional numbers? How can Ireland ensure that we build a fair
and inclusive society which can adequately cater for all these extra people?

Social Justice Ireland believes that these figures necessitate the development of long
term planning. Rather than cope with the implications of this population growth
once it has happened, we believe it is important to begin to plan now for its arrival.
To do this successfully, policies need to be framed within a time frame of at least
10 years. These policies also need to look beyond economic growth as the principal
priority driving Government, the policy formation process and society generally.
Adopting this approach should ensure that short-term decisions being taken by
Government do not work against the long-term interests of Irish society.

Address Inequality and Develop a Rights-Based Approach
Inequality is a key problem in Irish society. Inequality produces a whole range of
negative outcomes for those who are poor and/or excluded. Increasing inequality,
which has been the norm for some time, exacerbates the negative impacts on
people who are poor and/or excluded.  Reducing inequality must be a core
objective of Government policy. Social Justice Ireland also believes strongly in the
importance of developing a rights-based approach to social, economic and cultural
issues. The need to develop these rights is becoming ever more urgent for Ireland
in the context of achieving recovery. Such an approach would go a long way
towards addressing the growing inequality Ireland has been experiencing.

Social, economic and cultural rights should be acknowledged and recognised just
as civil and political rights have been. Among others, we believe that seven basic
rights that are of fundamental concern to people who are socially excluded and/or
living in poverty should be acknowledged and recognised. These are the rights to:
sufficient income to live life with dignity; meaningful work; appropriate
accommodation; relevant education; essential healthcare; cultural respect; and real
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participation. Until these rights are effectively recognised then Ireland and the EU
will continue to have a major credibility problem, as they will be failing to match
their commitment to civil and political rights with an equal commitment to social,
economic and cultural rights.

To ensure that the recognition of social, economic and cultural rights goes beyond
words, however, it is essential to address the question: how can such rights be made
justiciable (capable of being vindicated in law)? In particular, how can this be done
in a way that respects the political process and does not destroy the balance of
power between the judicial and the governmental dimensions of society while also
respecting the social, economic and cultural rights of people?

In previous publications we have developed a detailed proposal showing how this
could be done15. We believe that movement in this direction would be a very
progressive development and would make a major contribution to seeing the
emergence of a New Ireland which would facilitate and support the well-being of
all people equally.

Avoid Upwards Redistribution in Supporting Banks and Developers
An unavoidable element of Ireland’s recovery is the need to address the mess created
by the incompetent management and regulation of our banking institutions. A
similar, and related, mess needs to be cleaned up following the illogical behaviour
of numerous property developers; ranging from those who built unwanted housing
to those who dramatically over-paid, and over-borrowed, to buy development land.
In addressing both these related problems Government must avoid adopting policies
where the exchequer, representing society as a whole, provides huge resources to
bail out a few companies and individuals while inequality is allowed to continue
growing and the most vulnerable are left further behind. Overpaying for bank assets
as they transfer to the National Asset Management Agency (NAMA) or allowing
broke developers keep ‘performing assets’ while the state carries the burden for
their un-performing assets is simply unacceptable. As we rebuild the financial system
of this country we must avoid upwards redistribution in supporting banks and
developers.

15 For a further discussion of this issue see Healy and Reynolds (2003).
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2.5 Focusing on Specific Issues
In 2010, the challenges facing Irish society are among the greatest in living memory.
As we have outlined in this chapter, it is necessary to face these challenges
strategically; not with piecemeal policy initiatives to cope with the short–term, but
with thought-through integrated policy initiatives that plan for the longer-term. 

In the following sections of this review, we outline in greater detail what this would
entail and how, through making better choices, Ireland can recover to become a
fairer society. The specific issues we address are:

• Income
• Taxation
• Work
• Public Services
• Housing and Accommodation
• Healthcare
• Education and Education Disadvantage
• Intercultural & Migration issues
• Participation
• Sustainability and the Environment
• Rural Development 
• The Developing World

On each of these issues, we propose a core policy objective. We also provide an
analysis of the present situation, review relevant initiatives and outline policy
proposals aimed at constructing a pathway to recovery. In doing this, we clearly
indicate the choices Social Justice Ireland believes should be made in the years
immediately ahead.
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