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Building a viable future that is
both just and sustainable

very thirty
years or there-
abouts  since

independence, Ireland
has had major crises.
In the 1920s, 1950s,
1980s and again in the
current decade there
have been major up-
heavals and on each
occasion the very vi-
ability of the state was
questioned.

In each previous crisis,
as a nation we have
found a pathway
through to a better fu-
ture. In fact each of
those pathways pro-
duced huge opportuni-
ties which were taken

up by people. Many
benefited.
However, consistently

as a nation we have
failed to stay focused
on what is required to
build a society charac-
terised by human dig-
nity, social justice, sus-
tainability, equality/
human rights, the com-
mon good and solidar-

ity.

These are the values
Social Justice Ireland
believes should be at
the core of society.

Social Justice Ireland

We believe that many
people in Ireland share
our view in this regard
and are prepared to do
what they can to build
such a society.

The failure to build on
the pathways out of
previous crises has
been caused, in part, by
the false assumptions
which underpinned the
decisions made. (cf.
page 2) Some of these
false assumptions con-
tributed in many ways
to the current crises.

The failures were also
based on flawed social
analysis and on lack of
a viable guiding vision
(pp 3/4).

This General Election
comes at a very diffi-
cult moment for Ire-
land. As identified by
the National Economic
and Social Council
there are a range of
crises to be addressed -
banking, fiscal, eco-
nomic, social and repu-
tational.

It is crucial that voters
and political parties
reject the false assump-
tions and flawed analy-
sis that have under-

mined policy.

It is also crucial that
they focus on the vision
of Ireland’s future that
should guide govern-
ment in the short, me-
dium and long term
(p.5). Otherwise past
mistakes may be re-
peated and decisions
may be taken for short-
term gain but with
negative, long-term
consequences.

Policy priorities should
flow from an accurate
social analysis and a
viable guiding vision.
On page 6 we spell out
what Social Justice
Ireland considers these
priorities should be.

Social Justice Ireland
provides this Briefing
to assist people as they
assess the current
situation and decide
the direction they be-
lieve Ireland should
take.

Whether people agree
with our assessment of
the situation or not the
crucial point is that
people should cast
their vote for candi-
dates they believe will
produce a viable future.

Man’s capacity
for justice makes
democracy
possible. But
man’s inclination
to injustice

makes

democracy
necessary.

- Reinhold Niebuhr
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False assumptions led to policy failures - and they

continue to do so

he dominant narrative that

underpins policy-making and

public discourse in Ireland at
present is deeply flawed. A narrative
sets out how we explain ourselves to
ourselves and others. It addresses
key questions of how we got to be in
the situation we're currently in,
where we are now, our vision of the
future and how we can reach that
desired destination.

A more accurate narrative for Ire-

land would include the following:

1. Ireland’s policy-making for
more than a decade was
guided by many false as-
sumptions concerning eco-
nomic growth, taxation, ser-
vices and infrastructure.
Among these were the following:

e Economic growth was good in
itself and the higher the rate of
economic growth the better it
would be for Ireland. The promo-
tion of growth as an end in itself
became the focus of policy.

e The benefits of economic growth
would trickle down automatically.

e Infrastructure and social services
at an EU-average level could be
delivered with one of the lowest
total tax-takes in the EU.

e The growing inequality and the
widening gaps between the bet-
ter-off and the poor were not im-
portant.

e Low taxation was good and re-
ducing tax rates would lead inevi-
tably to an increase in tax-take.

e Giving big tax breaks to the
wealthy was good for the econ-
omy and good for society.

e “Giving people back their own
money”, through reducing taxes,
was far better than investing that
money in developing and improv-
ing infrastructure and services.

Social Justice Ireland

Ireland had a great deal to teach
the rest of the world about devel-
opment.

. Many policy failures arose

from these false assump-
tions. Among these policy fail-
ures were:

Failure to take action to broaden
the tax base or to promote tax
equity.

Failure to overcome infrastruc-
ture deficiencies, in areas such as
broadband, public transport, pri-
mary health care, water, energy,
social housing and waste.

Failure to adequately address
high energy costs or to promote
competition in sheltered sectors
of the economy, such as profes-
sions.

Failure to appropriately regulate
banking and financial services or
to manage the growth of person-

Ireland’s current range of
crises were the result of a
series of false assumptions.
Many of these same
assumptions continue to
underpin attempts to
address these crises.
Until these false
assumptions are rejected,
Ireland will fail to address
its current crises

effectively.

nel numbers in the public service.

e Failure to evaluate outcomes
across the policy spectrum.

3. These, and similar, policy
failures produced much of
the current series of crises
that Ireland is facing — bank-
ing, public finances, economic,
social and reputational.

4. These crises are being exac-
erbated by persevering with
failed policies and false as-
sumptions. Principal among
these are an insistence by many
in the current crises that:

e lreland’s total tax-take must re-
main as one of the lowest in the
EU.

e The economy should have prior-
ity over all else.

e Saving all the major banks from
collapse is the top economic pri-
ority.

e Cuts in public expenditure are the
key. (These are important but
only part of the solution).

The failure to acknowledge that eco-
nomic development, social cohesion
and environmental protection are
different sides of the same reality lies
at the core of Ireland’s failures over
the past decade and more. This fail-
ure should be addressed.
Policy-making must recognise that
these three dimensions of reality can
only progress effectively in a bal-
anced and integrated manner.

A much more detailed analysis of
false assumptions and their impact
on public policy is available in our

publication ‘An Agenda for a
New lIreland’ which can be ac-
cessed at www.socialjustice.ie or

purchased from our office.

February 2011



Election Briefing 2011

Page 3

Simple truths - the broader context needs to be
understood in all its dimensions

f there is to be a successful reso-
lution of the current series of
crises that have engulfed Ireland

in recent years it is essential that
there be an accurate social analysis
on which action can be built. Many
simple truths have been or are being
ignored at present. On this page we
focus on the broader context and on
the following page we focus on spe-
cific issues.

These are some of the simple truths
concerning the broader context that

Social

Justice Ireland believes

should be addressed by the 31st Dail.

Ireland is facing five different
crises at this time (as identified
by NESC). There are a banking
crisis, a public finance crisis, an
economic crisis, a social crisis
and a reputational crisis.

Ireland must pay its way and
the State’s finances must be
brought into balance.

Ireland is in an extraordinarily
precarious position as it seeks to
meet the requirements of the
EU/IMF bailout programme.

Ireland’s borrowing to fund
Government expenditure is
unsustainable.

There is a need for public service
reform.

There is a need to get better
value for the money being
spent by Government.

The EU/IMF Bailout terms are
very severe and meeting them is
likely to seriously damage the
economy.

Those who are poor and/or
vulnerable are bearing an
inordinate part of the bur-
den of restructuring. This, in
practice, is leading to them
being dispossessed as their
resources (financial and ser-

Social Justice Ireland

vices) are being appropri-
ated to pay those who took
risks, gambled their re-
sources, lost and are now to
be fully re-paid.

This process may be legal but it is
profoundly unjust. It is a process
which is securing and protecting
the position and resources of
those who are rich while taking
away even the little they have
from those who are poor, vulner-
able and on the margin. It should
not be allowed to continue.

The scale and pace of the ad-
justment being sought is
such that it is seriously dam-
aging the economy.

Seeking to achieve two thirds of
the adjustment through expendi-
ture cuts rather than tax in-
creases is wrong in a country
where the total tax-take is one of
the lowest in the western world.

The adjustments fail to pro-
vide for the employment

Those who are poor and/or
vulnerable are bearing an
inordinate part of the
burden of restructuring.
This, in practice, is leading
to them being dispossessed
as their resources (financial
and services) are being
appropriated to pay those
who took risks, gambled
their resources, lost and are

now to be fully re-paid.

J

J

growth and support that is
essential if Ireland is to
emerge from this series of
crises.

The latest Central Bank Quarterly
Bulletin has produced growth
predictions that are substantially
lower than those contained in the
Government’s Budget. This
brings the Government's other
predictions into serious ques-
tion. Social Justice Ireland pre-
dicted this would be the case
when the Budget was published

The bailout programme can
be re-negotiated. This re-
negotiation should lead to an
outcome:

Which is fair and just,

Where the ‘hit’ is shared by
all those who caused the cur-
rent series of crises and

In which those who are poor
and vulnerable are pro-
tected.

There are serious problems with
Ireland's governance. While some
progress has been made in areas
such as the Central Bank and the
Financial Regulator, the core in-
stitutions of our democracy are
problematic.

Social dialogue (between
Government and Civil Soci-
ety among others) is an es-
sential component of any
modern democracy. It is es-
sential to secure society-
wide cooperation.
Sustainability is a critically im-
portant issue. It requires that
policies across the spectrum pro-
mote development that meets the
needs of the present without
compromising the ability of fu-
ture generations to meet their
own needs.
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Simple truths are often ignored and policy is
developed based on flawed social analysis

ithin the broader context
outlined on page 3 there
are a range of specific

issues that have a very direct impact
on a great many people. There are
many simple truths concerning these
issues that need to be identified and
analysed accurately if the current
series of crises are to be addressed in
a meaningful and effective manner.

These are some of the simple truths
concerning specific issues that Social
Justice Ireland believes should be
addressed in the 31st Dail.

Ireland is a very low-tax
economy. While Ireland’s
total tax-take (i.e. all taxes,
charges and social insurance
payments) hover around
30% of GDP (c.f. Department
of Finance, Budget 2011
p.D25), the EU’s statistical
agency, Eurostat, recognises
any country with less than
35% as a low-tax country.
The only countries in the EU-
27 taking a lower percentage
of GDP in tax are Latvia,
Lithuania, Slovakia and Ro-
mania.

Likewise lreland’s total Govern-
ment expenditure as a percentage
of GDP is low by EU standards
with only Estonia, Lithuania and
Slovakia spending less in GDP
terms.

In reality lIreland’s tax sys-
tem is unfair, its tax base is
too narrow and its total tax-
take is too low.

Ireland’s economic and social
infrastructure is not at the level
required in areas such as broad-
band, public transport, water,
primary healthcare, energy, social
housing and waste.

Ireland’s social services have

Social Justice Ireland

been developed on a two-tier
basis which has produced
major problems in areas
such as access to healthcare
and adult literacy.

14.1% of Ireland’s population are
living in poverty i.e. they have an
income equivalent to less than
€11,585 a year (€222.18 a week)
for a single person or €26,877
(€515.46 a week) for a household
of four.

If social welfare was not paid
there would be 46.2% of Ire-
land’s population in poverty.
So it is clear that reducing
welfare payments will in-
crease poverty.

Policies since 1987 have increased
the income of the richest 10% of
households and widened the gap
between these and the rest of so-
ciety. Now the top 10% of earners
receive 24.48% of all disposable
income - an increase of 1.34% on
the situation in 1987. The poorest
10% of the population receive
only 2.2% of disposable income.

If there isto be a
successful resolution of
the current series of
crises that have engulfed
much of the world it is
essential that there be an
accurate social analysis
on which action can be

built.

Almost a quarter (22.8%) of
all households at risk of pov-
erty are headed by a person
with a job. These are the
working poor. Government
has refused to make tax
credits refundable - which is
the one mechanism that has
the potential to transform
this situation.

These working poor households
were badly hit in Budget 2011.
They were put into the tax net,
the Universal Social Charge was
applied to those with incomes
above €80 a week, child benefit
was reduced, the minimum wage
was reduced and charges for ser-
vices were increased and/or in-
troduced.

More than 430,000 people
are unemployed. Of these
140,000 are long-term un-
employed—the highest since
the mid-1980s.

More than 1,000 people are emi-
grating every week. The ESRI
forecast is that 100,000 will emi-
grate over the two-year period
2011-12.

More than 60,000 house-
holds are on waiting lists for
social housing.

Progress is seen as an economic
issue only. Policy is often devel-
oped on the basis that economic
growth will produce all other as-
pects of wellbeing for all of Ire-
land’s people. This approach has
never worked in the past and is
not working now.

Further information on all of these
issues is available on our website

www.socialjustice.ie and in our vari-

ous publications.
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What vision should guide Ireland’s decision-
making in the years ahead?

reland needs a new vision to

guide policy development and

decision-making. The core values
that should underpin a guiding vision
for Ireland are:

e Human dignity,

e Social justice

e Sustainability,

e Equality/human rights,
e The common good and
e Solidarity .

Ireland needs to see these values at
the core of the vision of its future as a
country where:

e Every man, woman and child has
what is required to live life with
dignity i.e.

0 Has sufficient income,

¢ Has access to the necessary ser-
vices,

¢ Is actively included in a genu-
inely participatory society and

¢ Has access to meaningful work.

social

Sustainability (economic,

and environmental) is a central
motif in policy development. This
would mean that:

¢ International economic competi-
tiveness is developed and sus-
tained.

¢ Economic development, social
development and environmental
protection are seen as different
sides of the same reality, all inter-
dependent.

¢ Balanced regional and global de-
velopment would be at the heart of
the vision of Ireland’s future.

The core values that should
underpin a guiding vision for
Ireland are:

¢ Human dignity,

e Social justice

e Sustainability,

e Equality/human rights,
e The common good and

e Solidarity.

e Equality and a rights-based ap-
proach are at the core of public

policy.

e The common good is a constant
goal of policy development.

e Solidarity is at the core of what we
do. For this to be real we need to:

= Recognise the
shared social
story below).

importance of
responsibility (cf

= Our vision must be inclusive and
should be viable in all parts of the
world. We must also play our part,
even in difficult times, to support
the world’s poorest.

Ireland’s guiding vision should also
include a further dimension that is
essential if these core values are to be
maintained at the core of Ireland’s
policy-making and decision-making.

e Participation by all must be seen
as an essential component of all
decision-making. This participa-
tion must go beyond traditional
consultation to ensure decision-
making is based on good social
analysis and real experience.

Towards a world of shared social responsibility

ational and international

policy-makers need to recog-

nise the scale of the chal-
lenges that face us now and move to
develop a world characterised by
shared social responsibility.

Across the world today there is grow-
ing poverty and precariousness; in-
creasing public and private over-
indebtedness; increasing environ-
mental risks; increasing mistrust of
institutions.

Social Justice Ireland

There is also a growing recognition of
the limits of the welfare state, the lim-
its to growth, the limits of the envi-
ronment. New approaches are re-
quired if these challenges are to be
met. These new approaches need to
recognise the importance of shared
social responsibility.

Shared social responsibility is a cru-
cial issue if integrated development is
to be achieved. We all have a respon-
sibility to contribute towards address-

ing our current problems and moving
Ireland towards the vision outlined
above. No one sector or group can
deliver this vision. We all must ac-
knowledge and act on our shared so-
cial responsibility.

Everyone can play a part. We need a
debate which names and apportions
responsibility. We need appropriate
structures which support people in
owning and meeting their responsibil-
ity in delivering this shared vision.
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What policies are required to move towards such
a vision in the years immediately ahead?

ocial Justice Ireland believes
that the following policy priori-
ties are required to move Ire-

land towards the alternative vision
spelt out on page 5:

e Renegotiate the EU/IMF Bailout
to reduce the interest rate being
paid, to lengthen the period by
which the fiscal 3% target is met,
to divide the ’hit’ in a fairer man-
ner and to generate jobs. A rene-
gotiated programme should:

= Minimise the exposure of the tax-
payer to the losses incurred by
banks and the consequent expen-
diture of tax-payers’ money on
rescuing these.

= Extend the time-frame for full re-
balancing of Ireland’s budget.

= Change the balance between ex-
penditure cuts and the increased
tax-take so that the latter accounts
for two thirds of the adjustment.

= Include a package aimed directly
at creating jobs.

= Include a mechanism for ensuring
that credit is made available to
small and medium enterprises.
This could be a new bank along the
lines of the Industrial Credit Cor-
poration which operated from the
1940s to the mid-1990s.

e Raise Ireland’s total tax-take
in a fair and equitable man-
ner 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). Do
this

= by eliminating the tax breaks
that benefit only the better off
and

= by broadening the tax base.

Social Justice Ireland

Provide the necessary resources
over time to raise Ireland’s infra-
structure (e.g. broadband, public
transport, social housing) and so-
cial services (e.g. healthcare, edu-
cation) at least to the EU-average
level.

Focus economic growth on
increasing per-capita Na-
tional Income.

Reform the Public Service to en-
sure it maximises its capacity and
delivers appropriate outcomes.

Ensure Ireland’s economy is
internationally competitive.

Address the reality of unemploy-
ment for both short-term and
long-term unemployed people.

Reduce poverty with a par-
ticular focus on reducing
child poverty.

Develop long-term planning and
ensure all actions taken serve the
long-term needs of Irish society.

Renegotiate the EU/
IMF Bailout so as to:

= Reduce the
interest rate being
paid,

= Lengthen the
period by which
the fiscal 3%
target is met,

= Divide the ‘hit’ in
a fairer manner
and

= Generate jobs.

e Tackle inequality and develop
a rights-based approach to
policy development.

e Redistribute resources to reverse
the current trend of the richest
benefitting most.

e Ensure that getting value for
money is the norm where
public expenditure is con-
cerned.

e Develop policy on the life-cycle
basis e.g. children, people of
working age, older people and
people with disabilities as set out
in the NESC study on the Develop-
mental Welfare State.

e Commit to reaching the 23
high-level goals for various
stages of the life-cycle set out
in Towards 2016.

e Increase Ireland’s Third World Aid
budget to 0.7% of GNP by 2015 as
already promised.

Develop shadow national ac-
counts that include items
other than money-measured
growth.

Social Justice lIreland’s most recent
Socio-Economic Review entitled ‘An
Agenda for a New Ireland—Policies
to ensure economic development,
social equity and sustainability’ ad-
dresses these issues and looks in de-
tail at twelve key policy areas.

These are: income; taxation; work;
public services; housing and accom-
modate; healthcare; education and
educational disadvantage; intercul-
tural and migration issues; participa-
tion, sustainability; rural develop-
ment and the developing world. It can
be accessed free of charge on our web-
site  www.socialjustice.ie. Printed
copies can be purchased directly from
our office.

February 2011



Election Briefing 2011

Page 7

From individualism to anxiety to greed - a journey
that must be reversed.

evelopments over the past

decade and more and the

Government’s response to
the multi-faceted crises Ireland has
been encountering have produced a
situation which is dominated by fear,
individualism, anxiety and greed.

Individualism in the sense of peo-
ple being seen as isolated, self-
sufficient, economic individuals grew
dramatically in recent years.

More and more the individual has
come to be seen as the primary unit
of social reality and community con-
nectedness is down-played and re-
sisted.

This individualism is seen as a virtue.
Such an individual is seen as autono-
mous, owing nothing to anybody,
accountable to nobody, responsible
for nothing and can rely on nobody
only himself or herself.

Such a person is seen almost exclu-
sively 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.

According to this understanding the
sum of Irish people’s individual deci-
sions would produce far better re-

sults for Ireland than allowing Gov-
ernment to decide how best to use
the money. This assumption is false.

When pushed to the extreme indi-
vidualism gives way to anxiety.

Anxiety follows the growing realisa-
tion that individualism as described
above is not an adequate basis for
making long-term progress or secur-
ing people’s well-being.

Self worth is measured in terms of
possessions especially money. One
never has enough or has done
enough to be safe and satisfied.

As a result, the autonomous individ-
ual that is championed in much cur-
rent economic theory is caught in an
endless rat race of achievement that
produces bottomless anxiety — about
the market, about performance,
about self-worth.

This anxiety leads many people to
experience growing insecurity, pres-
sure and threat.

This in turn feeds into the wider soci-
ety and how it experiences itself. The
individual person experiencing anxi-
ety often responds by seeking to get
more, to have more, so as to control
the future. This often leads to greed.

The Common Good

ocial Justice Ireland under-

stands the term ‘common good’

as “the sum of those conditions
of social life by which individuals,
families and groups can achieve their
own fulfillment in a relatively thor-
ough and ready way” (Gaudium et
Spes no. 74).  This understanding
recognises the fact that the person
develops their potential in the context
of society where the needs and rights
of all members and groups are re-
spected. The common good consists

Social Justice Ireland

primarily in having the social sys-
tems, institutions and environments
on which we all depend, working in a
manner that benefits all people simul-
taneously and in solidarity.

A 2009 NESC study states that “at a
societal level, a belief in a ‘common
good’ has been shown to contribute to
the overall well-being of society. This
requires a level of recognition of
rights and responsibilities, empathy
with others and values of citizenship.”

Greed generates what has been de-
scribed as ravenous acquisitiveness
so that life becomes a passionate pur-
suit of every form of security. 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 suppos-
edly flow from interest payments.
Borrowers took the loans as they
imagined a better future beyond their
current ‘deprivation’ or a more se-
cure future that would counteract the
anxiety they were experiencing. This
situation was exacerbated by a
‘bonus’ culture which incentivised
reckless lending with no sanction for
bad decisions or long-term negative
consequences.

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 as outlined on page 5.

Recent developments have impacted
very negatively on many of Ireland’s
weak and marginalised e.g. the work-
ing poor, low income families, other
poor people, carers, sick people, chil-
dren, people with disability, unem-
ployed people and those who depend
on public services.

The common good requires that the
process that produced such outcomes
should be reversed in the years imme-
diately ahead.
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Questions to ask candidates and political parties

The following questions may help
readers when they are being can-
vassed for their vote in the upcoming
election:

e Will you renegotiate the EU/IMF
Bailout to achieve these four out-
comes:

= to reduce the interest rate be-
ing paid,;
= to lengthen the period by

which the fiscal 3% target is
met;

= to divide the ‘hit’ in a fairer
manner and

= to generate jobs (cf, page 6 for
material on this issue)?

e Are you prepared to raise lre-
land’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

Social Justice

Ireland

Publications

for a low-tax economy)? This is
the minimum required so that
adequate services can be pro-
vided (p.6).

What are you prepared to do to
reverse the impact of policies
since 1987 which have increased
the income of the richest 10% and
widened the gap between these
and the rest of society (p. 4)?

What resources are you prepared
to commit to provide pro-
grammes for unemployed people,
especially the 140,000 long-term
unemployed (p. 4)?

As well as by creating jobs how do
you think poverty can be elimi-
nated (given jobs won't solve pov-
erty for the 40% of adults outside
the labour force or for the work-
ing poor who already have a job?

How do you propose to regulate

Recent Publications from Social Justice Ireland

®  The Future of the Welfare State

®  Building a Fairer Tax System: The Working Poor and the

Cost of Refundable Tax Credits

®  Policy Briefing on Poverty and Income Distribution

®  An Agenda for a New Ireland: Socio-Economic Review

2010

® Beyond GDP: What is progress and how should it be meas-

ured?

Social Justice Ireland is a research and advo-
cacy organisation of individuals and groups, lay
and religious, throughout Ireland who are com-
mitted to working to build a just society where
human rights are respected, human dignity is
protected, human development is facilitated and
the environment is respected and protected.

Social Justice Ireland

banks and ensure credit is avail-
able for SMEs?

How do you believe services and
infrastructure in areas such as
education, healthcare, social wel-
fare, broadband, public transport
and social housing should be
brought up to EU-average levels
(p.4)?

How do you propose to make all
governance transparent and ac-
countable?

Are you prepared to support an
increase in Ireland’s Third World
Aid budget to 0.7% of GNP by 2015
as already promised (pp. 5/6)?

Will you support the development
of social dialogue between govern-
ment and various sectors (p.6)?

Are you prepared to support the
introduction of shadow national
accounts (p. 6)?

Lots more information
available on our website

www.socialjustice.ie

All of these are available on our website at www.socialjustice.ie
Printed copies can be purchased from the Social Justice Ireland
offices.

Support Social Justice Ireland

If you wish to become a member of Social Justice Ireland or
make a donation to support our work you may do so through
our website at www.socialjustice.ie or by contacting our offices
directly.

Social Justice Ireland

Arena House
Arena Road
Sandyford
Dublin 18
Phone: 01 2130724

Email: secretary@socialjustice.ie
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