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Budget 2017 – A Policy Framework to guide decisions 

 

Introduction 

In this briefing Social Justice Ireland sets out a framework based on five key policy areas to guide 
members of the Oireachtas when considering policy options and resource decisions in Budget 2017.  
We present key initiatives in each area that can be implemented in Budget 2017 and would be a step 
towards building a vibrant, just and sustainable economy and society.    Addressed simultaneously 
these five areas can deliver a vibrant economy and a just society. 

All members of the 32nd Dáil have a unique opportunity in Budget 2017 to lay the foundations that 
will move Ireland towards being a society characterised by solidarity and fairness. In Budget 2017 
our elected representatives can begin the process of developing a coherent and integrated policy 
framework that will deliver a vibrant economy, decent services and infrastructure, good governance 
and sustainability.   

In order to deliver on these policy areas we have identified some key initiatives, which if introduced 
in Budget 2017 would enable us to make progress towards building a vibrant and sustainable 
economy and society.  These key initiatives are: 

• An adequate investment programme focused on social housing and broadband delivery; 
• An increase in social welfare rates; 
• The introduction of refundable tax credits; 
• The introduction of a minimum effective corporate tax rate; 
• Sufficient resourcing of the Independent Budget Office; 
• Expansion of social and economic dialogue; 
• The development and publication of new indicators of social, economic and environmental 

progress – Shadow National Accounts. 

 

Budget 2017 and beyond 

It is not possible to achieve every policy outcome in a single Budget; however it is possible to lay the 
foundations of a vibrant, just and sustainable economy and society by introducing a coherent 
package of measures.  Decent services and infrastructure, just taxation, good governance and 
sustainability are essential if the economy is to be stable and vibrant, and grow in a way that is 
suited to the development of a society characterised by justice, equality and well-being. 

It is very important that politicians and policymakers, when engaged in the budgetary process for 
2017, consider where they believe Ireland should be in ten years’ time, and what measures should 
be taken to ensure we get there. There are many points to consider, but five key questions must be 
answered: 

• Where should Ireland be in ten years’ time? 
• What services and infrastructure are required to reach that destination? 
• How are these to be delivered? 
• How are these services and infrastructure to be paid for? 
• How can we maintain a vibrant and sustainable economy and society while travelling 

towards that destination? 
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The answers to these questions should be central to informing the structure and content of Budget 
2017 and all subsequent budgets.   

Priority in the Budget process must be given to medium and long-term outcomes.  To this end, multi-
annual budgeting is essential, as is a constant focus on medium to long-term policy goals. 

 

Vibrant Economy 

Ireland's investment as a percentage of GDP has been among the lowest in the European Union for 
several years (Eurostat, 2015). Such a position cannot be allowed to continue.  Substantial 
investment over a protracted period is required if Ireland’s social and physical infrastructure deficits 
are to be addressed.  Such investment is also required to ensure Ireland can adapt to the 
demographic changes the country faces in the coming decades as the population grows and ages.   

Investment is needed to produce a well-functioning economy, to develop inclusive labour markets, 
to ensure adequate income support and to ensure access to high quality services for all. This would 
require a substantial increase in the current level of investment, but would generate an increase in 
the number of full-time jobs available while also improving the long run productivity of the Irish 
economy.  It is difficult, if not impossible, to meet the macroeconomic goals of full employment or 
infrastructural maintenance and expansion, or the social goals of adequate housing, healthcare and 
education services, without adequate levels of investment.  

For these reasons, Budget 2017 should include details of a comprehensive investment plan to tackle 
Ireland’s infrastructure deficits in social housing and broadband. These two areas of economic and 
social infrastructure should take priority in Budget 2017.  Investment in these areas will yield 
significant returns in terms of both employment and productivity, and it will also address two of the 
largest infrastructural deficits in Ireland today. 

Budget 2017 should introduce substantially increased investment to begin delivering sufficient 
social housing units to eliminate the waiting list and to frontload the rollout of the fibre 
infrastructure for broadband to every household and business in the State.   

Off-balance sheet financing is essential if Ireland is to produce the required increase in social housing 
units that is necessary to end the current spiral of rising homelessness and rising prices. A much 
larger level of investment is required than is currently planned in the National Social Housing 
Strategy.   Social Justice Ireland continues to argue for an off-balance sheet investment programme, 
particularly in the area of housing and has presented its proposals for off balance sheet funding for 
social housing to the Oireachtas Committee on Housing and Homelessness1. 

If Ireland is to have strong long-term macroeconomic stability and a vibrant economy then a 
substantial increase in the level of public investment is required. 

Decent Services and Infrastructure 

To ensure the vindication of the social, economic and cultural rights of all Irish citizens and residents, 
Budget 2017 should lay the foundations to secure the delivery of decent services and infrastructure, 
and combat unemployment and underemployment. 

There have been significant cuts to social services and payments since 2008. Many cuts imposed in 
recent years have been socially destructive and counter-productive.  

                                                           
1 http://www.socialjustice.ie/content/publications/social-housing-supply 
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Social Justice Ireland believes that the ratio of tax increases to spending cuts during the crisis was 
wrong, and consequently that the restoration of public services and welfare payments should be 
prioritised with funds that become available over the term of the 32nd Dáil.  Adequate social 
infrastructure and services are necessary to support economic development. They are also essential 
if Ireland is to achieve dignity and equality for all citizens, from children to older people to those 
living with a disability. 

A core objective of Budge 2017 must be reducing income inequality. Though the promotion of pre-
redistribution income equality is important, redistribution through tax and spending decisions 
should be used to achieve greater equality in Ireland.  In this context Budget 2017 should include 
increases in social protection payments to reverse the cuts implemented since 2010. The Gini 
coefficient, a measure of income inequality, has risen from a low of 29.3 in 2009 to 31.8 in 2014 
(CSO, 2015). Reducing inequality must be a core objective of Budget 2017. 

Social Justice Ireland believes in the very important role that social welfare plays in addressing 
poverty. As part of the SILC results the CSO has provided an interesting insight into the role that 
social welfare payments play in tackling Ireland’s poverty levels. It has calculated the levels of 
poverty before and after the payment of social welfare benefits. 

The latest results, for 2014, show that without the social welfare system almost half of the Irish 
population (49.3 per cent) would have been living in poverty. Such an underlying poverty rate 
suggests a deeply unequal distribution of direct income – an issue we address further later in this 
Policy Briefing (p6). In 2014, the actual poverty figure of 16.3 per cent reflects the fact that social 
transfers reduced poverty by 33 percentage points. 

Increasing social welfare rates is key to reducing poverty.  In Budget 2017 social welfare rates should 
be increased to begin the process of eliminating poverty among people who rely on social welfare.   

 

Just Taxation 

Taxation plays a key role in shaping Irish society through funding public services, supporting 
economic activity and redistributing resources to enhance fairness in society. Budget 2017 should be 
the foundation of a policy framework to raise sufficient taxation to finance the levels of services and 
infrastructure needed in the coming decades. 

Expenditure in this area will be severely constrained in the years immediately ahead, not least 
because the EU’s fiscal rules now require that additional discretionary expenditure must be funded 
by additional discretionary revenue. 

It is not possible to provide the high-quality public services Irish people aspire to while allowing total 
expenditure to fall as a percentage of GDP. The recent re-emergence of economic growth should be 
seen as an opportunity to secure our revenue base and revitalise our depleted social infrastructure, 
rather than reduce taxes.  In Budget 2017 Government should reverse the current trend that sees 
expenditure falling as a percentage of GDP from 35.1% in 2015 to 28.4% in 2021 on a ‘no policy 
change’ basis. In the same period, Government is projecting a fall in total revenue from 33% of GDP 
to 30.9%. 



Social Justice Ireland  June 2016 
 

4 
 

Chart 1.1: Total Revenue and Total Expenditure as a % GDP 2005-2021 

 

Notes: *Figures to 2013 are taken from the AMECO database.  
**The cost of recapitalisation of banking institutions has been removed. 
***Figures from 2014 to 2021 are taken from projections contained in the Department of Finance’s Economic and Fiscal 
Outlook 2016.  

Ireland can never hope to address its longer-term deficits in infrastructure and social provision if we 
continue to collect substantially less revenue than that required by other European countries. The 
EU average total tax-take is estimated to be 39.1% of GDP in 2015 (European Commission, 2016). It 
is not possible to provide decent services and infrastructure or to maintain a vibrant economy in 
Ireland without an increase in total taxation. 

Increasing the total tax-take should be done in a fair and equitable manner. Social Justice Ireland 
believes that the the necessary extra revenue should be attained by reforming the tax code, 
broadening the tax base, and ensuring those who benefit most from Ireland's economic system 
contribute most. This will also involve ensuring the corporate sector pays a fair share of tax.  In 
Budget 2017 Government should establish a national minimum effective corporate tax rate of 6%, 
which would ensure that large trans-nationals pay a fairer share of the corporate tax take. 

The reconceptualization of the role of the Irish corporation tax regime should be a key focus of 
Budget 2017. Under international pressure from the G20 and OECD, controversial loopholes have 
been closed but a serious discussion must take place about the role of corporation tax in Ireland’s 
industrial strategy.  This strategy of attracting foreign domestic investment through the use of a low 
headline corporation tax rate has recently caused reputational damage, due to the utilisation of the 
Irish tax regime by multinational corporations to avoid taxes on their corporate profits. 

Government should recognise the damage being done and set a minimum effective corporate tax 
rate in Budget 2017 as a step towards a fair resolution of the current unacceptable situation.  

Government and all members of the 32nd Dáil should aim to make taxation fairer and more efficient.   
Social Justice Ireland proposes that in Budget 2017 Government should introduce Refundable Tax 
Credits, which would help make low-paid work more rewarding. 

The move from tax allowances to tax credits was completed in Budget 2001. This was a very 
welcome change because it put in place a system that had been advocated for a long time by a range 
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of groups. One problem persists however. If a low income worker does not earn enough to use up 
his or her full tax credit then he or she will not benefit from any income tax reductions introduced by 
government in its annual budget.  

Making tax credits refundable would be a simple solution to this problem. It would mean that the 
part of the tax credit that an employee did not benefit from would be “refunded” to him/her by the 
state.  

The major advantage of making tax credits refundable lies in addressing the disincentives currently 
associated with low-paid employment. The main beneficiaries of refundable tax credits would be 
low-paid employees (full-time and part-time). Chart 1.2 displays the impacts of the introduction of 
this policy across various gross income levels. It clearly shows that all of the benefits from 
introducing this policy would go directly to those on the lowest incomes. 

Chart 1.2: How much better off would people be if tax credits were made refundable? 

 

Note: * Except where unemployed as there is no earner 

With regard to administering this reform, the central idea recognises that most people with regular 
incomes and jobs would not receive a cash refund of their tax credit because their incomes are too 
high. They would simply benefit from the tax credit as a reduction in their tax bill. Therefore, as chart 
1.2 shows, no change is proposed for these people and they would continue to pay tax via their 
employers, based on their net liability after deduction of tax credits by their employers on behalf of 
the Revenue Commissioners. For other people on low or irregular incomes, the refundable tax credit 
could be paid via a refund by the Revenue Commissioners at the end of the tax year. Following the 
introduction of refundable tax credits, all subsequent increases in the level of the tax credit would 
be of equal value to all employees.  

Overall the merits of adopting this approach are: that every beneficiary of tax credits would receive 
the full value of the tax credit; that the system would improve the net income of the workers whose 
incomes are lowest, at modest cost; and that there would be no additional administrative burden 
placed on employers. 
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Once adopted, a system of refundable tax credits as proposed by Social Justice Ireland would result 
in all future changes in tax credits being equally experienced by all employees in Irish society. Such a 
reform would mark a significant step in the direction of building a fairer taxation system and 
represent a fairer way for Irish society to allocate its resources. 

The 32nd Dáil should take steps to ensure that Government pursues taxation policies which would 
allocate capital to productive investment and away from speculative finance. What speculation does 
take place should be taxed in such a way as to discourage it, whilst simultaneously generating 
revenue for investment in social infrastructure. 

Good Governance  

The commitment to improve the level of engagement of the Houses of the Oireachtas in the 
budgetary process and to improve the transparency of the budgetary process in the Programme for 
Partnership Government is very welcome. 

The Programme for Partnership Government contains a welcome commitment to reform the budget 
process.  The programme identifies a fully resourced independent Budget Office within the 
Oireachtas available to all members as integral to this reform. This is key to making the functioning 
of government more effective and more transparent while giving the Dáil greater say in the 
development of Budgets and Deputies greater opportunity to propose substantive changes.  

To this end Budget 2017 should ensure that the proposed Independent Budget Office is sufficiently 
resourced in order to fulfil its function effectively.  The Independent Budget Office is a very 
important component of the OECD proposals for reform of the budgetary process in Ireland.  It will 
enable all members of the 32nd Dáil to become much more informed about budgetary decisions and 
policy implications.  A fully resourced Independent Budget Office is key to ensuring that the 
Oireachtas Committees which are now tasked with assessing policy proposals can do so with all of 
the relevant information available to them. 

The first National Economic Dialogue was held in July 2015. Social Justice Ireland welcomes this 
deliberative approach to policymaking and the commitment to a further National Economic Dialogue 
in 2016. We propose that Government should expand this dialogue to discuss social and 
environmental as well as economic policy at regular intervals throughout the year.  Such social 
dialogue, in various forms, is common across Europe’s most successful societies and economies and 
can play a key role in building a vibrant and sustainable society here in Ireland.  Future policy 
development will likely involve increasing public spending and tax levels, as well as changes in how 
services are delivered. It is important to ensure that all policy decisions in the coming years work to 
deliver sustainable outcomes that respect this and future generations. In a society characterised by 
good governance, these questions would be openly debated and decided upon. 

 

Sustainability 

Sustainability should be at the heart of all government decision-making.  Environmental 
sustainability, economic sustainability and social sustainability all form part of this reality.  Creating a 
sustainable Ireland requires adoption of new indicators to measure progress. GDP alone as a 
measure of progress is unsatisfactory, as it only describes the monetary value of gross output, 
income and expenditure in an economy.  Ireland should develop new economic and social indicators 
to measure performance.  These indicators should include balanced regional development, climate 
and environmental indicators and the costs of inadequate social and physical infrastructure.   



Social Justice Ireland  June 2016 
 

7 
 

There has, in fact, been some progress in this area, including commitments to better data collection 
and broader assessment of well-being and progress by the CSO, ESRI and EPA. The CSO first 
published Sustainable Development Indicators Ireland in 2013 and this was a welcome development.  
These were updated in 2015.  However, much remains to be achieved in communicating these 
sustainable development indicators to the public and the inclusion of well-being in the monitoring 
process.  Social Justice Ireland strongly urges Government to adopt this broader perspective and 
commit to producing these accounts alongside more comprehensive indicators of progress. 
Measures of economic performance must reflect their environmental cost and a price must be put 
on the use of our natural capital.   

The Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress, 
led by Nobel prize winning economists Amartya Sen and Joseph Stiglitz and established by President 
Sarkozy, argued that new indicators measuring environmental and financial sustainability, well-
being, and happiness are required, and Social Justice Ireland is fully supportive of such a conclusion.  

Such an approach would acknowledge that many activities that make up GDP are in fact detrimental 
to society and antithetical to the common good. Government should develop and adopt new 
indicators of progress alongside traditional national accounting measures such as GNP, GDP and 
GNI.  These should be published before Budget Day to inform the Budgetary process.   

 

Opportunity to implement reform 

Budget 2017 is an opportunity for both the Government and all members of the 32nd Dáil to ensure 
that the principles and commitments contained in the Programme for Partnership Government are 
put into practice.  In order to deliver the vibrant economy and the just and fair society that is 
referred to by Government it is important that a coherent framework for policy and resource 
decisions in Budget 2017 and beyond is developed.  Social Justice Ireland offers this briefing and the 
key initiatives detailed here as a contribution to the reformed budgetary process. 
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