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Welfare payments should not leave people below the poverty line

Combat Povery Agency asks  “How Much Is Enough? for social welfare payments

The Combat Poverty Agency (CPA), today, advised that Ireland should adopt a Minimum Income Standard (MIS) that would at least not leave below a poverty line equivalent to 50 percent of average household income (£126 in 2001). The Agency also advised that children income support should be assessed separately from adults, and that the MIS for children should at least meet the minimum average current costs of child rearing, (£36 per week in 2001).  

In addition, the Agency said that welfare payments should be increased in line with a MIS over a defined time span , which should be agreed as part of social partnership and included as targets within the National Anti Poverty Strategy (NAPS), currently under review.

Jim Walsh, Policy Analyst with CPA, outlined that it was 15 years since the last benchmark for a minimally adequate income was set down, an amount which was finally surpassed in 1999.  With a fifth of the population living on weekly incomes below half average and child poverty rates among the highest in Europe, he stressed that it was more than timely to review what is adequate to live on in Ireland today.  

Two recent minimum income benchmarks suggest that the majority of welfare payments are inadequate, he said.  At present, a single adult on unemployment assistance receives £84 a week, leaving a gap of over £40 between it and today’s half average income equivalent of £126.  A couple with three children currently receives just over £232 on average, which is over £102 (or 31%) below the half average income threshold of £334, which CPA wants to see every one raised above, over time.  As a short term measure to meeting this minimum standard, the Agency recommended that welfare payments should be up-rated in line with wages or inflation, whichever was highest.

“Recent government policy has downplayed the contribution of welfare payments in tackling poverty,” Mr Walsh said.  “Social welfare is characterised as a ‘mechanistic’ method of income distribution.  Hence the current emphasis on ensuring better wages for those in low-paid work and higher pensions for the retired.”
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“However, this approach largely ignores the needs of those unable to work, who rely on income support to ensure minimum living standards,” he continued.  “Furthermore, it overlooks the wider negative effect that living on a particularly low income can have on participation in society, including the take-up of work.  This is especially noticeable in the situation of children of welfare dependents, where a poor childhood can result in a lifetime legacy of underachievement and deprivation.”

The CPA recommended that the Government should agree a MIS based on international best practice and international commitments to a right to an adequate standard of living.  In order to ensure that a MIS moved with the times, it recommended that a variety of research based methodologies should be applied to its development and uprating, including social surveys, budget standards and statistical data on poverty and relative living standards. 

The CPA’s recommendations were contained in  the Agency’s submission to the Adequacy Benchmarking and Indexation Working Group, set up under the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness.  

Table 2: The income poverty gap 2001

Welfare payment
50% poverty threshold

Gap (%)

Elderly person


£95.50
£125.73
£30.23 (24%)

Lone parent with one child

Child component
£115.48

£29.98
£167.22

£41.49
£51.74 (31%)

£11.51 (28%)

Couple with three children

Children component
£232.19

£94.19
£334.44

£124.47
£102.25 (31%)

£30.28 (24%)
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� This is calculated using an equivalence scale of 0.66 for an additional adult and 0.33 for each child.





