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Poverty should be a central concern of the Budget, says CPA Director Helen Johnston 

Budget 2002 should aim to reduce income poverty said the Combat Poverty Agency today. This would reverse recent policy trends, with the greatest share of budget resources going to the least well off in our society. 

Helen Johnston, Director of CPA, said that Agency recommendations for the upcoming Budget could deliver a reduction in relative income poverty of up to 1 percent, described as "an extremely significant outcome given recent poverty trends."

The Agency's proposals will target gains at people currently on the lowest income levels. 

The most recent available data on poverty indicates that income poverty remains stubbornly high with a fifth of the population living in households with less than half the average income. Underlying income poverty is income inequality and Ireland is one of the most unequal societies in the EU. The poorest 10% of the population account for less than 3.5% of disposable income. The richest 10% receive a quarter of income. 

The starting point for all Agency proposals is the recommendation to index tax and welfare policies in line with wages, estimated to be growing by 10.8%. This will cost £1.2b. The Agency proposes that a further £300m be allocated through child benefit and welfare improvements.

The Agency recommends an increase in child benefit of £25 per month so that weekly child benefit for the first child is £21.35 per week. It also recommends a further increase of £19 per month for third and subsequent children in recognition that families with more children have a greater risk of poverty. This would mean a weekly payment of £30 per week per child for third and subsequent children. 

It recommends an increase in the basic adult social welfare payment to £98 per week (from £84). The Agency proposes an increase for the second adult dependent in a couple dependent on welfare to £68.60 (from £54), representing 70% of the reformed lowest personal rate.

"Allowing poverty to persist is morally indefensible. It can also lead to major social and economic costs down the road," Helen Johnston said. "Budget 2002 is a critical one from a poverty perspective. It coincides with the revision of the National Anti-Poverty Strategy. In addition, the Government has recently submitted its National Action Plan against poverty and social exclusion (NAPSincl) to the EU. 

"Budget 2002 will be important in delivering the resources to ensure that the targets and objectives in these national policies can be realistically achieved."

Ms Johnston focused particularly on child welfare and stressed the importance of increasing child benefit as the most equitable system of support with childcare costs. She reiterated the Agency's opposition to the introduction of a tax-based childcare payment as this would be of no benefit to people on the lowest incomes. However, the Agency did acknowledge the need to provide further investment in the supply of social and affordable childcare.

"The welfare of children is a priority concern of the Agency," she said. "CPA strongly supports child benefit as being the fairest way of meeting the direct and indirect cost of children, with a particular gain for families on the lowest incomes. Analysis has shown that childcare tax relief, even when combined with child benefit, clearly favours families at the upper end of the income schedule." 

In total, the Agency's proposals for Budget 2002 cost approximately £1.5bn, which, it stated would be unlikely to exhaust the amount of resources available in the Budget, even given recent reports that exchequer funds would be lower than anticipated.
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