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Series of reforms proposed in Combat Poverty report on social expenditure in Ireland 

A series of reforms of the social welfare system including a “fundamental rethink” of tax expenditure are called for in a Combat Poverty report which points to low social expenditure in Ireland.

The Epilogue report on “Irish Social Expenditure in a Comparative International Context” by  Dr Virpi Timonen, a lecturer in Social Policy and Ageing at the Department of  Social Studies Trinity College, Dublin  acknowledges that employment is a key mechanism of poverty reduction and social integration.


The report confirms that despite dramatic growth in real terms, Irish social expenditure remains low by comparison to most of the EU –15 , even when factors such as the low proportion of older people in the population are taken into account.  It says that while higher social expenditure in itself does not guarantee desirable outcomes, the institutional structure of the welfare state and the precise structure of entitlements, can have a strong impact on economic and welfare outcomes.  Competitiveness and high employment levels are not irreconcilable with higher social expenditure and greater income equality.

Irish spending on social services needs to better reflect its position as one of the wealthiest countries in the world.  The most urgent issues include more equitable access to healthcare and the provision and cost of  child care.

The report recommends action in the following four areas: 


Unemployment 

For people who are unemployed to gain a foothold and remain in employment two types of service are crucial: quality affordable childcare and training/employment services that are flexible to meet the particular needs of different groups, e.g.: lone parents and people with disabilities.

Social welfare

The structure of the social welfare system needs to be reviewed to make it less dependent on means testing.

Public services 

The report stresses the need for high quality public services and calls for a more people centred approach to service delivery, with more appropriate and equitable institutional structures and entitlement systems. 

Tax expenditure
The report highlights the extent of tax expenditure in the Irish social support system.  The total extent of tax breaks for social purposes, and their redistributive profile, should be made clear and public.  

In this context, Combat Poverty welcomes the review being undertaken by the Government of the extent and impact of tax expenditures which was announced in Budget 2005 and the publication of the outcomes of  this work and the debate it generates. 

This review should be followed by an open debate regarding the fairness of such tax breaks which disproportionately benefit the better off, for example tax expenditures on pensions which now exceeds expenditure on non contributory state pensions which typically go to the worst off pensioners.
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