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Priorih Recommendations 0012 .; 
• 

• Establish a Task Force for Job Creation involving the Government and 
the Social Partners. This should be part of the review mechanism of any 
new economic and social development programme. 

• Draw-up and implement a comprehensive programme of measures to 
assist the long-term unemployed back to work, with clear targets for 
reducing the rate of long-term unemployment. 

• Increase social welfare rates to the minimum level recommended by the 
Commission on Social Welfare - between £60 and £69 per week for an 
individual with pro-rata increases for a couple - within a maximum of 
three years. 

• Increase Child Benefit to £10 per week for all children. For children of 
social welfare recipients, include Child Benefit payments as one element 
of a uniform payment structure, with a standard payment of £16 per 
week for children under 12 and £20 for older children. 

• Provide adequate independent payments for separated spouses, adult 
dependants of welfare recipients and carers of elderly and ill persons 
including recipients of Disabled Persons Maintenance Allowance. Move 
away from the concept of dependency and towards a system of 
individual entitlements for all. 

• Implement measures to ensure comprehensive social insurance 
coverage of the population. Retain social insurance as the key element 
of the social welfare system, with a unified assistance scheme playing a 
residual role . 

• Reduce the tax burden of those on the lowest incomes, with further 
increases in the general exemption limits and increased additional 
exemptions for those with children. 

• Increase Government funding for community development projuts to 
£4 million per annum to ensure adequate funding for existing 
community development resource centres and to develop new 
in disadvantaged areas. This funding should be 
Combat Poverty Agency in consultation with the 
Welfare. 

• Make the Scheme of Grants for locally Based 
permanent and increase funding from £325,000 to 
annum. Use this Scheme to provide once-off grants for 
programmes and to fund the core costs of women's centres on 
ongoing basis. 

LIB RA RY 
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• Resource and staff the Combat Poverty Agency to fully carry out its 
statutory functions and to implement its 1990-92 Strategic Plan. 
Increase the Agency's core budget from £1.1 to £2 million and its staff 
from ten to twenty as was envisaged when the Agency was established. 
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he Combat Poverty Agency has a statutory function to advise the 

Minister for Social Welfare on all aspects of economic and social 

planning in relation to poverty. This submission contributes to fulfilling 

that role and the Agency hopes that it will assist the Government to 

develop measures in the 1991 Budget aimed at tackling poverty. The 

Agency also hopes that the submission will be of assistance to the 

Government and the Social Partners in their discussions on a new national 

programme for economic and social development. In publishing the 

submission the Agency is also fulfi11ing another of its statutory duties: to 

create a greater public awareness of the extent and nature of poverty and 

the measures necessary to tackle it. 

It is clear from the project and research work undertaken by the Agency 

over the past year that, while the economic climate has continued to 

improve, poverty remains a very serious and deep-rooted problem in Irish 

society. It is thus essential that tackling poverty should be a central 

concern of the Budget and that progress made in recent years should be 

continued and intensified. In previous submissions and reports the Agency 

has emphasised the need for a comprehensive and wide-ranging approach 

to the problem. This should encompass five key actions: addressing 

unemployment; taxation reform; improving access to essential public 

services; ensuring adequate income for all by enhancing social welfare 

provision and addressing the problem of low pay; and developing 

community development and integrated area-based anti-poverty 
strategies. There is still a need for such a programme. 

In this submission the Agency has chosen to concentrate on making a 

detailed analysis of and recommendations on certain important aspects of 

the overall anti-poverty programme. These are based on infollllation from 

its own research and project work during the past year and on the views of 

community projects associated with the Agency. The Agency undertook 

new research and analysis on the key issues of unemployment and child 

poverty specifically for this submission. Along with refollIl of welfare 

provision, income support for dependent women and funding for 

community initiatives, these constitute the key issues for tackling poverty 
in the '90s. 

(ii) 
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1.1 ECONOMIC BACKGROUND 

1990 marks the end of the Programme for National 
Recovery (October 1987-December 1990) and the 
continuation of a period of sustained economic growth 
since 1987. The Irish economy in 1990 maintained the 
growth of the previous year, albeit at a somewhat lower 
level. GNP for the year is expected to exceed 3% in 
volume terms as a result of growth in both domestic 
demand and in exports. This rate of growth is higher 
than the rate predicted for the economies of the EC, the 
US and Japan for 1990. In sectoral terms, industry and 
services have maintained strong growth, compensating 
for the weaker performance of agriculture. Despite 
recent pressures from rising oil prices, inflation has 
remained at around 3% throughout 1990. These positive 
economic indicators have contributed to improvements 
in the public fmances. Tax receipts are set to exceed the 
1990 budget targets while the current budget deficit and 
the exchequer borrowing requirement are lower than in 
1989. 

The prospects for the Irish economy, according to 
most of the leading forecasters, are cautiously optimistic 
despite some uncertainties in the world economy. The 
heavy dependence of the industrialised world, including 
Ireland, on oil produced in the Middle East makes it 
vulnerable to the consequences of a major conflict in 
that area. Oil prices have already risen as a result of the 
crisis and some outlets for Irish agricultural exports 
have been reduced although the overall impact on the 
economy has so far been rather slight. 

At a European level, Ireland's growing integration 
into the single market of the EC is likely to have 
profound long-term effects. The forces of competition 
unleashed by the removal of import duties and the 
harmonisation of indirect taxes could bring short-term 
benefits to consumers, but could adversely affect some 
Irish firms with serious consequences for output and 
employment. The dangers of the Irish economy 
becoming marginalised within the single market have 
already been highlighted by the National Economic and 
Social Council. Within Ireland the impact of European 
integration on groups such as small farmers, the long
term unemployed, families in poverty, etc, remains 
uncertain. The impact of the reform of the Structural 
Funds and of the Common Agricultural Policy on social 
cohesion within the Community has yet to be assessed. 

Notwithstanding the impact of world and European 
developments, Ireland still retains a considerable degree 
of autonomy, particularly in relation to issues affecting 
the distribution of income, opportunities and social 
services. The negotiations which are currently taking 
place on a replacement for the Programme for National 
Recovery provide a unique opportunity to tackle some 
of the most serious causes and consequences of poverty 
in Irish society. 

I 

1.2 PROGRESS MADE IN TACKLING POVERTY 
The Agency was encouraged at the progress made in 

the 1990 Budget on tackling poverty, notably in the 
areas of social welfare, low pay and community 
development. In relation to social welfare, the increases 
for some payments well-ahead of inflation, the 
additional provision for carers, the first general increase 
in Child Benefit since 1986, additional help for families 
with the costs of school and the establishment of a new 
appeals system were particularly welcome. In regard to 
low pay, moves to reduce the tax burden on people with 
low incomes and to enhance Family Income Supplement 
were steps in the right direction. The creation of special 
funds to support community development projects and 
local women's groups was a welcome recognition of the 
role local projects can play in tackling poverty and 
powerlessness. 

1.3 PRiORiTY ISSUES FOR ACTION 
The single greatest cause of poverty in Ireland 

remains unemployment. Unfortunately, recent economic 
growth has failed to produce the number of new jobs 
required to seriously reduce the overall level of 
unemployment. Unemployment has persisted at around 
18% of the labour force over the past few years, despite 
the achievement of relatively high levels of net new job 
creation, and would have been considerably higher were 
it not for unusually high levels of emigration. Thus, the 
scale of the unemployment problem, in particular of 
long-term unemployment, is enormous and is the reason 
why it assumes central importance in this submission. It 
is clear to the Agency that the problem of 
unemployment cannot be tackled seriously if the 
possible solutions are limited to current policies. The 
need for radical new initiatives in relation to 
employment creation is urgent. 

The phenomenon of child and family poverty has 
emerged as a serious issue in recent Agency research. 
During the 1980s in particular, the percentage of 
children in poverty rose dramatically mainly as a result 
of increased levels of unemployment. Other categories 
with a high risk of poverty include children in families 
relying on low pay and small farms as well as those in 
larger families. These results pose a serious challenge to 
a society which has traditionally placed a very high 
value on children and families. Elsewhere in this 
submission a number of measures are described to 
tackle the problem of family poverty in Ireland, 
particularly as it affects women and children. 

The undoubted achievements of the Programme for 
National Recovery since 1987 in terms of sustained 
economic growth have not been evenly distributed 
throughout the country. Many urban and rural 
communities remain virtually untouched by the 
prosperity of recent years and are a salutary reminder 
that a rising tide does not lift all boats. The need for 
area-based measures to tackle the cycle of poverty in 
certain communities has already been recognised in the 



Third EC Programme to Combat Poverty (1990-1995) 
and in some of the projects funded by the Agency, the 
Department of Social Welfare and the Department of 
Agriculture. These measures need to be extended and 
strengthened as part of a concerted programme to 
combat poverty. 

1.4 ANTI POVERTY PROGRAMME 
While progress in tackling poverty over the last few 

years in some areas has been considerable, the measures 
introduced have not been sufficient to address the 
fundamental causes. Given the deep-rooted and multi
dimensional nature of poverty it is clear that if progress 
is to be maintained there will be a need for a 
comprehensive approach to eliminating poverty. At a 
more general level, the Agency again urges the 
introduction of an Anti-Poverty Programme, which 
should be an essential element of any new programme 

for economic and social development agreed between 
the Government and the Social Partners. This will 
involve actions such as a further intensification of job 
creation measures, additional improvements to key 
public services such as health and education, continued 
social welfare reform, an intensification of refonn of the 
taxation system and building on existing community 
development projects and integrated development 
initiatives in the areas of greatest need. This submission 
concentrates in some detail on the four areas of 
unemployment and the labour market, welfare 
provision, income support for children and women and 
empowerment and the role of community projects. The 
recommendations in previous budget submissions on 
issues such as access to education, the needs of the 
homeless and Travellers and improved legal aid services 
should also be taken into account. 

1. l"nemployment. Powrty and the Labour Market 

The rapid rise in unemployment was the major 
conmbutor to the growth of poverty in lreland in the 
1980s: about 10% of households below the 50% poverty 
hne were headed by an unemployed person in 1973; by 
1987, this proportion had increased to one third. I The 
poverty-unemployment link is especially perilous for 
the long-term unemployed - those relying on social 
welfare for a year or more. The creation of well-paid 
employment IS cntlcal, therefore, to improving the 
financial situation of many poor households. Yet, for the 
foreseeable future, we cannot rely on job-creation alone 
to break th~ link between unemployment and poverty. In 
the meantll~e, an adequate. income support system is 
~utred. ThIs secuon exammes the action necessary to 
Improve the employment and income prospects of the 
unemployed. Specifically, it looks at 

- the ~rgent need t? expand total employment; 
- the Income malOtenance difficulties faced by 

unemployed persons; 
- the measures required to ensure the unemployed 

a~d other long-term welfare recipients receive a 
fatr s?are of new employment oPPOrtunities; 

- the Improvement of social protection for 
vulnerable workers within the labour market. 

2.1 UNEMPLOYMENT AND JOB CREATION 
Une~ployment increased each year from 1979 to 

1987. nSlOg from 90 000 to 247000 2 S' th I ' I' mce en total 
~nemp oyment has declined s lowly, though this 

ownward trend was halted in 1990 at I 
temporarily. Currently (September 1990)' th east 
22 1 000 pe the . ere are 
. ' f rsons on LIve Register, more than one in 

SIX 0 I the total labour force. The character of 
unemp Orment has also changed as the length of tim 
~nemploYed people are likely to remain without wor~ 
as teadlly Increased. One hundred thousand persons 

2 

have been continuously without employment for one 
year or more - 45% of all those unemployed. And of 
these, 46,000 have been out of work for more than three 
years. 

Meanwhile, total employment in the Irish econ?my 
fell by 80,000 between 1980 and 1985 and remamed 
static for the next two years.3 Since 1987 we have seen 
the beginning of a turnaround. Total unemployment 
grew by 11,000 in the year to April 1988 but fell by 
1,000 in the following year.4 While conSIderable 
disappointment has been expressed regarding the Job 
content of the economic recovery to date, forecasts for 
the immediate future have been fairly optimistic. ThIs 
optimism is supported by the preliminary estimates from 
the April 1990 Labour Force Survey which show an 

. !hi' le increase of 30 000 in tota! employment. WhIle S ra 
of growth se~ms exceptional most recent forecasts 

. ' d er the nexl expect employment to contmue to expan ov 
few years. h d . n t e These forecasts may need to be revise gIve the 
deteriorating international environment. But even o~ 
most optimistic outlook for employment growth: e:e 
will be no rapid decline in unemployment ID ~ 
medium-term. While the ESRI has forecast an tnC~ 
of 86,000 in total employment between 1989 an~O 000' 
they expect unemployment to fall by less than i rc~ 
the difference being accounted for by labour 0 

• 

. , Ni Dublin: ~ 
I T Callan ~I at. Po~·erry. Incom~ and Welfare. In Irtla . 

1989. 
U Regisi<' daI' 

2 1lte figures on unemployment used throughout are ve 
hom CSO tabulations, unless otherwise stated. 

3 NESC, A StrOltgy f or Dtvtlopment. Dublin: NESC. 1986. 

4 eso Labour Force Swvc:ys. various. 
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expansion.S In this context, unacceptably high levels of 
unemployment are likely to persist. In addition, a 
paradoxical relationship exists between employment and 
unemployment whereby the more jobs that are created, 
the more people that are drawn into the labour market. 
Hence, while the rise in emigration during the 1980s 
resulted in a lower growth in unemployment, in the 
1990s the prospect of declining emigration will make it 
more difficult to reduce unemployment. 

Unemployment .should be the first priority for 
economic and social policy and Government should 
have as an ultimate objective the achievement of full 
employment. The Government should mobilise all 
sectors of Irish society to work together to bring this 
objective about. This would involve setting up a Task 
Force for Job Creation incorporating the Social Partners 
and representatives of the unemployed. Such a Task 
Force could be pan of the review mechanism of any 
new programme for social and economic development. 
Expanding employment will also require a reformulated 
industrial strategy which should 

- give more selective targeted assistance to 
indigenous companies; 

- further expand the lOA's Company Develop
ment Programme for concentrating resources on 
large indigenous companies; 

- encourage Irish companies to develop appro
priate economies of scale and innovation in the 
run up to 1992; 

- introduce taxation changes which encourage job 
creation rather than capital investment. 

2.2 INCOME MAINTENANCE 
The high level of poveny among the unemployed is 

not simply a function of the numbers out of work. It 
obviously depends on the income sources available to 
the unemployed. These are mainly determined by the 
levels of unemployment compensation payable and, to a 
lesser degree, by the conditions governing such 
payments, particularly as they relate to other income. 
Research by the ESRJ shows that the risk and intensity 
of poveny among the unemployed actually declined 
slightly in the 19805, though this did not compensate for 
the dramatic increase in unemployment over that period. 
The reduced risk resulted from the improvement in 
social protection for the unemployed as unemployment 
compensation rates increased faster than take-home 
pay.6 

2.2.1 An adequate welrare payment 
Further improvement in income support for the 

unemployed remain an essential component of policy 
to combat poverty, since the rate of job creation is 
unlikely to be sufficient to eliminate unemployment in 
the shon-term. Priority should be given to increasing 
payments to the minimum level recommended by the 
Commission on Social Welfare - between £60 and £69 a 
week for an individual and £95 and £110 for a couple in 
today's prices. All social welfare payments currently 
falling below this level should be brought up to this rate 
within three yea", at the maximum. 

In recent years unemployment payments have 

3 

increased in real terms - but the rates of increase have 
varied between different unemployment payments . 
Personal rates of long-term Unemployment Assistance 
have increased by one-quarter since 1985, with shon
term Assistance increasing by one-sixth over the same 
period. However, Unemployment Benefit payments 
have seen only a marginal improvement. And given low 
levels of payment at the outset, even large percentage 
increases are relatively small in cash terms. All the 
improvements of the last five years have meant that in 
1990 recipients of long-term Unemployment Assistance 
are £ II per week. (1990 prices) better off in real terms 
than they were in 1985. 

Despite recent improvements, all unemployment 
payments continue to fall significantly below the 
Commission on Social Welfare's lowest estimate of an 
adequate rate. To provide a basic standard of living 
short-term Unemployment Assistance payments 
(currently 75% of the Commission's lowest 
recommended rate) would have to be increased by at 
least one third in real terms. Similarly, Unemployment 
Benefit (80%) must be increased by one quarter and 
long-term Unemployment Assistance (87%) must be 
increased by one-sixth. 

For long-term Unemployment Assistance to move 
towards an adequate level of payment - even in the 
medium term - will require significant real increases in 
payments over a number of years. The recent positive 
strategy of increasing long-term Unemployment 
Assistance significantly in excess of the rate of inflation 
will have to be maintained in the next few Budgets. 
Shon-term Assistance, however, remains at a lower rate 
than all other social welfare payments, with the 
exception of Supplementary Welfare Allowance. 
Around 30,000 persons on average are in receipt of 
shon-term Assistance payments. Research to date has 
not distinguished between recipients of shon-term and 
long-term Assistance in assessing risk of poveny. Yel, 
given that shon-term Assistance payments are means 
tested, recipients are likely to have a high risk of 
poveny. There can be little justification for the growing 
gap between shon-term and long-term payments and 
there should be no funher increase in the difference 
between these payments. Shon-term Assistance should 
be increasffl by the ame amount - in cash terms - as 
long-term Assistance. 

One consequence of the Government's strategy of 
concentrating increases on mean tested schemes is that 
Unemployment Benefit has recently fallen £4 behind the 
long-term Unemployment Assistance rate. However, 
many of those dependent on Benefit are clearly in 
poverty, as almost half of Benefit payments go to 
household in the bottom three deciles of the equivalent 
income distribution, as against thJee-fifth of A i tance 
payments.' A clear statement of intent in relation to 

John Bradky and John o . FilzGc:rald. "MedIum-Term P"4IlCCU fOf 
ltdand An Upd"·", £SRI Q""~,.-Jl EconoMie C(MUft~"'iI"', Apnl 
1990. 

6 T CoIIon .. 0/. '" nt. 1989 
7 T_ Call ... ~t 01 ,."~,.,, (1Nl IIw StJCiQl WtV4n S,lt'''' I" 1"IIII.d, 

DuN,". Cor! bu Povaty Aaa ... )'. 1911. p12. 



Unemployment Benefit payment levels is necessary. In 
the short-tenn, Benefit payments should be set at the 
same level as long-tenn Unemployment Assistance and 
both should be increased to the adequate minimum level 
defined above. 

Other issues also impinge on the financial status of 
the unemployed, such as the limited duration of 
Unemployment Benefit and the low payments for adult 
and child dependants. Refonn of these is discussed in 
more detail in subsequent sections of the submission. 
Suffice to note here that the decline in the proportion of 
the unemployed in receipt of Unemployment Benefit, 
the inadequate payments for child dependants and the 
declining relative value of adult dependant allowances 
all contribute to worsening the position of unemployed 
families. 

It is important to remember that, for a variety of 
reasons, the actual payments received by many 
unemployed persons are lower than the standard rates 
considered above. Around 20,000 recipients of 
Unemployment Benefit are paid at a reduced rate of 
Benefit which is currently set at the level of short-tenn 
Unemployment Assistance. While one must have 39 
paid PRSI contributions and have at least 39 paid or 
credited contributions in the governing tax year to 
qualify for Benefit, 48 paid or credited contributions in 
the governing tax year are required to receive the full 
rate. Also, at present, Benefit is reduced after six 
months for those who have less than 280 paid 
contributions in the seven tax years before claiming 
Benefit. These additional entitlement conditions should 
be abolished and the full rate of Benefit should be paid 
for the full duration of all claims. 

2.2.2 Social Employment Scheme 
Participants on the Social Employment Scheme 

(SES) are not directly within the social welfare system. 
Nevertheless it is important to mention them here as 
payments to SES workers are related to social welfare 
payments. Payments to SES workers should be 
incleased by at least the same amount as Unemployment 
Assistance and payments in respect of adult dependants 
and child dependants should at least match the 
equivalent payments in the Unemployment Assistance 
scheme. Also a number of anomalies which exist in the 
treatment of persons on the SES must be reviewed. At 
present SES participants are treated as employed in that 
payments under the scheme are taxed, participants are 
excluded from the Supplementary Welfare Allowance 
Scheme, they do not qualify for the Christmas bonus 
and similar benefits. On the other hand, they are not 
treated as employees in that they are not covered by 
most employment legislation, they do not pay the full 
rate of PRSI and they do not qualify for Family Income 
Supplement. 

2.2.3 Means tests for the unemployed 
.The standard rate of Unemployment Assistance is 

paid to those With no reckonable means. Where a person 
has some means the rate acWally paid is reduced pound 
for pound. In the case of all other means-tested social 
welfare payments - with the sole exception of 
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Unemployment Assistance - provision exists to 
disregard some amount of earnings, usually £6, when 
calculating payments. In general, the level of income 
disregarded should be increased and be applied in a 
similar fashion to all assistance payments, including 
Unemployment Assistance. This might enable 
unemployed people to maintain some links with the 
labour market and improve their chances of securing 
employment in the longer tenn. 

In the case of persons claiming Unemployment 
Assistance and living in their parents home, an estimate 
of the value of board and lodgings enjoyed is included 
as means and thus deducted from the amount payable. 
The amount assessed as 'benefit and privilege' may be 
up to 17% of the net parental income. At present this 
provision applies in all cases regardless of the age of the 
applicant. The application of 'benefit and privilege' 
should be dropped in the case of all persons of 25 years 
or more. For younger applicants a ceiling on the amount 
that may be deducted in this way should be introduced. 

For recipients living in private rented accommodation 
and claiming rent allowance under the Supplementary 
Welfare Scheme, the net benefit of any increase in social 
welfare payments is limited to the cash increase in the 
basic rate of Supplementary Welfare Allowance. This 
comes about because the amount of rent allowance 
payable is calculated by taking the difference between 
the Supplementary Welfare Allowance rate and the 
actual social welfare payment received, adding £3.50 
and subtracting the total from the rent paid. If the 
difference between the Supplementary Welfare 
Allowance basic rate and other payments increases, the 
rent allowance payable falls. This c1awback mechanism 
should be abolished. 

3. UNEMPLOYMENT PAYMENTS AND 
'DISINCENTIVES TO WORK' 
Improved provision for unemployed persons brings 

with it fears that an 'unemployment trap' may be 
created for those with dependents. An unemployment 
trap exists when people move from unemployment to 
employment, but find little or no improvement m their 
net income and perhaps lose eligibility to various means 
tested benefits such as a medical card, differenlial rent, 
free fuel, etc. 

No reliable estimate of the numbers likely to be 
significantly affected by an unemployment trap has been 
made. Much depends on the particular circumstances of 
each individual. Those most likely to be affected are 
low skilled workers with low earning capacity who have 
relatively large numbers of dependants (and therefore 
have relatively high income from benefits). Just under r 'ble 18~OOO unemployed persons had four or more e IgI d 
child dependants in 1989 while a further 12,500 ha 
three eligible children. Ndt all these people would fa~ 
an unemployment trap as, for example, some would 
in a position to compete for better paid jobs. rail 

The effect of an unemployment trap on the ove . 
. as )s 

level of unemployment is not as obVIOUS 
sometimes supposed. In the frrst place, it is unlikely that 
more than a small minority of unemployed persons face 
a significant disincentive. Secondly, any disinc~nuve 
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faced by an unemployed person is only relevant to the 
extent that he or she has job offers to consider. In the 
absence of such offers the issue of disincentives remains 
purely hypothetical. Thirdly, it cannot simply be 
assumed that unemployed persons will automatically 
not take jobs where there is little direct financial gain. 
There may be indirect fmancial benefits from being in 
work, or people may prefer to be at work rather than 
unemployed for other, non-financial reasons - self
esteem, social contact and so on. Fourthly, even where 
someone facing an unemployment trap does not take up 
a job opportunity, it seems likely that someone else who 
is not affected by an unemployment trap will take up the 
job instead. Hence, the unemployment trap may affect 
the composition of unemployment rather than its overall 
level, ie who remains unemployed not how many. While 
there has been considerable research on the question of 
disincentives , it remains a contentious area. 
Nevertheless most studies have found no evidence of 
significant disincentive effects among the unemployed. 
(There is however some evidence of a more significant 
disincentive effect limiting participation in employment 
by the wives of unemployed men receiving means
tested payments). More generally, while it has been 
argued that increases in benefits may affect 
unemployment through other less direct charmels e.g by 
putting upward pressure on wage bargaining, most 
studies have found such effects to be small.8 

What discussion of the unemployment trap highlights 
is that it may be difficult for some people, given their 
skills and/or family situation, to eam a living income 
even if they could find a job. There is no easy solution 
to this problem. It is important to remember that it will 
exist regardless of the level of unemployment payments. 
The extent of low pay is detailed in the later section on 
protection within the labour market. 

It remains important to consider how the structure of 
the social welfare system might be modified to facilitate 
unemployed persons, their dependants and other welfare 
recipients in taking up employment. It could be argued 
that income that is payable both in and out of work is 
the most effective way of maintaining incentives. 
Perhaps the most crucial issue here is the way support 
for children is delivered through our welfare system. For 
example, a greater emphasis on Child Benefit, (which is 
payable whether one is employed or unemployed) as 
against child dependant allowances would minimise the 
possibility of disincentives. 

2.4 BACK TO WORK? - HELPING THE LONG
TERM UNEMPLOYED 

The social wel fare system should be structured, as far 
as possible, to ensure that no obstacles are placed in the 
way of welfare recipients taking up employment. It 
must , however, be emphasised that the effective 
exclusion from the labour market of the long-term 
unemployed and other welfare recipient s is not 
primarily due to any feature of the social welfare 
system. In the first place, as we have seen above, there 
are s imply too few jobs. Secondly, the resources 
necessary to compete successfully for scarce jobs -
education, skills, training , and so on - are very 

s 

unequally distributed in Irish society. Thirdly, an over
emphasis on the decisions job seekers take regarding 
employment obscures the fact that the most significant 
employment decisions are in fact made by employers. 
They decide who will be offered jobs and who will not. 

This can be seen most clearly in the case of the long
term unemployed . During the 1980s long-term 
unemployment grew faster than total unemployment. In 
April 1990, 100,000 persons, ie 45% of the registered 
unemployed, had been on the live register for one year 
or more. Of these over 46,000 had been on the register 
for three years or more. There is a clear relationship 
between unemployment and low educational 
qualification. Persons whose highest level of 
qualification is the Primary Certificate or its equivalent 
are over-represented among the unemployed and among 
the long-term unemployed. While such persons made up 
just under 30% of the labour force , 46% of the 
unemployed and 58% of the long-term unemployed 
were in this category.9 Also research has indicated that 
employers tend to screen out applicants who have no 
recent work experience. 10 

The growth of long-term unemployment has not been 
unique to Ireland. In the EC as a whole there are more 
than 7 million .persons unemployed for over a year, 
more than 50% of the Community's unemployment 
total. Concern about the scale of long-term 
unemployment has been growing throughout the EC. It 
has also been suggested that a 'ratchet effect ' may be at 
work, ie when unemployment increases long-term 
unemployment increases as a proportion of the total but 
when unemployment falls the proportion of long-term 
unemployment remains high. To date, registered long
term unemployment in Ireland matches this pattern. As 
a recent resolution of the EC Social Affairs Council 
(tabled by the Irish Presidency) stated: 

"for most Community countries, recent economic 
growth and decreases in unemployment have not 
contributed significantly to a reduction in the number 
of long-term unemployed."11 
The fact that improvements in the general 

employment s ituation have little effect on the position 
of the long-term unemployed has led to g rea ter 
recognition of the necessity for additional policies 
aimed specifically at increasing recruitment of the long
term unemployed. This position was forcefully put in a 
1988 OECD study: 

"long-term unemployment will not disappear of its 
own accord - even in th e event of subs tant ial 

8 G Sunless, JobJ~u Pay and HIgh ElI~an Un~mplo~nr. Washin&lon: 

The Brookin, Instirulton. 1987. in R L Lawrence and C Schullze (eds), 

Barriers 10 Europeon Growllt; A Dilnol Ind M Kell. Malt! 

UMmplOpMnl OM Womtn's Work. in A Dilnoc and I Walker (cds). Tlrt 

£co,.o",IC$ of Social SUII"',. OJtfol"d Unlvershy PrcSl. 1989: E 

Mct.au&h1in. J Millar and K Cooke. Work GM W~tfG'" B~MjiI$. Avebury. 
1989. . 

9 Work RCM7lrch Calm. ERGO /n/ormolion /rrlond. No 2. July 1990. 

10 P Robinson. Wiry lJn IM IOtf,·'~rm IIMmplo,.~d IocUd 0111 of ,h~ Iobour 

WfIlTk~'Gnd ~'lral CDIf IH don~ Ghoul " ? Campaign ror Work Research 
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economic and employment growth. There has to be, 
therefore, an acceptance that its resolution will 
require special measures. If the situation is allowed to 
drift,with insufficient assistance provided for those 
out of work for a long time, in many countries this 
would be tantamount to consigning large numbers of 
long-term unemployed to near permanent social 
oblivion."12 

2.4.1 Case for a comprehensive programme 
There is a particularly clear case for a comprehensive 

programme of special measures to assist the long-term 
unemployed back into employment in this country. First, 
our rate of long-term unemployment is at the higher end 
of the EC range. Also total unemployment in Ireland is 
about twice the EC average. As a result, while on 
average around 4% of the labour force in the EC is long
term unemployed, in Ireland the corresponding figure is 
approximately 8% - higher than total unemployment in 
many countries. Secondly, even a significant 
improvement in the employment situation in this 
country is unlikely to produce a rapid decline in 
unemployment at least in the medium term, because of 
particular features of the Irish labour force and 
especially the volatility of migration. Thus, a significant 
decline in long-term unemployment in the absence of 
special measures seems most unlikely. 

Since the early 1980s a growing concern about long
term unemployment has been evident in Irish and EC 
policy. At EC level, in December 1984 the Council of 
the European Communities passed a resolution issuing 
guidelines to the Member States on possible action to 
combat long-term unemployment. In 1988, in a new 
regulation on the Structural Funds, combating long-term 
unemployment was included as an objective (Objective 
3) of the funds and was specifically included among the 
tasks of the Social Fund. In 1989, ERGO - the 
European Community Action Programme In Favour of 
the Long-Term Unemployed - was established. 

2.4.2 Irish initiatives 
Irish initiatives on long-term unemployment also date 

from the early 1980s. In 1984, the Employment 
Incentive Scheme was weighted in favour of the adult 
long-term unemployed. This scheme was further 
targeted on the long-term unemployed in 1989. The 
Social Employment Scheme and the Altemance Scheme 
(a range of schemes geared towards the long-term 
unemployed over 25 years and towards women 
returning to work) were both introduced in 1985. Earlier 
thi year the Government announced its intention to 
expand the SES to 15,000 places. In 1986 three pilot 
programmes - Jobsearch, the Part-TIme Job Allowance 
and the Educational Opportunities Scheme - were 
launched. The Jobsearch Programme was launched 
nationally in March 1987. In November 1988 the 
(renamed) Part-Time Job Incentive Scheme became 
available nationally. The Vocational Training 
Opportunities Scheme, which grew out of the pilot 
Educational Opportunities Scheme, was launched in 
September 1989. Also significant progress has been 
made in recent years in enabling the long-term 
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unemployed to take up other educational courses. In 
1989 provision was made to allow long-term 
unemployed persons over 21 years to attend second 
level educational courses without forfeiting their 
entitlement to Unemployment Assistance. Recently, a 
pilot programme allowing long-term unemployed 
persons of 23 years or more to take up third level 
courses without forfeiting entitlement to Assistance has 
been introduced. This year a Pre-Retirement Allowance 
Scheme (for recipients of long-term Unemployment 
Assistance) and a Pre-Retirement Credits Scheme (for 
those signing-on for credits only) were introduced for 
persons of 60 years or more. (The 7,000 unemployed 
people who took up these options have been removed 
from the Live Regi ster.) Finally, the Youthreach 
Programme, with its focus on early school-leavers, 
assists a group who face a particularly high risk of 
(long-term) unemployment. 

As unemployment has declined since 1987, long-term 
unemployment has fallen at much the same rate. Some 
of the fall can be attributed to special measures, for 
example, the increased number of Social Employment 
Scheme places and the introduction of the Pre
Retirement Allowance and Credits Schemes. Almost all 
of the decline that has been recorded in the last year is 
among those unemployed for between one and two 
years, with no change among those unemployed for 
longer periods. OveraU, long-term unemployment only 
declined for those younger than 35 years, and for those 
over 60 years as a result of the Pre-retirement 
Allowance Scheme. However, among those unemployed 
between one and two years, all age groups up to 55 
years registered a decline. This may suggest that a 
slower inflow into long-term unemployment, rather than 
a faster outflow is in operation. This reduces the risk of 
becoming long-term unemployed for those unemployed 
for shorter durations, rather than improves the chances 
of escaping long-term unemployment for those who 
already find themselves in this position. Long-term 
unemployment remains at very high levels and 
continues to make up a much higher proportion of total 
unemployment than had been the case before the 1980s. 

Policy to assist the long-term unemployed to return to 
work has a significant role to play in tackling poverty. 
Clearly this is an area that has seen much development 
in recent years. Nevertheless, the growth of programmeS 
for the long-term unemployed has been piecemeal. The 
rationale for the current mix of programmes for the 
long-term unemployed is unclear and little progress has 
been made in developing links between programmes (eg 
between temporary employment and tralnmg 
programmes). Clearly the provision of temporary ~art
time employment through the SES predominates;. It IS 
by far the largest scheme and its predominance WIll be 
reinforced by the planned expansion of the programme. 
On the other hand, the number of A1ternance places has 
actually declined in recent years. Yet the placement rate 

11 EC Social Affairs Council. 'Resolution on Action to Assist the Lonl
term Uncmptoyed', 29th May, 1990. 

12 OEeD, Measures to Assist the Long -tum Unemployed: recent 
exptritnct in so~ DEeD countries. Paris: OECD. t 988 pp 66/61. 
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for Alternance participants (with more than half the 
participants subsequently obtaining employment) is 
twice that of SES participants. More generally the 
overall effectiveness of the current measures is unclear. 
The fact that we have not succeeded in reducing the rate 
of long-term unemployment suggests that programmes 
in this area have had only limited effect. There is an 
urgent need for the Government to set out plans for a 
comprehensive programme of measures to assist the 
long-term unemployed back to work, linked to clear 
targets for the reduction of the rate of long-term 
unemployment over the medium term. 

2.4.3 Access to training and educational opportunities 
Access to training for the long-term unemployed 

must be a key focus of policy. As we have seen, 
temporary employment predominates over training in 
programmes targeted on the long-term unemployed, the 
number of places on the Altemance training programme 
has declined and the long-term unemployed are under
represented in mainstream training programmes - both 
in the basic training area and most noticeably in the 
skills training programmes where they make up just 
28% of participants. JJ The introduction of a training 
element into the SES, while welcome, will do little to 
change this situation. One reason for the under
representation of the long-term unemployed may be that 
they lack the competence necessary to qualify for such 
programmes. It may also be the case that recruitment to 
training favours those perceived as most easy to place in 
jobs on completion of the programme, which tends to 
disadvantage the long-term unemployed. We 
recommend that a target of half of all training places to 
be filled by the long-term unemployed be adopted. We 
also recommend an expansion of the Alternance 
programme. In general, more flexible approaches to 
training should be developed which allow careful 
tailoring of training to the needs of the unemployed. In 
particular, greater flexibility is required to address the 
training needs of vulnerable groups such as homeless 
young people and those with disabilities. 

The commitment to introduce a training element into 
the SES is to be welcomed. To date, no details are 
available on how training will be organised or the types 
of training that will be made available. This is an area 
where much may be learnt by drawing on the 
considerable experience of voluntary organisations who 
have sponsored schemes and of unemployed people who 
have participated on schemes. SES Training Planning 
Groups should be set up at regional and national levels 
to advise on and monitor developments in this area. 
These Groups would include FAS staff, representatives 
of voluntary and local authority sponsors and 
representatives of the unemployed. These Groups 
should provide a clear sense of direction and 
progression to Social Employment Schemes. 

The Pre-Retirement Allowance Scheme (PRETA) 
allows persons of sixty years or more and receiving 
long-term Unemployment Assistance the option of 
leaving the Live Register. With some minor exceptions 
persons opting for this Allowance receive the same level 
of payment as they would have had they remained on 
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the Live Register. However, under PRETA, they receive 
an order book payable at a post office and are not 
required either to meet the availability for work 
condition or to sign on each week. The introduction of 
the PRETA is a welcome recognition of the extreme 
difficulty people in the older age groups face in finding 
jobs. By lowering the qualification age for PRETA from 
60 years to 55, the scope of the scheme could be 
extended considerably. Also, payment levels - currently 
pegged to the level of long-term Unemployment 
Assistance - should be increased to the adequate 
minjrnum level. 

The Employment Incentive Scheme has considerable 
potential to re-direct hiring towards the long-term 
unemployed, especially in a period of expanding 
employment. The recent decision to further target the 
scheme on the long-term unemployed over 25 years old, 
early school-leavers and those with a disability will 
increase this potential. The impact of these changes 
should be carefully monitored. If demand for the 
schemes falls (as a result of targeting it on those facing 
most difficulty in the labour market), the 'incremental' 
restriction, whereby subsidies apply only to additional 
jobs being created in firms, might need to be reviewed. 

The last year has seen significant progress in 
allowing unemployed people access to education. A 
particularly positive development has been the 
expansion of the Vocational Training Opportunities 
Scheme even beyond the level announced in the 1990 
budget. This programme allows long-term unemployed 
adults the opportunity of improving their level of 
educational qualification. We recommend the continued 
expansion of the scheme to 1,000 places in 1991. We 
also welcome the increased access to education for the 
long term-unemployed which has been facilitated by 
allowing such persons to continue to receive 
unemployment payments while undertaking second
level educational courses and (on a pilot basis) specific 
third level educational courses. 

In planning measures to assist the long-term 
unemployed to return to work, consideration must also 
be given to persons who, while not registered as 
unemployed, have in fact been jobless for lengthy 
periods and face particular difficulties entering or re
entering employment. These include the dependents of 
registered long-term unemployed persons and other 
recipients of long-term welfare payments. Eligibility 
conditions for all training and employment programmes 
should be modified to enable participation by these 
persons. 

Finally, the lack of affordable child care is a major 
obstacle hindering entry to the labour market for many 
parents who are dependent on social welfare, as indeed 
it is for parents in general. This has particular 
importance for women since they continue to bear the 
main for the care of children in Ireland, 
although there have been some changes. A range of 
tate-funded child care facilities is needed. There is an 

13 T. C05lClloe 'Pohc)CS Md ActkJns to Cornbal Lon,-IC:i,h URe:mplo)'mc:m 
- current KttOM and (utun du'CCuons in J.rc:land ', paper pt'C:Kntcd 10 
ERGOIFAS seminar, Dublin 1990. 



equally important role for private provision of child care 
facilities by employers. Also, further work is necessary 
to identify how the tax and social welfare systems might 
be modified to take account of the costs of child-care. 

2.5 PROTECTION WITHIN THE LABOUR 
MARKET 

A comprehensive 'back to work' programme could 
significantly improve the chances of re-entering the 
labour market for the long-term unemployed and other 
welfare recipients. However, this does not guarantee an 
escape from poverty. Many jobs are low paid, offer poor 
working cooditions and few prospects of advancement. 
Also, the labour market itself is changing: part-time 
work is on the increase and other forms of so-called 
'atypical work' - temporary employment, short-term 
contracts and so on - are growing. These 100 are 
associated with low pay and offer linle protection for 
employees. 

Low pay is a deeply entrenched aspect of the Irish 
labour market. In 1987 some 143,000 employees (17% 
of all employees) has a gross wage of less than £100 per 
week, While 229,000 (29% of all employees) had 
weekly gross wages of less than £ 130. Low pay is 
strongly associated with women and young workers. 
Over 60% of low paid employees are women (as 
compared to 36% of the entire labour force). Hence, 
almost half of all female employees are low paid as 
against just over one-sixth of all male employees. In 
addition, about half of all low paid workers are under 25 
years of age. The distinction between full-time and part
time is also significant when analysing low pay trends: 
65% of part-time employees fall below the low pay 
threshold of £ 130 per week, as compared to 23% of full
time employees. These low paid part-time employees 
are predominantly women. 14 The effects of low pay are 
further exacerbated by the rates of PRSI and income tax. 
Finally, low pay poses particular problems where 
families are being raised. 

Joint Labour Committees (JLCs) are the main 
strategy for countering low wages. These set out 
minimum wages in specified occupations and/or regions 
with the agreement of employers and unions. However, 
only a minority of low paid workers - around 40,000 _ 
are covered by JLCs. Also, the minimum rates set by the 
JLCs have not always been adequately enforced. In 
recent years, wage increases agreed in the the 
Programme for National Recovety included provisions 
for nat rate increases for the low paid. Future pay 
increases for the low paid should continue to be 
calculated as absolute amounts, rather than on a 
percentage basis. and should exceed the average wage 
mcrease. More generally, the commitment in the EC 
Social Charter that 'workers shall be assured of an 
equitable wage. ie a wage sufficient to enable them to 
have a decent standard of living'15 must be translated 
into a reality in Ireland. This requires establishing mOre 
effective mechanisms for achieving acceptable wages in 
all sectors. 

Other strategies for taCkling low pay include 
improving the Family Income Supplement and reducing 
the tax burden on the low paId. In this regard, 
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Government proposals to reform the income tax system 
should give priority to lowering the PRSI/tax burden on 
the lowest incomes . This should include further 
increases in the generaJ exemption limits and the child 
additions. (The section on child income support further 
discusses the needs of low paid households with 
children.) 

The number of part-time jobs in the Irish economy 
has grown steadily in recent years. In 1988 it was 
estimated that 72.000 persons (8% of the workforce) 
were working part- time. Also, other forms of non
standard work contracts are increasing. In 1987, for 
example, 6.5% of all jobs were temporary. 16 There are a 
number of possible reasons for the growth of part-time 
employment, temporary work, fixed term-contracts and 
so on. In part it results from employers seeking more 
flexible and/or cheaper sources of labour. It also reflects 
the desire by some workers for non-standard patterns of 
employment that can be combined with other 
commitments, eg childrearing. Whatever the reasons for 
the growth of new employment patterns, it raises new 
challenges to the relationship between social welfare, 
wage rates and employment protection legislation. 

While all workers are covered by legislation in the 
areas of health and safety and equal pay, many part-time 
workers are excluded from the provisions of other 
employment legislation. Some 20,000 persons working 
less than 18 hours per week are not covered by 
legislation in the areas of unfair dismissal, maternity 
leave, minimum notice, redundancy, insolvency 
protection and worker participation, while approx
imately 40,000 persons working less that 120 hours per 
month have no statutory entitlement to holidays. Also, 
many part-time workers are classified as Class J for 
PRSI purposes and, while covered for occupational 
injuries, do not qualify for other benefits, eg 
Unemployment Benefit, Disablement Benefit, etc. Thus, 
one effect of taking up part-time work of less that 
eighteen hours is the likelihood of breaking a PRSI 
contribution record and subsequent loss of entitlement. 

These gaps in employment and social welfare 
legislation mean that part-time workers are more 
vulnerable to exploitation. The principle of equality of 
treatment between part-time and temporary workers 
should be enshrined in legislation. Coverage under all 
existing employment legislation should be extended to 
all those working part-time for at least 8 hours per week 
or the equivaleot. There is also a clear need to adjust 
social security coverage to ensure at least pro-rata SOCIal 
protection for part-time and temporary workers. 

14 J Blackwell and B Nolan. 'low pay _ the Irish experience', in 8 Harvey 
and M Oaly (eds). Lcw Pay _ Th~ Iri$h £.xpuience. Dublin: Combll 
Poverty Agcncy/lrish Congress of Trades Untoos. 1990; B Nolan and T 
CaUan, 'Taxation, social insurance and poverty in lreland'. in8. 
Reynolds and S Healy (cd!). Povuty ond Taxation Policy. Dublin: 
CMRS.1989. 

IS Commullity Chanu of IM Fundam~nlal Social Rights of WOI'urs, TIde 
I. Section 6. 

16 E Drew, 'Women and Low Pay', in B Harvey and M OaIy. op dl. 



• 

• 

• 

Jab~ 
2.1 Unemployment should be the fmt priority for 

Government economic: mclsocial policy. with !be 

2.2 

2.4 

2.S 

the IChiev($iM$. rlfuD 

tNt.eea .............. ' ... 
A..-.a...,.... ..... A..-.a be by"_ - mc ..... ls_- • ..,. 

AIIIaa. 
2.6 III 'iI 

level u 
be 

2.7 

of ............. 
2.8 to SI!S Ihoald .. .... - " • I , 

''''''~I 

2.9 An euaiap 

.. 
A 

diD ... way • ., I .. ., 

2.11 who lleaefit 
be paid flIlI IIaIce. pndice of 

the s-fiI .. aIIa- ...... far....-
_II1II210 paid .. the ...... _Ill,.. .... 

9 

r.r-.. .. 
2.13 1be 

2.14 A 111Ft of lIIIf of ID 

ova 

2.16 'I1Ie • far till MIna 
~.... QdI~"" 
be .,.... ... 60 JIIIItD 55. 'I1Ie 

IIIaIId be to the 

2.171be ....... 
tD pIOriIIe .... iD 1991. 

2.18 t;o; • Car III tnIiDIII& II1II 
...... tD 

wIIiIe tIDC ...... . 
lIIte iD fiI:I jaIIIaI far Iq\IIy ........ II1II 
,.mealu difficulties eateriDl or 

.............. IIIe ............. 
2.19 To tadle low-pay "~ch.nisms should be 

ea.bIiIbed ID (FM'R eqaiIIbIe ... in all lE;"$. 
2.20 I'IIIIR pay . Car the low pIid .... ,ld CU·"C' to 

be calcul"'"' as IIIIolute thin 011 a 
t.sis, II1II the 

2.21 Any Mform of iacome tal hould live priority to 
1_1 _;,._ III b+*lklf1 cl .... ('11ft luwat irK:ocms. 
The Budlet Ibo.ld further incMue the general 
CIIIO • , liDIiIs II1II the 1'1-';" I. FIS IMukl be 

Ill .... · I ~, " 

2.22 , .. ",-, 
II1II 

2.23 ea-p of III aiIIiDJ 

'24 

bee IodtDlIII ... 
..the 

...,-. .... be ..... tD_. 
pro-m. IOCial proceClioa for pan-time and ......, ...... 



The social welfare system provides income support 
for approximately 700,000 recipients, with 600,000 
adult and child dependants, at a total cost of £2.66 
billion (1989). The provision of this service plays a vital 
role in determining the financial well-being of 
individuals and families and in alleviating poverty. ln 
recent years, a number of initiatives aimed at improving 
the service have been introduced through, for example, 
substantially increased payments, extended insurance 
coverage, introduction of new schemes, beller 
information provision, speedier decision-making, 
improved appeals system and so on. However, much 
more remains to be done to ensure that all those in need 
receive an adequate social welfare payment. We 
highlight four aspects of welfare provision which 
require further improvement: 

- an adequate and consistent payment structure; 
- comprehensive coverage; 
- low levels of take-up; 
- equitable and dignified treatment of claimants. 

3.1 AN ADEQUATE AND CONSISTENT 
PAYMENT STRUCTURE 

The Agency has continually called for the 
introduction of an adequate social welfare payment for 
all recipients. The current payment structure is not 
related to any test of adequacy, primarily because no 
official criteria have ever been laid down for this 
purpose. Figures recommended by the Commission on 
Social Welfare provide the only alternative guideline for 
defining an adequate welfare payment. These are, in 
1991 values, the equivalent of between £60 and £69 per 
week for a single person. The Commission's minimum 
targets have never been officially endorsed, however. 
Meanwhile, the Government has followed a two-fold 
strategy of increasing substantially many of the lowest 
payments while adjusting the remaining payments 
roughly in line with innation. However, this has not 
been done across the board; payments for the long-term 
unemployed and personal recipients have been 
improved far more than those of the Short-term 
unemployed, SWA recipients and adult and child 
dependents. Hence, the lowest personal payments of £45 
are still considerably short of the minimum figure 
suggested by the Commission, while the adult and child 
dependant allowances are also inadequate to meet basic 
needs. 

The need for consistent treatment of welfare 
recipients is related to the issue of an adequate payment. 
Currently, some payment rates are within the band 
recommended by the Commission on Social Welfare 
while. others are paid substantially less. Despit~ 
targellng the lower rates of payment for additional 
increases, the gap between the lowest and highest 
personal welfare rates is still extensive: £20.50 (down 
from :£24.40 in 1987), a ratio of 69% (as compared to 
58% ID 1987). Indeed, payment inconsistencies within 
the system (insurance/assis tance differentials; long-
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term/short-term differences; and the relationship 
between the personal rate and the adult/child dependent 
rates ) have been exacerbated in so me cases. For 
example, recipients of the long-term Unemployment 
Assistance rate now get £4 more than those on 
Unemployment Benefit . By contrast, the rate for adult 
dependants is the same for both insurance and assistance 
while the child dependant allowances are greater for 
recipients of the benefit payment. Generally, there has 
been considerable progress towards standardising the 
rates of payment for adult and child dependants (CDAs 
have been reduced from 36 to 6, ADAs from 10 to 5). 
Further work is still clearly required if the principle of 
consistent treatment of welfare recipients is to be 
implemented. 

3.2 COMPREHENSIVE COVERAGE 
An essential aspect of the social welfare system is its 

effectiveness in targeting resources towards those in 
need. This is determined by the comprehensiveness of 
coverage. There are two important issues here. First, the 
way in which entitlement is conferred and, secondly, the 
categories of need which are provided for. The main 
forms of entitlement are social insurance and social 
assistance, with Child Benefit the only universal benefit 
and Supplementary Welfare Allowance the maID 
discretionary scheme (there are some other minor 
discretionary schemes for school-going children). The 
principal distinction within the welfare system IS 
therefore between contributory benefits and payments 
based on a means test. The principal categories of need 
are illness, unemployment, old age and families . On 
each score, form of entitlement and category of need, 
there have been significant developments in recent 
years. How have these affected the effectiveness of 
welfare provision? 

The main change regarding entitlement to welfare 
provision in recent years was the the introduclton.of 
PRSI for the self-employed. However, certain catego~es 
of the labour force are not fully covered by soctal 
insurance: some public servants, part-time employees 
(generally less than 18 hours per week), intermIttent 
employees and those in family-run businesses (the last 
two situations particularly apply to married women). 
This increases their vulnerability to poverty when faced 
with certain contingencies. 

3.2.1 Entitlement to Unemployment Benefit . 
There are specific difficulties associated WIth 

entitlement to Unemployment Benefit arising from 
changes in the labour market and the condlllons of 
entitlement. The limited duration of Unemployment 
Benefit has assumed critical importance in restricting 

d . ent the welfare coverage afforded the unemploye ID rec 
years. This is in part due to the growth of long-term 
unemployment, as an increasing number of people 
exhaust benefits and come to rely on assistance. ThIs 
trend highlights the fact that social insurance is not 
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structured to cater for long-duration unemployment on 
the scale experienced in the I 980s. The extension of the 
duration of Unemployment Benefit for unemployed 
people in the middle and older age groups is one way in 
which the curtailment of coverage could be redressed. 
There is, in fact, a precedent for extending 
Unemployment Benefit to take account of changes in 
the labour market: in 1976 the standard period was 
increased from 312 to 390 days. Extended duration 
would have a number of beneficial effects: it would 
reduce reliance on means-tested payments and would 
extend entitlement for those who, having exhausted 
benefit, do not move on to assistance because, for 
example, they cannot satisfy a means test. 

People are also having greater difficulty in 
establishing the contribution record necessary to qualify 
for benefit at a time of high unemployment. To meet the 
changing labour market conditions, the required 
contribution conditions could be modified, eg a general 
reduction in the number of contributions necessary to 
qualify or a more selective targeting on those groups in 
the labour force facing the greatest difficulties in 
initially qualifying. An example of the latter, the special 
arrangement whereby school-leavers receive credited 
contributions on entering the labour market, thus 
allowing them to meet the condition of having 39 
contributions in the governing tax year, could be 
extended to cover all new entrants to the labour force or 
people returning to the labour market after period of 
absence for family or other reasons. 

It is also important to note that policy on entitlement 
has also changed, leading to a reduction in coverage. 
For instance, the number of paid contributions necessary 
to qualify for Unemployment Benefit was increased 
from 26 to 39 in 1987. There have been positive 
developments also: under the Third Equality Directive, 
married women received an entitlement to 
Unemployment Assistance and their entitlement to 
Unemployment Benefit was increased to the standard 
390 days. 

3.2.2 Categories of need anomalies 
The second issue relating to coverage is the 

categories of need provided for by the social welfare 
system. While a number of new schemes have been 
introduced, these have been confined almost exclusively 
to means tested provision. One example is the recently 
introduced Lone Parent's Allowance which extends 
social assistance coverage for lone parents regardless of 
sex or cause for being alone. By contrast, the social 
insurance system only allows for widows and deserted 
wives, thereby excluding widowed and deserted male 
parents and separated and unmarried parents of either 
sex. Similarly, the new Carer's Allowance does not have 
a social insurance equivalent, while the unified back-to
school clothing and footwear scheme only operates as a 
discretionary provision under Supplementary Welfare 
Allowance. In addition, many of the measures 
introduced by the Minister for Social Welfare to 
increase the flexibility of the social welfare sy tem for 
the unemployed (especially the long-term unemployed) 
are confmed to assistance payments. It is important to 

It 

consider whether a number of these contingencies could 
be covered by appropriate social insurance provision. 

Many of the recent social welfare initiatives have 
favoured means-tested schemes, reflecting a desire to 
target resources towards those with the percei ved 
greatest need. This argument should not be used to 
discriminate against recipients of insurance payments, 
however. It also goes against the argument of the 
Commission on Social Welfare in favour of a social 
welfare system in which insurance predominates, with 
assistance playing a residual role. A more effective 
welfare system does not necessarily imply greater 
reliance on means testing. Options such as the taxing of 
short-term benefits provide an alternative route. 
Furthermore, means tested schemes are associated with 
significant take-up problems, which are considered in 
the following section on administrative efficiency. 

3.3 LOW LEVELS OF TAKE-UP 
The efficiency of the social welfare system - whether 

the relevant benefits are received by all those for whom 
they are intended - is largely reflected by the rate of 
take-up of entitlement. Universal and social insurance 
benefits have few drawbacks in this regard. They 
guarantee a more efficient take-up of benefit by 
conferring a strong sense of entitlement on recipients 
and by avoiding any requirements which might have a 
stigma attached to them. By contrast, the low take-up 
levels associated with means-tested and discretionary 
schemes, such as Family Income Supplement and 
Supplementary Welfare Allowance, are well 
documented at this stage. There are a number of factors 
which undermine the effiCiency of these methods of 
welfare provision: the information required under means 
tests in order to 'prove' eligibility; the variation 
associated with th~ use of discretion; and the inadequate 
provision of information and advice services. 

Means testing is the mechanism used for determining 
eligibility under social assistance schemes and 
Supplementary Welfare Allowance. It is, as presently 
constituted, a major deterrent to claimants of such 
schemes. This arises from the stigma associated with 
means testing, the criteria taken into account in 
assessing means and the sharp cut-Qff points between 
entitlement and non-entitlement. A simplification and 
reduction in the number of means tests would curtail the 
amount of information required under assistance 
schemes. In addition, qualification under one test should 
ensure entitlement to other schemes, such as medical 
card, back-to-school clothing and footwear scheme, free 
school books and transport, higher education grants, etc 
(referred to as 'passporting' of benefits). Currently, the 
opposite often happens, with entitlement to one benefit 
causing claimants to lose out on another scheme. This 
arose in regard to Family Income Supplement and, 
while no longer included for medical card eligibility, is 
still incorporated as means in local authority rent 
assessments. It is also a problem in other areas; for 
example, receipt of a higher education grant is assessed 
as mean for claimants of Unemployment Assistance 
over the summer months. 

There are further difficulties with the criteria used in 



assessing means. One panicular issue is the use of gross 
earnings, as distinct from earnings after the deduction of 
tax and PRSJ. This gives rise to the system-induced 
problems of poverty and employment traps. The 
Ombudsman highlighted this issue in his 1989 annual 
report in relation to medical card eligibility17. By 
contrast, local authorities, in assessing for differential 
rents, work from a net income. Ideally, low income 
families should be outside of the tax net in the first 
instance. In the short-term, the use of net income would 
be a substantial improvement. There is also a panicular 
problem associated with the assessment procedure for 
smallholder's assistance - how to calculate of the value 
of farm produce at a time of extreme market volatility. 

The panicular problems associated with the use of 
discretion under Supplementary Welfare Allowance is 
the focus of a major Agency research project and will be 
reported upon early next year. 

There has been considerable progress in improving 
social welfare information services. This includes the 
provision of leaflets, media advertising of schemes such 
as the back-to-school clothing and footwear scheme - a 
first for an SWA administered scheme - and free-phone 
information. Other developments such as the 
introduction of 'one-stop-shops' and the creation of a 
new information section within the Department of 
Social Welfare are also to be welcomed. However, there 
remains a need for a more comprehensive and 
independent source of welfare information and advice. 
This is where an expanded network of citizens' advice 
bureaux and other welfare rights' centres is essential. 
The contribution of locally-based advice centres to 
ensuring higher take-up of benefits is greatly hampered, 
however, by the lack of state funding. 

The conclusion is that means testing and discretion 
are far more efficient in excluding those not entitled to a 
payment, than in targeting resources at those actually in 
need of assistance. Efforts have been made to improve 
take-up rates, especially for the Family Income 
Supplement and the new clothing and footwear scheme. 
However, while the system continues to rely, even 
expand, on these approaches to welfare provision, then 
low take-up will remain an inherent defect. They also 
pose a major obstacle in developing a service which 
respects the privacy and dignity of individuals, a subject 
to which we now turn. 

3A EQUITABLE A D DIGNIFIED TREATMENT 
OFCLAIMA TS 

Providers of welfare services should ensure that 
claimants of income support are treated in as dignified 
and equitable a way as po sible. Clearly, the current 
treatment of claimants is far from satisfactory, with 
many examples of poor service and negative attitudes. 
The main issues here are the decision-making and 
appeals process, staff training and the physical 
conditions in local welfare offices, application 
procedures and the time taken in processing claims and, 
finally, the lack of consultation with claimants of 
welfare services. There are also specific issues relating 
to the treatment of unemployed recipients. 
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3.4.1 Decision-making and appeals system 
An integral pan of an equitable welfare system is the 

provision of an independent decision-making and 
appeals process. Currently, the Department of Social 
Welfare operates a dual system: deciding officers for 
adjudication on claims and appeals officers who 
administer the appeals system. There are three methods 
of appeal: a central office for mainline social welfare 
schemes; individual officers within various health 
boards for Supplementary Welfare Allowance; and an 
informal review process for claimants of disabled 
person's and infectious diseases maintenance 
allowances. Appeals are an essential element of social 
welfare provision: there were over 20,000 mainline 
appeals in 1987, with unknown numbers received under 
the other two elements. The Ombudsman also deals with 
social welfare complaints which have exhausted the 
internal appeals process: in 1989,860 (41%) of the 
2,099 complaints handled by the Ombudsman against 
the civil service, local authorities and health boards 
related to the Department of Social Welfare. 18 

The establishment of the new appeals office for 
main line social welfare schemes is a welcome 
development. The new office should improve the 
perception of the appeals process as an independent 
service, reduce delays and be answerable to the general 
public through the publication of an annual report. 
However, there are still significant omissions under the 
new system . First, the appeals procedure for 'free 
schemes', Supplementary Welfare Allowance and 
disabled person/s maintenance allowance are 
unreformed. Secondly, the right to oral hearings in cases 
of dispute is not automatic. This is especially 
problematic with unemployment payments and the 
Smallholder's Assistance. Free legal aid is required to 
ensure adequate representation at such oral hearings. 
Thirdly, the role of an appeals office in proposing 
reforms of the the practices and guidelines of the 
deciding officers within the Department of Social 
Welfare is underdeveloped. 

3-4.2 Staff training and conditions of work 
A well-paid and well-trained staff is a vital ingredient 

in a modem and client-oriented welfare service. The key 
theme in staff development should be that of service to 
the consumer. The use of name tags, courteous 
treatment of claimants, sensitive questioning techniques 
and awareness of people's social circumstances are all 
elements of improved client-staff relations. There 
should also be some procedure whereby claimants who 
feel mistreated by administrators can lodge a complaint. 

A further administrative issue concerns the physical 
condition in employment exchanges and branch offices. 
The distinction between the two is important: exchanges 
are staffed directly by the Dep3lunent of Social Welfare; 
the running of branch offices is contracted out. There 
are around 80 branch offices in the country with some 
70,000 unemployed persons signing on each week. A 
major drawback with branch offices is the absence of 

17 1989 Annual Rrport oflh~ Ombudsman, Dublin: The Stationery OffICC. 
18 lbid 



1 
r 

I 
r 

any Code of Practice as a contractual condition. There 
are no clear standards as to what constitutes acceptable 
premises, no provision for training of staff and no set 
standards on terms of employment or rates of payment 
to staff working in branch offices. The physical standard 
of unemployment exchanges is also a a maller of 
concern, as is the absence of local offices in many 
newly developed areas of the country.19 As a 
consequence of these inadequate conditions social 
welfare claimants receive a poorer service. Hence, the 
Department of Social Welfare's programme of 
improvements to unemployment exchanges should be 
implemented as soon as possible. 

3.4.3 Application forms 
Application forms for social welfare schemes, 

particularly the means-tested ones, are excessively 
complicated. The design and language of the forms are 
especially important where claimants may have low 
literacy levels. Delays in the processing of claims are 
still a feature of the social welfare system. This is a 
source of major inconvience to claimants, especially as 
they may have no alternative income. Consequently, 
many are forced to turn to supplementary welfare for 
substitute payments. The absence of any formal 
application procedure under Supplementary Welfare 
Allowance, meanwhile, poses other difficulties for 
claimants. 

3.4.4 Claimant participation 
At present, the Department has no formal structure 

whereby claimants can be consulted regarding the 
administration of social welfare. This deficiency was 
highlighted both by the Commission on Social Welfare 
and the Programme for National Recovery. The Minister 
for Social Welfare has held informal discussions with a 
number of welfare groups, mainly around the time of 
the Budget. However, a more structured forum is 
essential if the ideal of claimant participation is to be 
taken seriously. Also, such a move would be relevant in 
the context of recent suggestions on the participation of 
'the poor' in a new programme for social and economic 

Aa .dequllte ud ~ 
3.1 "'ymeDls sbould be 

as set down by tbe Commission on Social 
Welfare. This would mean raising the lowest 
personal payments to a minimum of £60 per 
week, with apprOpl i4IC increnes for adult and 
child dependaillS. 

3.2 PaYillCnb should be consistent across Ibe various 
types and categories of The assist-
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development and the proposed charter for voluntary 
action. There are two essential elements for meaningful 
participation: due recognition of the role of the forum 
from the Department of Social Welfare; assistance for 
representatives of claimants to consult with their 
membership, where necessary through the provision of 
financial assistance for meetings, office staff, etc. 

3.4.5 Signing-on arrangements 
The frequency of attendance for signing-on, methods 

of payment and the use of Garda stations for signing-on 
purposes all pose specific difficulties for the equitable 
treatment of unemployment recipients. Unemployed 
persons must legally sign for each day of 
unemployment. Standard practice now requires that a 
recipient allends weekly at a local unemployment 
exchange, unemployment office or at the local Garda 
station, with more frequent signing-on only invoked as a 
disciplinary measure. There are strong arguments why 
less frequent signing should be implemented - the 
practice is time-consuming and also inefficient as a 
fraud control measure. (In this context, alternative fraud 
control measures should be found.) The piloting of 
fortnightly signing-on at some exchanges should be 
extended to all unemployed recipients as soon as 
possible, beginning with Garda stations where payments 
are already made by postal cheque. Such a move would 
also go some way to reducing the reliance on Garda 

• stations. 
Meanwhile, payment continues to be by cash for 

other unemployed recipients. In order for the change to 
less frequent signing on to be feasible, new 
arrangements for the weekly payment of claimants will 
have to be implemented. That the Department is already 
considering a move to alternative methods of payment, 
including experimenting with some type of cash card 
system, should speed up this process. 

19 Many of these points are also highlighted in the Craig Gardner review of 
payment systems: Department of Social Welfare. Summary of 'he Rt'poru 
of R('\,;nt' of Paymtnl SYSftnu. Dublin: DSW, 1988. 

3.3 Insurance scbemes should remain the key 
elc:liw:nt of Ibe social welfare system. with social 
... ist'nee playing a resid"'! role in catering for 
tbose oulside the main framework. of entitlement. 
Measures to ensure the comprehensiveness of 
insurance coverage for the entire population 
sbould be implc:lIlCnted. 

3.4 There is a need for immediate and feasible 
refOilil5 in unemployment entitlcilk!11I in order 10 
shift the baIanc:e in favour of payments. 
The cootribution conditions for n:ceipl of Benefit 
pre-I987 should be restored. ie 26 paid contri
""'ions and 26 paid or cowited contributions in 
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.... Income Support for Women and Children 

A. CHILD INCOME SUPPORT 
The Agency's recent report on child poverty 

documents the worsening position of children in Irish 
sociely and their correspondingly higher risk of poverly, 
both as compared to the 1970s and in relation to 
adults.2o This suggests the need for a more com
prehensive system of income support for children, as 
part of the wider strategy of public provision for 
children. Three aspects of child income support require 
particular anention: proviSion of an adequate payment 
for children of social welfare recipients; an increased 
contribution towards the costs of childrearing for all 
families; and additional support for families in special 
circumstances, such as low paid employment, lone 
parenthood or with three of more children. Government 
action on these th,ee issues would form the basis for a 
comprehensive assault on child poverty, as well as 
improving the relative position of families in society. 
This section does not, however, address the income 
needs of 16 and 17 year old children. These will be the 
focus of further research by the Agency in the coming 
year. 

4.1 THE ROLE OF INCOME SUPPORT IN 
PUBLIC PROVISION FOR CHILDREN 

The state provides a variety of services which look 
after the well-being of children. These include 
education, health, housing and care for children-at-risk. 
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The most critical element in this multi-faceted approach 
to the welfare of children is the various child income 
support measures provided through the social welfare 
and, to a lesser extent, the taxation system. These 
measures have clearly failed to prevent the substantial 
deterioration in the relative position of families since the 
early 1970s and the high risk of poverly now faced by 
children. This weakness compromises, in turn, the 
effectiveness of the other state services for children. 
Evidence from many different sources shows that 
children from a poor baCkground do less well 
educationally, are more likely to suffer ill-health, are 
vulnerable to homelessness and delinquent behaviour 
and have fewer opportunities to do well in life.21 Child 
poverly is therefore the formative context for a cycle of 
deprivation and under-achievement which undermines 
many families in a most insidious way. 

This lack of attention to the financial impact of 
Government fiscal policies on the well-being of children 
and their families is evident in the recent work of 
Rottman and Reidy for the NESC. Their study pinpoints 
the role of taxation and public expenditure chang."s 
since the 1970s in the deteriorating relative finanCIal 
status of families. In particular, the report notes: 

20 8 Nolan and 8 Farrell. Child Poverty in Ireland. Dublin: Combat 
PovenyAgency, 1990. 

21 J. Murphy Lawless. A Worting Bibliography on Data Related 10 Child 
PO\'trty inlnlond, Unpublished report for the Combat Poveny Ageocy. 



"the absence of a sustained effort to target the 
consequences of policies to the benefit of households 
in which families were being raised. That failure is 
evident in the distribution of the tax burden and the 
allocation of both cash transfers and subsidies in the 
form of services. ' '22 
Obviously, families are benefiting from the 

substantial investment in education provision for 
children. However, this benefit is insufficient to rectify 
the consequences of taxation and other public 
expenditure deci sions which worsen their position 
relative to other households. 

Generally, there is a need for greater monitoring of 
the impact of Government policy on the family.23 Many 
European countries, for example, have a family affairs 
unit which requires all Government departments to state 
how their services and revenue-generating policies 
impact on the well-being of families. The starting point, 
therefore, in any review of child income support policy 
is the urgent need to reconsider the role of direct 
(expenditure) and indirect (taxation) child income 
supports in the overall framework of state intervention 
on behalf of children. In particular, measures which 
support families and which tackle child poverty must 
assume centre-stage in discussions on social pOlicy. 
Such measures would allow other s tate services to 
provide beller opportunities for children , thereby 
contributing to greater social equity. 

4.2 PROVISION OF AN ADEQUATE PAYMENT 
FOR CHILDREN OF WELFARE RECIPIENTS 

A key finding of the child poverty report is the 
association between dependence on social welfare and 
child poverty. Seventy percent of all families below the 
50% poverty line had a household head in receipt of a 
welfare payment and welfare-dependent families faced 
the highest risks of poverty. An even stronger link 
between child poverty and unemployment becomes 
apparent when the distribution of poor children is 
examined: 40% were concentrated in households where 
the head was dependent on Unemployment Assistance, 
with a further II % in households where Unemployment 
Benefit was the main income source.24 

That there is such a strong connection between 
dependency on welfare and child poverty is not 
unexpected. No criteria have ever been laid down to 
calculate what an adequate social welfare child 
dependant payment should be, even though there are 
over 400,000 child dependants of social welfare 
recipients. (The same point can be made in connection 
with the child dependant allowances paid to Social 
Employment Scheme workers.) The current rates of £ II 
to £15 have been arrived at through an ad·hoc process 
of annual percentage increases across a range of rates, 
sometimes in line with inflation, othertimes either above 
or below. While the number of rates has been 
rational ised from 36 to 6 in recent years and the lowest 
payments significantly improved, there is no guarantee 
that Current provision is adequate for the costs of rearing 
children. That there is stiIJ a difference of £4 between 
the lowest and the highest child dependant rates 
suggests that many children are being raised on at least 
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a third less than the minimum required. 
The adequacy of payments for child dependants 

cannot be seen in isolation from those for other family 
members. Considerable improvement has been made in 
the personal rate for recipients on the lowest payments 
(from £36.60 in 1988 to £52 in 1990 for the long-term 
unemployed). However, the increases for children (and 
adult dependants) have been significantly lower. The 
consequent decline in the ratio of the combined child 
dependant allowances + Child Benefit vis-a-vis the 
personal rate from 34% to 28% has resulted in a relative 
worsening of the position of families on welfare. In this 
context, the nutritional needs of children whose parents 
are on welfare are only provided by 'considerable 
sacrifice on the part of parents .. . this means severe 
hardship, particularly for the mother who usually goes 
without herself' .25 

The provi s ion of an adequate payment for such 
children is clearly the essential first step in tackling 
child poverty. The task of devising an adequate payment 
structure requires clear official guidelines as to what 
may be considered the minimum needs of a child. Lee 
and Gibney 's work on the nutritional needs of children 
is a useful starting point for costing the minimum 
requirement s of rearing a child dependant. They 
estimate a minimum of between £ 12.38 and £ 16.59 per 
week (in 1990 values) is required to feed a child aged II 
to 18 years, as compared to the current basic combined 
child dependant allowance and Child Benefit payments 
of £ 14.60 (the maximum payment is £20.30).26 Clearly, 
nutrition is only the first criteria that must be taken into 
account. Other need s should include general 
childrearing expenses; school - related costs; and 
particular s tages in a child 's development when 
additional support is required, such as providing for a 
newborn child and maintaining young people aged 16 or 
over in school. 

The welfare group that suffers most from the failure 
to devise an adequate payment are the families of the 
unemployed. They receive the lowest child dependant 
payments of all welfare recipients, though without any 
clear statement as to why this should be the case. In 
some instances, their already low payments are reduced 
further for the third and other child dependants. These 
practices have been reformed signi ficantly with the 
rationali sation of the payment s s truc ture and the 
increase in the minimum child dependant allowance. 
Nevertheless, those out of work s till get the lowest 
payments (£11 as compared to a maximum of £15). If 
payment rates were based on the premise of paying the 
full costs of children , such disc repancies would no 
longer exist, especially in the absence of any evidence 

22 0 ROllmln and M Reidy. RtdiSfribution Through Staff! Sodal 
Exptndilurt in ,ht Rtpuhlic of I rdand: J97j·/91JO. Dublin: NESC. 
1988. Report Number 8.5. 

2J F Kenncdy. FamJ/,. Ec()ft()Ml aNJ Gm'trnnKII' in Irdoltd. Dublin: ESRI. 
1989. GeneraJ Research RC-po.l Sc.ies Paper 143. 

24 8 Nolan and 8 Famll. op ell , 

2S PLce and M Gibney. Pattnm of Food and Nutr;tnt Infau in 0 Suburb 
DJ Dub/'" ",j,1t Chronically Hi,1t UntmpJoymtnt. DUblin: Combat 
Poverty Alcncy. 1989. 

26 ''''d. 



that the basic needs of children vary with the welfare 
status of their parents and the size of their family. 

A second weakness of the present payment structure 
is the absence of an age-related differentiation. This 
failure to adjust payments by age is difficult to justify in 
the face of the extra demands of adolescence 
(nutritional, clothing, educational, etc). What the size of 
this differentiation might be and the age at which it 
should be introduced requires further research, but 12 
years (ie the start of secondary school) would seem to 
be an obvious cut-off point. The introduction of such a 
variation might be open to the criticism of complicating 
the payments structure, especially in the light of the 
recent rationalisation in rates. The change would be 
merited though on the grounds of targeting additional 
income to families with greater needs. Besides, a two
tier payment rate would still be an advance on the 
current 6 rates of payment. 

There remain the costs associated with maintaining 
16 year olds and older children in school. The extension 
of the age cut-off for school-going child dependants of 
long-term welfare recipients to 20 years is a welcome 
move. This should be set at the standard age of 21 years 
and be extended to all social welfare recipients, whether 
long- or short-term. However, this move still does not 
address the need for a specific maintenance payment to 
meet the significantly higher cost of staying on in school 
after the compulsory school attendance age. Another 
welcome development is the introduction of the back-to
school clothing and footwear scheme. Unfortunately, the 
payments under this scheme - £25 for primary school 
children and £40 for secondary school children - are not 
adequate to meet the costs incurred. There may also be 
take-up problems as it is administered as a discretionary 
scheme under Supplementary Welfare Allowance 
(SWA), while children aged 18 or over are excluded. 
The various other discretionary schemes (school meals, 
school books, exemptions from transport and exam fees) 
remain .unreformed and of limited value. The take-up of 
these dJVe.rse benefits would be improved if they were 
IOcreased and IOcorporated into an unified back-to
school payment for all children of welfare recipients. 

ChIld-birth (and the preceding pregnancy) is another 
stage when additional costs are imposed on families. 
The only provision for these costs is under SWA as an 
~xceptional need payment. A maternity gram payable to 
Insured mothers did eltist, but was discontinued over 10 
years ago. Th~ re-introduction of such a payment, on a 
~OIversal baSIS, along with additional help for low 
IOCome mothers with the nutritional demands of 
pregnancy, would bring our provision in line with that 
of other European countries. 

4.3 HARI G THE COSTS OF CHILDREARING 
WITH FAMILIES 

Children are a substantial drain on the financial 
n: oun;es of families and place such households at a 
SIgnIficant disadvantage compared to non-child 
hou~~holds . In r~cent years, the relative position of 
~arruhes has detenorated substantially. One consequence 
IS that households with children are mOre likely to be in 
poverty than non-child households: families account for 

t6 

58% of households below the 50% line and 51 % below 
the 60% line, though only representing 45 % of the total 
sample. lndeed, the percentage of households without 
children falling below the poverty lines actually 
decreased in this period while that of households with 
children grew substantially. (For example, at the 50% 
line, the percentage of non-child households decreased 
from 23 % to 13% between 1973 and 1987, while 
households with children increased from 12% to 23%.) 
Children have also a comparatively high risk of poverty, 
being between 1.4 and 1.5 times as likely to fall below 
the various poverty thresholds as adults.27 

The state has long acknowledged the need to share 
with families the costs of childrearing, both as an 
investment in the future of society and as a means of 
equalising the peaks and troughs in a family's life cycle. 
The most important income support measure for 
families in general is universal Child Benefit which is 
received by 1,122,702 children (this replaced the 
previously separate children'S allowances and child tax 
reliefs), with a very minor role played by child tax 
reliefs under the residential property tax. 

The treatment of households with children under the 
tax and welfare systems has deteriorated in recent times. 
Kennedy has detailed how, at all levels of income, the 
ratio of disposable to direct income for families has 
declined. The main element in this decline was the 
higher tax burden carried by families, partly caused by 
the abolition of child tax allowances28. A similar 
outcome is evident in the shift in the tax burden away 
from married couples following the introduction of 
independent taxation in the early 1980s which was more 
favourable to childless couples than to families and, 
within families, benefited more those on higher income 
levels. More recently, the failure to target reductions in 
income tax and VAT towards families - despite the fact 
that Child Benefit incorporates an tax allowance 
element - and the effective devaluation of Child Benefit 
has further disadvantaged families. 

The gradual dilution of the state's share of the costs 
of childrearing reflects a fundamental questioning of the 
need to help beller-off families. The argument that ChIld 
Benefit is an extremely costly benefit and that 
substantial savings could be made if withdrawn from 
well-off families has been made repeatedly over the last 
three decades the most recent examples being in the 
national plan.' Building on Reality 1984-87, and in the 
1989 Budget Speech. In the latter, the Minister for 
Finance advanced the argument that greater targeung of 
resources is required so that 

"those higher-income families who, by reasonable 
standards, do not need a state subsidy towards the 
cost of rearing children do not receive Child 
Benefit."29 . 
However, the proposals that the sharing prinCIple 

should be confined to poor families have attracted little . n 
popular support and the most recent suggestIOn 0

0 limiting Child Benefit was dropped from the 199 

27 Ibid. 

28 FKennedy.opcit.pI45. 

29 Minisler for Finance, Bud8~t Spuch. 1989. 



Budget (indeed, Child Benefit was actually increased by 
5%). 

Such proposals would strike at the very roots of Child 
Benefit as a means of ensuring horizontal equity 
between families and other households, irrespective of 
income levels. Furthermore, no concrete suggestions 
have ever been put forward on how the savings from a 
selective Child Benefit could be used to give a higher 
payment to less-well off families. The viewpoint that 
Child Benefit is a wasteful income support measure, 
especially at a time of public expenditure constraints, is 
not borne out by recent findings. Only approximately a 
third of Child Benefit expenditure goes to the top 50% 
of tax units.3o Indeed, alternative measures, such as 
increasing the payment for larger families (who are also 
the poorer families) would re-inforce Child Benefit as a 
progressive item of expenditure. It also seems 
inconsistent to criticise Child Benefit on the grounds of 
its maldistributional effects while other equally 
expensive measures, such as mortgage interest relief, go 
overwhelmingly to better off households. 

There are numerous practical difficulties associated 
with the strategies being advocated for making Child 
Benefit more selective, whether by means testing or by 
taxing it. Means testing has severe disadvantages, as 
demonstrated in existing social assistance schemes. 
First, as a mechanism whose avowed aim is targeting of 
resources, it regularly fails to deliver benefit to all those 
eligible. An example of this failure, the Family Income 
Supplement - the means tested support for low paid 
families, suggests that similar targeting of Child Benefit 
would be most inefficient. Secondly, an inevitable 
consequence of means testing is the creation of poverty 
traps. These already exist for other child income 
supports, so selective Child Benefit would only add to 
the problem. In addition, the role of Child Benefit in 
avoiding a 'disincentive to work' for families on 
welfare, especially large families, would be undermined. 
Thirdly, where would the income line be drawn between 
those entitled to Child Benefit and those excluded? If at 
a relatively high figure, then the savings would be 
minimal for the administrative expense involved . A 
lower figure would be politically more difficult and lead 
to many families being disenfranchised from this 
Imponant benefit. 

Taxing Child Benefit would pose other difficulties. 
First, it would worsen the relative position of taxpaying 
families vis-a-vis taxpaying non-child households. 
Indeed, the whole exercise would seriously undermine 
One element of Child Benefit - its role as a child tax 
allowance. Secondly, taxing Child Benefit would greatly 
re - inforce the calls for re-introducing child tax 
allowances, as were provided in the 1990 Budget for 
payers of residential property tax. This strategy would 
have far more inequitable and unselective consequences 
than developing Child Benefit. Thirdly, taxing Child 
Benefit would be likely to increase the burden on PAYE 
families relative to the self-employed, given the 
weaknesses in our current tax collection procedures. 
This caveat was entered by the Commission on Social 
Welfare. The Commission on Taxation also favoured a 
non-taxed Child Benefit. 
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4.4 SUPPORT FOR FAMILIES WITH SPECIAL 
NEEDS 

There are certain familie s who , though not 
exclusively reliant on social welfare payments, often 
find their income inadequate relative to the needs of 
their children. These include low waged families, lone 
parents and those with three or more children. Such 
families encounter extra difficulties in supporting their 
children either because of higher expenditure or reduced 
income. The circumstances of each deserves special 
attention in terms of child income support. 

4.4.1 Low paid families 
Low incomes have serious implications where a 

family, especially a larger family, has to be supported. 
The child poverty study found almost one-third of poor 
households with children were headed by either an 
employee or a farmer. 31 Child poverty in working 
families results from a combination of low pay/ farm 
incomes and high marginal tax rates and of additional 
costs for larger families . Special measures have been 
provided in recognition of these factors: Family Income 
Supplement, a means-tested cash payment, is worth on 
average £28.53 a week to 6,274 families with 23,539 
children (September 1990); and child additions to the 
tax exemption thresholds provide a tax-based relief, 
with an average value of £6 per week for an estimated 
151,000 families in 1990. 

The impact of these child income supports on the 
financial position of low paid familie s is limited, 
however. Families in receipt of FIS still had the highest 
risk of poverty of all welfare-dependent groups at the 
60% line - almost all (93%) were likely to be poor, as 
compared to 35% of households with children generally. 
More imponantly, the majority of low income families 
do not avail of the scheme, while others are excluded by 
the restrictive means test. Callan et at estimate the scale 
of non-take up of FIS as between 78% and 87%, with 
between 60% and 86% of the aggregate benefit going 
unclaimed. 32 Despite attempts to improve take- up 
through various reforms, information campaigns and the 
exclus ion of FIS when c alculating medi c al card 
entitlement, the numbers claiming FIS have onl y 
increased marginally: from 4,947 in 1986 to 6, 117 in 
1990, still far below the estimated number of familie 
entitled to the benefit - 20,500. Meanwhile, recent 
improvements in the rate of payment and the income 
eligibility limits will have improved the value of FIS, 
but only at the cost of increasing the poverty trap. 

The operation of a poverty trap for FIS recipients is 
determined by two factors: the marginal tax rate and the 
rate at which benefi ts are withdrawn . Curre ntly, the 
marginal income tax rate i 53%, while FIS payment 
are withdrawn at a rate of 60p in the £1 before tax. 
Other benefits, such as medical card, can also be lost. 
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This can lead to an combined effective marginal tax rate 
of over 100%. For low income farmers there are other 
complications. They are not eligible for FlS as they are 
considered self-employed, while the Smallholder's 
Assistance has strict eligibility requirements and, as a 
means-tested payment, is reduced on a £ I to £ I gross 
basis. 

Ultimately, the impact of FIS and of the child 
additions will continue to be limited as long as means
tested schemes are used to target income support 
towards low paid working families. 

4.4.2 Lone parent families 
Lone parents face a very high risk of poverty, 

especially when on a welfare payment (rising to 70% at 
the 60% poverty line). These families only account for 
less than 10% of poor households with children, 
however, due to the low incidence of lone parent 
households among the population in general. l3 The high 
risk of poverty remains a cause of concern for three 
reasons . First. due to its transitional nature, lone 
parenthood is likely to affect a wider proportion of the 
population that the figures suggest. Secondly, lone 
parent families are increasing due to the higher 
proportion of births to unmarried mothers (from S% in 
1980 to 13% in 1989) and the increase in marital 
sepa ration (eg, the 30% growth in the number of 
maintenance order applications during the '80s). 
Thirdly, the number of recipients of the various lone 
parent schemes has expanded considerably in the '80s: a 
214% increase in Unmarried Mother's Allowance and a 
IS3% growth in Deserted Wife's Benefit/Assistance. 

Lone parents receive income support via social 
welfare and taxation. The 40,978 lone parents (with 
67,001 child dependants) on welfare get allowances of 
between £13.50 and £IS per week for their children, up 
to a third higher than the standard rate. In addition, lone 
parent welfare recipients who work get special 
concessions in terms of the means test (the first £12 is 
discounted, with £6 for each additional child and up to 
£25 for childminding expenses). There is also a single 
parent's tax allowance of £2,OSO, worth the equivalent 
of £ 12 to £21 per week depending on the income tax 
rate. This was introduced in 1979 in recognition of the 
specia l circumstances faced by lone parents and is 
received by approximately 8,000 lone parents. There is 
no special provision for lone parents under the tax 
exemption thresholds, however. 

The current provision for lone parents is somewhat 
haphazard. It effectively excludes lone parents who are 
not on welfare but whose income from work or from 
maintenance awards is very low. The amount of benefit 
varies considerably also, a between child-related 
welfare payments and family-linked tax measures. Lone 
parents on in uranee payments do best: they receive the 
highest child dependant rate, they are allowed to work 
and can qualify for the single person' ta" relief. B; 
contra t, lone parents on means tested schemes 
encounter a poverty trap if they seek work. This 
includes the po ibility of losing entitlement to a 
medical card and differential local authority rent. 

The more general criticism is the absence of any 

attempt to set out criteria by which the special needs of 
lone parenthood can be evaluated. Issues such as the 
replacement of earned income, the costs of a one parent 
home, opportunity costs and childcare costs all need 
careful consideration. Until this is addressed, the 
provision of income support to meet the additional costs 
of childrearing in lone parent families will remain 
inadequate and inequitable. 

4,4.3 Larger families 
A third category of family requiring extra support is 

larger families, those with three or more children. The 
financial difficulties encountered by larger families are 
demonstrated by their higher risks of poverty, they being 
up to twice as vulnerable as one or two child families to 
poverty. In overall terms, larger households with 
children account for approximately a fifth of all poor 
households and, more importantly, include over half of 
all poor children (SO% line).34 This picture probably 
underestimates the disadvantages faced by larger 
families as such families also have a higher proportion 
of older children. The work of Conniffe and Keogh 
shows how the age and number of children influence 
their financial status - the older and larger the family, 
the worse-off they are likely to be relative to other child 
and non-child households.35 Nationally, the most recent 
population figures show that the 42% of households 
with children which had three or more children 
contained 6S% of all children (1981). However, the 
trend is for the number of larger families to decline; for 
example, the percentage of households with five or 
more children fell by half, to 8%, between 1971 and 
1981. 

The provision of additional child income support for 
larger families is not consistent. Child benefit includes a 
supplement for children in larger families, defined as the 
fifth and additional child. This is currently valued at 
£22.90 per month, as compared to the standard payment 
of £IS.80, ie an additional 4S%. In 1989, the 33,437 
families who received this supplement represented less 
than 7% of all families in receipt of Child Benefit. By 
contrast, there are no additional payments to welfare 
recipients with larger families. In fact, child dependant 
allowances actually decrease by between 40p and £1.80 
per week for families on unemployment and invalidity 
payments with three or more children . Thus, a f~IlIlIY 
with five children dependent on an invalidity pensIOn of 
£ 19.50 per month lose because of the reduced child 
dependant allowance rate, while receiving a higher 
Child Benefit of £7.10 per month. Overall, they are over 
£ 12 worse. The disparity is less for child dependants of 
recipients of unemployment payments, but more for old 
age and retirement pensioners. 

The evidence would suggest that the payment of 
lower child dependant rates for welfare recipients may 
be crucial in increasing the vulnerability of I .arg~r 
families to poverty. For example, 60% of families In 
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receipt of the large family supplement under children's 
allowances in 1985 were in receipt of a social welfare 
payment. 36 Hence, it is the anomalous treatment of 
cenain welfare-dependent larger families which requires 
most attention. In this case, there is little point in 
penalising unemployed and other welfare recipients 
with more than two children on the one hand and 
rewarding larger families in general on the other, 
especially when the laller is not enough to compensate 
for lower child dependant allowances. The most obvious 
means of rectify this situation is to pay an adequate 
payment for the children of all welfare-dependent 
families. The appropriate method for doing this, bearing 
in mind the need to avoid the creation of poveny traps, 
is by extending the Child Benefit supplement to the 
third and additional child and by standardising child 
dependant allowances for all families on welfare. 

Other families, such as those with a disabled child 
and those with young children face additional costs. The 
Agency plans funher research on the needs of disabled 
children . Meanwhile, evidence from other countries 
suggest that young families are much more likely to rely 
on one earner when they have dependent children. This 
arises from the withdrawal of mothers from the labour 
force in order to care for their young children. This can 
be a significant indirect cost of rearing children and 
signals the importance of childcare provision as an 
imponant family/child income suppon measure. 

4.5 CHILD INCOME SUPPORT STRATEGY 
It remains to consider the specific policy instruments 

for child income support. The main issue here is 
whether child income support should be confined to 
specific poverty - related contingencies, such as 
unemployment, lone parenthood and low pay, with some 
limited relief for taxpaying families, or be extended to 
suppon children in all families. Each instrument has its 
Own advantages in terms of coverage and costs and our 
current system is a mixture of universal, selective and 
discretionary benefits. 

In recent years, the trend in income suppon has been 
to concentrate child income suppon improvements on 
means tested social welfare/income tax schemes. This is 
evident in the rationalisation of child dependant 
allowances, the new measures directed towards the low 
paid (FIS and child tax additions), the extent ion of the 
large family supplement in Child Benefit to the fifth 
child and the provision of the back-to-school clothing 
and footwear scheme under Supplementary Welfare 
Allowance. This followed a period in the early 80s 
When the emphasis was on a more universalist approach 
- the introduction of Child Benefit (which replaced child 
tax allowances), its extension to the first child and the 
substantial increases in payment levels. But the overall 
pattern is not consistent: in the 1990 Budget, the 
Government gave a 5% increase in Child Benefit (the 
first since 1986), along with re-introducing child tax 
allowances under residential propeny tax - a measure 
confined to families with an income in excess of 
£27,000 per year. 

The general trend towards selectivity reflects the 
desire to target resources towards the alleviation of child 
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poveny, ie venical equity, and away from the objective 
of supponing children in general, ie horizontal equity. 
This, however, has given rise to numerous difficulties in 
terms of take-up rates, the creation of unemployment 
and poverty traps and administrative difficulties. At 
another level, income support confined to specific 
contingencies such as unemployment or lone 
parenthood is not an adequate response to child poveny. 
Rather, a longer-term and more wide-ranging strategy is 
required which takes account of the fact that all 
households in the family stage of the life-cycle 
experience a significant drop in living standards, 
resulting in an increased risk of poveny. This throws the 
focus back on Child Benefit and on its use in both 
tackling child poverty and sharing the costs of 
childrearing. 

In contrast to other. more selective and discretionary, 
strategies, Child Benefit has many distinct advantages 
as a child income suppon measure: 

- there are no problems regarding take-up of 
entitlement (it is easy to prove entitlement, there is no 
stigma attached to receipt of benefit, payments are easy 
to administer) 

- poverty and unemployment traps are avoided 
(those on welfare and in work receive payment, there 
are no means tests, marginal tax rates are not affected) 

- it is more likely to be used for child-related 
expenditure (it is a distinct cash payment, it is separate 
from other welfare benefits, it is not lost as pan of 
wages) 

- it makes mothers more independent (it is the only 
welfare payment made specifically to mothers, it 
guarantees them a regular income, it avoids assumptions 
about the distribution of income within families) 

- it promotes horizontal equity without the 
disadvantages of child tax allowances (it compensates 
taXpaying families as compared to other taXpaying non
child households, there is no bias towards the higher 
paid families) 

Child benefit can usefully be directed towards the 
three goals outlined previously: providing an adequate 
payment for child dependants of welfare recipients; 
sharing the costs of childrearing with all families; and 
supponing families with special needs, such as the low 
paid, lone parent and larger families. 

The biggest objection to Child Benefit i its cost. 
This becomes less significant if the expenditure on 
Child Benefit is treated as tax revenue foregone, as was 
originally intended. In that context, Child Benefit is a 
more targeted form of income upport than tax 
allowances for items such as mongage interest, life 
assurance, health insurance and educational 
endowments, or more general tax reductions. These fail 
both to differentiate between taxpayers with children 
and those without and to give any help towards the 
housing cost of low income families. 

A number of options pre ent themselve for 
redistributing taX relief in order to improve the position 
of families with children through a higher Child Benefit 
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payment. First, all discretionary tax reliefs (eg mortgage 
interest relief, etc) could be either be eliminated 
altogether or made payable at the standard rate of tax. 
Secondly, the transfer of personal allowances between 
husband and wife could be limited or the doubling of 
tax bands eliminated. Thirdly, further proposed changes 
in the income tax system, such as the introduction of a 
25% standard rate and a top rate of 48% could be halted 

~ to a.dIe poverty 
4.1 1be Government should make child poverty a 

priolity for social cxpc DtIilUre. In particular, they 

4.2 

4.3 

4.4 

4.5 

how social scrvices can best be 
targeted towltds poor families. Furthermore, 
greater attention should be devoted to 
considering the impact of various government 
fiscal measures on the relative position of 
f."jlia. This would include taxation, along with 
direct (welfare) and indirect (social services) 

1be propose's relate 10 income support 
for children. Tbe Agency is committed to 
consulting with a range of organisations to 
develop a more comprebensive package of 
measures to address child poverty across 
cdncatiun. hollsing and childcare scrvices. 

chldi w of wetr.re i b-ipieDts 
An adequate and combined cbild dependant 
pay ... .:"t of £16 for a child aged 0 - II years and 
£20 for a child aged 12 years or more should be 
introduced. 1be share paid by Cbild Benefit 
should be incre'S~ until it ,eJINscnts 50% of the 
higher rate. In addition. a study to calculate the 
minimmn costs of children should be undc lIaken 
in .. ·k ,. 10 devise more accw ate figures. 
Child ct:epeoow allowances should be paid under 
all SOCIal welfare schemes. including the part_ 

job ince"live 1be ... Merd age CUI-
off of 18 yean should be 10 21 
where a c:bild dependant remains in 
education. 
T.he ~ariou school-related and largely 
discletJOnary pay""nt for child dcpeDtlants of 
weH.e luipku1s slkMdd be into • 
in.~e back-to-school payment and a proper 

co t,ng of tbeir clothing. footwear and 
choolbook needs undertaken. The unified 

hould JM: paid automatic:ally to all 
011 ID two . in August 

A ieJX>i t 011 the fnsibility and 
the ICh:KlI dAl,I, ,elhlSuv to all 

shoold be . ioned. 
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and the savings redirected towards Child Benefit. Under 
any of these options, the amount raised would be 
sufficient to allow the payment of a substantially 
increased Child Benefit. This would provide additional 
savings both in terms of direct expenditure on child 
dependant allowances, Family Income Supplement, etc, 
and in the administration costs associated with means 
tested and tax based schemes. 

receive a maternity allowance for 16 weeks 
around the birth of a child. 

SharIng the c:oslS of children 
4.6 Child benefit should be retained as a universal 

payment for all children and, ideally, it should 
not be taxed or otherwise made selective. 

4.7 Child benefit should be increased to tbe 
equivalent of 50% of the recommended rninitllllm 
payment for a 12 year old plus child dependant of 
a social welfare recipient. ie £ 10. 

4.8 Child benefit should be payable fortnightly. The 
standard age cut-off should be increased to 18 
years. 

4.9 A universal maternity grant of £100 should be 
provided. 

4.10 Employers and the state should improve the 
working conditions of parents. These should 
include improved maternity/paternity leave. 
maternity benefit for all insured workers and 
adequate childcare provision. 

4.11 All child and family tax reliefs should be ended. 

Families with needs 
4.12 Measures which tackle the low incomes of 

employees and farmers at their root causes ~ 
essential. For those rearing families. c:hJld 
additions to the inc:ome tax threshold should be 
expanded considerably. Family income 
supplement should be gradually replaced "r an 
increased Cbild Benefit payment. as OU~tDed 
below. (In tbe interim. FIS should be paId to 
mothers and be calculated on net wlliCS·) 

4.13 1be range of child incIJO" sUI~ts for 
lone parents should be coo.bino:<! into a .,w.wal 
lone parent family benefit. so as to gJve equal 
treatment regardless of se~.: 
employment f'wding the . 
higher costs for lone parents of raising cl"kh .. n, 
this should be set at the equivalent of an 
nrJditional (inclea'ed) Qild Rea.fit 

4.14 As a first the IaIJe family . 
Child should be pal for IliOd . 
With the payment of an adequate c:ombiJle.d 
pa)'''Knt for cbjL"en of - .. 

anbcFl-i 



B. INCOME SUPPORT FOR WOMEN 
This section examines the provision of income 

support for women in three situations: marital 
separation; adult dependency on social welfare 
recipients, including 'split payments'; and carers of 
elderly or ill relatives. People in each of these situations 
have two important features: they are in a position of 
extreme financial dependency; they are predominantly 
women. This section details the financial circumstances 
faced by women in these situations and outlines the 
implications for reform of current income maintenance 
provision. The other avenue whereby women can 
improve their position, through access to paid 
employment, has already been addressed in the earlier 
section on unemployment and the labour market. 

4.6 SEPARATED SPOUSES 
There are no comprehensive figures on the number of 

separated spouses, either with or without children, in 
Ireland. The 1986 Census records 37,000 separated 
spouses, though this may be an underestimate. There is 
evidence of continuing growth in the number of 
separated spouses in recent years, due primarily to 
marital breakdown. For example, applications for 
maintenance orders in the district courts increased by 
30% between 1980 and 1989, from 1,842 to 2,400 (there 
is usually a further 200 - 300 in the circuit courts); the 
number of recipients of deserted wives payments 
increased by 153% during the 1980s, giving a total of 
14,671 in 1989; couples in receipt of 'split payments' 
now number 5,000. Separation is also caused by the 
imprisonment of husbands: for instance, a 50% increase 
in the number receiving the Prisoner's Wife Allowance 
in the 80s, but this figure is still relatively insignificant 
at 225. 

Separated spouses, if without an independent income 
source (eg employment), have two income support 
options: maintenance payments from the other partner 
and/or a social welfare payment Maintenance payments 
are payable to spouses, both with and without dependent 
children, under the 1976 Family Law Act. The most 
recent figures for maintenance orders refer to 1989 
When a third of the approximately 2,700 applications 
were granted. According to Agency-commissioned 
research, wives are overwhelmingly the applicants in 
maintenance order applications (99.5%),37 Meanwhile, 
the amount awarded in successful applications is 
generally very small: three-fifths of maintenance awards 
for the support of the spouse and almost half of those for 
dependent children are for less than the prevailing 
Supplementary Welfare Allowance rate. Compounding 
the pattern of low awards is the high rate of default on 
maintenance orders: only 13% of orders are fully paid 
up, while half are more than 6 months in arrears. The 
~erdict on the effectiveness of the private system of 
income support for separated spouses is pretty 
co~clusive: 'a large majority of wives granted 
maintenance orders cannot be assured of either an 
adequate or a secure income'.la 

Why are maintenance awards SO low and the default 
rate so high? Unfortunately, given the lack of 
mformation as to the financial situation of respondent 
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husbands, it is impossible to say. One possible 
explanation is the low income of many husbands. who 
are unable to afford high maintenance and who find 
payment even of existing awards difficult to meet. 
Alternatively, the fault may lie in the administration of 
the private maintenance system. This argument has some 
merit given the haphazard and unsatisfactory nature of 
the present system for setting maintenance awards and 
collecting payments. The establishment of a central 
agency would be a significant reform in this regard, 
especially given the enormous burden placed on the 
applicant spouse to secure payments. One option here 
would be to deduct maintenance awards directly via the 
taxation system. Such an agency should also be 
empowered to assess the husband's income and assets so 
that a more realistic assessment of means is provided. 

However, further consideration must be to given to 
deciding what percentage of the husband's earnings can 
be allocated for the support of a dependent spouse and 
children. Safeguards for the needs of a second family 
and an adequate income for the separated husband are 
necessary. More information on the financial background 
of husbands involved in maintenance awards would 
enable a more informed assessment of these issues. 

Under the present private maintenance regime one 
thing is perfectly obvious: separation is likely to lead to a 
higher risk of poverty for women (and their children) 
because of deficiencies in the awards procedure. Unless 
the wife has independent means or secures employment, 
long-term reliance on state income support seems an 
inevitable consequence when couples separate. How 
effective is current provision of public maintenance in 
meeting the needs of separated spouses? The main 
sources of income support for separated spouses are a) 
the recently introduced Lone Parent's Allowance 
(incorporating recipients of both Deserted Wife's 
Allowance and Prisoner's Allowance), b) the two 
deserted wives schemes, Deserted Wife's Allowance 
(DWA) and Deserted Wife's Benefit (DWB) c) a ' plit 
payment', whereby the spouse receives her share of the 
family payment, along with the child dependant 
allowances if relevant (this is discussed in detail in the 
following section), d) Supplementary Welfare Allow
ance (SWA), either as a safety net for separated spouses 
who fail to qualify for any of the other schemes or for 
those awaiting a social welfare payment 

The lone parent and deserted wives schemes are 
superior social welfare payments as compared to SWA or 
split payments: they pay far higher amounts (up to 25% 
for the main payment and 36% for child dependents) and 
the weekly payments are by vouchers, cashable at the 
post office. There were 14,671 'deserted wive ' in 
receipt of social welfare at the end of 19 9. The limited 
information available on the number of separated 
spouses in receipt of SWA that .one in ten 
substitute payments are for those pending DWA/ 
DWB claims. with 3% awaiting a ' pi it payment·.39 
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SWA represents the starting point for most separated 
spouses seeking income support. For example, 70% of 
applicants for a deserted wife's payment are already on 
social welfare, the vast majority on SWA. As only 57% 
of applications are successful, those who fail to qualify 
face long-term reliance on SWA, a scheme never 
designed for such a purpose either in terms of amount or 
method of payment.40 There are many difficulties to be 
overcome in qualifying for a deserted wife's payment, 
most of which relate not to the needs of the claimant but 
the circumstances of the separation . Among those 
categories of separated spouses excluded from receipt of 
DWA/DWB payments are: women who cannot prove 
desertion; those deemed to be making insufficient 
efforts at securing maintenance; those COhabiting; and 
those, under 40 years, without a dependent child. 

Some of these requirements have been removed with 
the introduction of the new lone parent allowance 
scheme from November 1990. This unified scheme 
provides for a wider category of separated spouses with 
a dependent child than previously covered under the 
Deserted Wife's Allowance. It effectively extends social 
welfare coverage to all lone parents, who satisfy the 
means test, regardless of sex or reason for being 
separated. There remain drawbacks with the new 
scheme in terms of providing for the needs of separated 
spouses. It does not cover those who are either without a 
dependent child or with a dependent child but unable to 
satisfy the means-test - income support is still only 
provided in these cases if the spouse is female, over 40 
years and able to prove desertion. (Furthermore, 
deserted male parents continue to be denied benefit 
coverage, ie the non-means-tested payment) . The 
concept of desertion continues to exist, therefore, as a 
contingency requirement under the social welfare code. 
As s uch, the needs of some separated spouses, 
especially those without dependent children, must 
remain inadequately provided for under SWA. (There 
may be other difficulties attached to the new Lone 
Parent's Allowance regarding proof of separation and 
the co-habitation rule. The regulations on these issues 
have yet to be published.) There is also a contrast with 
the treatment afforded elderly separated spouses and 
SIngle women under the single woman's allowance 
scheme. 

Meanwhile, under the new regulations governing 
soci"! welfare payments for separated spouses, securing 
a mruntenance award is likely to be of no net benefit to 
separated women. In future, these will have to be paid to 
the Department of Social Welfare upon qualification for 
a separated spouse payment or Supplementary Welfare 
AlIo.wance . In thi s context, it is arguable that the 
requIrement to seek maintenance and the burden of 
collecting maintenance should be removed from women 
and by the Department of Social Welfare or the 
pro.po~d ne.w ce~tral collection agency. However, to 
mruntaIn an mcenltve for husbands to pay, wives should 
be a llowed re tain a share of any awards without 
affecting their welfare payment. 
~ fInal issue requiring reform is the appeals system. 

ThIrty-seven pe,:"ent of recipients of a deserted wife's 
scheme have the,r payments discontinued on at least one 
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occasion41 . This highlights the importance of both a pre
termination hearing and a restructuring of the appeals 
system on the lines of that outlined in the section on 
social welfare provision. 

4.7 ADULT DEPENDANTS 
Following the passing of the EC equality directive, 

married women secured equal entitlement to 
employment-related social welfare payments. However, 
the legal provisions implementing the directive provided 
that a married couple - and following the Hyland case, 
cohabiting couples - could not receive more than the 
appropriate rate for a recipient and an adult dependant. 
This effectively maintains the concept of adult 
dependency within our social welfare code as the latest 
figures ( 1989) indicate : there are 150,000 adult 
dependants of social welfare recipients, almost two
thirds of whom are dependents of unemployment and 
disability recipients. Adult dependency status is mainly 
associated with women, with over 80% of adult 
dependants being female. While this reflects the 
traditional role of women in families, rather than any 
legal requirement within the social welfare code, its 
effect is the same: women in welfare-reliant families do 
not receive a social welfare payment in their own right, 
but are included in the welfare payment allocated to the 
main recipient. 

This situation has a number of adverse consequences 
for women. First, the combined payment for a recipient 
and adult dependant is significantly lower than for two 
independent recipients. The standard adult dependant 
rate for unemployed families is either £29 or £31 per 
week, rising to £35 .80 for invalidity pensioners and 
£39.20 for old age pensioners. In recent years, the ,:,,110 
of the adult payment to the main payment has declined 
considerably for recipients of Unemployment 
Assistance: from 72%-73% in 1987 to 60%-64% ID 

1990. Implicitly, this has resulted in a lowering of the 
standard of living for couples on these payments ~,s-a
vis other couples on welfare and Indlv~dual 
Unemployment Assistance recipients. This worsenmg ID 

the relative position of unemployed families has severe 
consequences for the well-being of women as 
documented by Lee and Gibney.42 , 

Secondly, the arrangement know as 'split payments 
is unsatisfactory. There are approximately 5,000 couples 
on these payments, whereby the adult dependant 
receives her 'share' of the total family payment plus the 
child dependant allowances. This option is designed to 
give women more control over the weeldy income, but 
often results in women being forced to run a separate 
household on approximately 60% of the main payment. 
Where the dependent spouse has separated from her 

Partner the amount can be increased (topped-up) under 
, ' es 

Supplementary Welfare Allowance. This reqult 
making an additional welfare claim, while still only 
guaranteeing the separated spouse the lowest welf~ 
payment. Recently, the Department have introduce 

40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 P Lee and M Gibney, op ci" 
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new regulations giving an adult dependant a higher 
proportion of the family payment. However, the 
increase in the proportion to half of the total payment 
still leaves the adult dependant with less than the full 
personal rate (approximately 80%). Furthermore, these 
new regulations will not apply where the couple have 
separated. Consequently, adult dependants in such 
circumstances will continue to rely on Supplementary 
Welfare Allowance unless able to qualify for the new 
lone parent allowance. 

Thirdly, the opportunities for adult dependants to 
increase their income through either regular paid 
employment or FAS work schemes are severely limited. 
Currently, there is a limit of £45-£55 on the amount a 
spouse may earn before the adult dependant entitlement 
is withdrawn (plus half of the child dependant 
allowances) . In addition, adult dependants are not 
entitled to participate in the special employment 
schemes (such as the FAS soc ial employment and 
teamwork schemes) which require applicants to be on 
the unemployment register. 

A possible solution to the problems associated with 
adult dependency is to replace the concept with a system 
of individual entitlement for all. Increased participation 
of women in the insured labour force is one way this can 
come about, while the introduction of new categories of 
need, such as the Lone Parent 's and Carer's Allowances, 
is another avenue. For others, however, different options 
will have to be considered. The biggest difficulty to be 
overcome is the argument that significant economies of 
scale arise when a couple live together. It is hoped that 
the Government-appointed review group on the 
treatment of households might suggest how this issue 
can be resolved. 

4.8 CARERS 
Caring for elderly and ill relatives is a third situation 

associated with a high risk of poverty, especially for 
women who make up the majority of carers. Informal 
care is extensive in this country: there are an estimated 
66,300 elderly people in receipt of some form of care 
from family members, with over a third requiring full
tIme attention. The gradual shift towards community 
care and the increasing ageing of the population mak~s 
It probable that the number in need of home care WIll 
grow substantially in future years. Meanwhile, the 
carers of the elderly and ill are primarily women (78%), 
two-thirds are married and 84% do not work outside the 
home. In one-third of cases, carers are in households 
totally dependent on social welfare.43 

Carers carry an enormous burden on behalf of the rest 
of SOCiety, often at a great expense to themselves. They 
are frequently unable to work outside the home, yet 
Cannot rely on the social welfare system to compensate 
~em for this. This makes them dependent on others. 
mcluding those they care for, for income support. Prior 
to October 1990. the only welfare provision for carers 
was through the Prescribed Relative's Allowance. How
ever. it could never meet the income needs of carers -
the weekly payment is only £29.40 - and entitlement is 
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restricted to approximately 2,000 carers. The recent 
introduction of a Carer's Allowance significantly alters 
this situation, however. Carers will now be entitled to 
receive, for the first time, a welfare entitlement in their 
own right. This acknowledgement of the needs of carers 
is most welcome and should greatly expand welfare 
coverage for those who were excluded from claiming 
the Prescribed Relative's Allowance , in particular 
married women. 

There are serious limitations to the new scheme 
which will severely curtail its effectiveness. First, it is 
only being introduced as a means-tested scheme with no 
social insurance equivalent. This places restrictions on 
those entitled to claim a payment. Furthermore, the 
proposed means test - half of the spouse's gross income 
less PRSI - is unnecessarily restrictive. For example, a 
couple will have to be earning less than £93 just to 
claim a minimum allowance of £ I. Second, the 
exclusion of carers of recipients of a Disabled Person's 
Maintenance Allowance and of those not requiring full
time care, will further limit the comprehensiveness of 
the scheme. Also, care of elderly or ill people who have 
the equivalent weekly income of a social welfare 
pension or who are not co-residents is excluded. Third, 
the scheme will have a severe poverty trap since, for 
every £1 a claimant is judged to exceed the income 
threshold of £45, he/she will lose £1 in their Carer's 
Allowance. Fourth, the level of payment (£45) is very 
low, the equivalent of the Supplementary Welfare 
Allowance/short-term Unemployment Assistance rate. 
Besides the general inadequacy of social welfare rates, 
the setting of the Carer's Allowance at the short-term 
rate discriminates against the many carers who provide 
care on a long-term basis. Yet, a child dependant 
allowance will be payable until age 20 years, a feature 
usually only associated with long-term welfare schemes. 

A related issue is the additional costs associated with 
caring for which no allowance is currently made. 
Indeed, those cared for are often penalised for moving 
into the carer's home through the loss of free electricity, 
free travel and free television licence. This is a 
particularly regressive feature as families who can 
afford to build a separate 'granny Oat' are not penalised 
in this way. It should also be possible to allow carers 
free travel when accompanying pensioners. This and the 
other four issues raised should be addressed in the 
context of providing an adequate social welfare payment 
for carers. 

43 J O·COO ...... E Smydl Md B Wholon. C"".~ for I~' £.kkrly ,.,., I A 
S'Md, 0/ CDrrr' III Ho",~ .NI It, ,It, COfffIffMlfily. Dublin Nallonal 
Countd for the Art. 1981. R .... ' umber lB. 
J O·Connor. H Ruddle. M Oallqber IIftd E Mul'J)h)'. eMU'I/or lite 
Eldlrly I'art /I TIw Canlf,l'ro«u ' AI Shlll1ofCDld6« Hom .... Dublin: 
Naoonal CouncIl for the Art.. 1988. Ro:pG'1 .. ,tbu 19. 
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5. Emp()\\ crmcnt Through Community Initiati\cs 

Community development work has a key role to play 
in any anti·poveny strategy. Through the empowennent 
of those experiencing poverty, the process of 
community development can assist individuals and 
communities to develop, to identify needs, to provide 
relevant services and programmes and to engage in 
dialogue with statutory bodies. Community groups have 
played an important role in tenns of highlighting the 
underlying causes of poverty and providing concrete 
proposals as to how they should be addressed. This is 
clearly seen through the experience of the projects in the 
Second EC Poverty Programme and through other work 
which has been funded on a pilot basis by the Agency 
(for example, the women's projects in the North Inner 
City of Dublin, Ronanstown and Bray). Projects such as 
these provide real, practical programmes to address 
poverty in the areas in which they are based. This also 
helps to community confidence and to bring 
about a more integrated re ponse to needs in an area. 

In general tenns, the funding available for such work 
is very small. The Agency has stressed the need to 
increase resources to this area of work". Although it i 
possible to obtain funding for certain types of 
community based activities. for example once-off 
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educational and developmental programmes or 
training/employment schemes, it is generally very 
difficult to get funding on an ongoing basis, particularly 
for staffing and running costs. 

5.1 COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS 
The provision of funding (£525,000) in the 19.90 

Budget for the establishment of the CommuDlty 
Development Fund was a particularly welco~e 
development. For the frrst time, a number of commu~ty 
groups have guaranteed funding for staffing and ~nrung 
costs for a three year period. In addition to thIS,. the 
funding is specifically for resource centre type acuvlty 
which enables groups to undertake a co· 
ordinating/catalyst role which would not have been 
funded in the past. 

In the context of overall funding needs this £525,000. 
while a step in the right direction, will not me~t the 
needs of the many groups seeking support. Flf~een 
groups are currently benefiting from this fun.dang. 
However, as many of the projects only started 10 the 

44 Combat Poveny A,ency. Tov.'onls Q Funding Policy for CQntllUlnil1 
Dn't1opm~",. Dublm: CPA t 1989. 



course of 1990, they will need additional funding in 
1991 to develop their work over a full year at an 
appropriate level - the Agency has previously 
recommended that a minimum of £40,000 to £50,000 
per annum is necessary to develop an effective 
community development resource centre. There are also 
many other disadvantaged areas, both urban and rural, 
where local groups could benefit from the establishment 
of a resource centre. There is thus a need to provide 
additional funds for these areas. Bearing this in mind the 
Agency recommends that overall levels of funding to 
this scheme is increased with a view to increasing the 
amount of money to each group and to funding 
additional groups. In line with the Agency's submission 
to Government, Towards a Funding Policy for 
Community Development, the Agency recommends that 
special funds for community development be increased 
to £4 million per annum. Money for this work and for 
other community development activity should come 
from mainstream Government funding and not from the 
National Lottery. Given that the Agency is the body 
with statutory responsibility for promoting community 
development, it is recommended that this fund be 
administered by the Agency in consultation with the 
Minister for Social Welfare. 

In addition to increased statutory funding there is also 
a need to encourage greater private and business support 
for community development. The provision in the 1990 
Finance Act allowing companies to treat donations 
made to the Trust for Community Initiatives as a tax 
deductible trading expense or an expense of 
management deductible in computing the total profits of 
the company should be continued beyond 31 March 
1991 and should be extended to donations made to all 
community development and anti-poverty work. 

5.2 INTEGRATED AREA DEVELOPMENT 
The concentration of social need in some urban and 

rural communities is so serious that, in addition to 
SUpporting local community resource centres, there is a 
need for special targeted and comprehensive 
programmes to tackle the problems of these areas. There 
IS now considerable evidence that such areas do not 
benefit from general economic recovery unless special 
measures are instituted to bring them into the economic 
mainstream.45 There is thus a need to develop integrated 
programmes of action involving all the main statutory, 
pnvate and voluntary/community sector organisations in 
these areas and to target additional resources to them. 
The Co-ordination and integration of actions across a 
number of sectors will ensure that their effects are 
reinforcing. The development of effective integrated 
programmes will require the establishment of special 
actIon teams involving all the main agencies. As well as 
Co-ordinating existing programmes, the teams will need 
to develop a range of new social, economic and cultural 
p~oJects . It is important that community groupS are 
gIven a clear role in these programmes as the direct 
partICipation of people affected by poverty is an 
essential ingredient in successful interventions. This 
means developing structures that give community 
groups more Iban an ad hoc advisory role and which 
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enable them to work in partnership with Departments 
and local authorities.46 Based on the experience of the 
two major pilot integrated development projects in 
Connemara and Limerick which are participating in the 
Third EC Poverty Programme, a budget in the region of 
£350,000 per annum will be necessary in each area. 

5.3 WOMEN'S COMMUNITY PROJECTS 
The Scheme of Grants for Locally Based Women's 

Groups, which was also funded through the Department 
of Social Welfare in 1990, provides much needed 
funding for the growing number of women's groups in 
disadvantaged areas. These projects make an important 
contribution to tackling poverty: raising confidence and 
general well-being; creating a sense of empowerment 
which counteracts the effects of living with long-term 
unemployment and low income; providing opportunities 
for women to improve their home-making, parenting, 
management and other skills that are relevant to their 
lives; giving people the tools with which to understand 
the factors that influence their situation and the skills to 
respond actively to these; allowing women the 
opportunity for second-chance education; and enabling 
women to become involved in and contribute actively to 
the development of their local community. 

There has proved to be a widespread demand for the 
funding provided by the Depatbllent of Social Welfare. 
This has been of two types. First, there is a large 
demand for once-off grants for particular programmes 
run by women's groups. Secondly there is a need for 
ongoing support for a number of women's centres.47 

Thus, the funding provided on a once-off basis by the 
Department of Social Welfare should be repeated and 
enlarged. A number of strategic women's centres in 
areas of special need should be given larger scale 
funding for a three year period and in some cases 
additional funding should be given to key community 
development projects such as resource centres to 
develop specific programmes of work with women. 

5.4 COMMUNITY EDUCATIO 
There is a growing body of experience in Ireland and 

elsewhere on the importance of community education 
programmes targeted towards disadvantaged groups. 
These contribute significantly to both the development 
of individuals and to the development of disadvantaged 
communities.4lI This has emerged from the work of local 
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women's groups, programmes run by some VECS49, the 
work of unemployed centres, work with the Travelling 
community and the experience of various community 
development projects. Typically, community education 
programmes are locally based and are planned, 
developed and evaluated to meet community learning 
needs by working though a partnership of community 
members, VEC staff and other concerned groups and 
professionals. While subjects available will vary from 
area to area, the emphasis is on developing participants' 
self-confidence, confidence in their own learning, 
communication skills, decision-making skills, problem 
solving skills, organisational skills, identification of 
further learning needs and teamwork. There is also an 
emphasis on progression so that people may begin with 
basic education classes such as literacy, cookery, child 
care or sewing, move on to areas such as social studies 
or community leadership and then perhaps to more 
struct ured programmes such as FAS or third level 
courses. 

It is now clear that very positive community 
developments result from such programmes. They lead 
to wider participation in community activities, increased 
levels of competence in community leaders, greater 
awareness of issues affecting the community and a 
collaborative approach to developing strategies to 
address issues of poverty. 

At present, community education opportunities 
happen on a very piecemeal basis and are seriously 
underresourced. They are a very small part of the 
overall budget for adult education which is in itself quite 
inadequate. If programmes are to be successful there is a 
need for certain basic ingredients. These include: a 
suitable, accessible local learning centre with creche 
facilities; a local contact person to facilitate the 
development of programmes and to maximise the 
involvement of local people in the planning of 
programmes; a low (or no) cost and enjoyable learning 
environment; and appropriate tutors who have a learner 
centred approach. What is needed now is a commitment 
to build on existing experience, to give VECs and other 
groups access to specific additional resources for 
developing community education programmes in 
disadvantaged communities and to develop FAS's role 
in community education and in linking education and 
training. 

5.3 CE TRES FOR THE U EMPLOYED 
Centres for the unemployed play an increasingly 

valuable role in upporting people who are 
unemployed . .lO They provide a point of contact for the 
unemployed and contribute to raiSing morale and 
overcoming social isolation. A wide range of service 
are provided lUnging from canteen and drop-in services 
through information. welfare rights courses, literacy 
schemes. support for community enterprises. help with 
making job applications. port clubs, music workshop , 
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skills bank services, community newsletters and bulk 
purchasing clubs. They also play a significant role in 
developing the range of adult and community education 
courses outlined in the previous section. In addition, the 
centres help to ensure that the needs and aspirations of 
the unemployed are more clearly articulated. The 
potential of these centres is well-documented but it is 
clear that there now needs to be an effective scheme of 
support to ensure that they are developed to their fullest 
potential. 

At present the centres suffer from inadequate, short
term and piecemeal funding. This seriously restricts 
their ability to plan ahead and their long-term 
development. There is a need for a proper programme of 
funding to cover core staff and basic running costs. 
Many of the centres are at an early stage of development 
and need support and training in order to develop more 
effective programmes and to foster management and 
administration skills. There is also a need to ensure 
more coordination and exchange of experience and 
ideas between projects by strengthening the role of the 
lrish National Organisation of the Unemployed. 

5.6 COMBAT POVERTY AGENCY 
When the Combat Poverty Agency was established 

by statute in 1986 it was envisaged that the Agency 
would initially have a staff of at least twenty and a 
budget of at least £2 million. Four years later the 
Agency still has a core staff of only ten and a budget of 
£ 1.1 million. This seriously impedes the Agency's 
ability to adequately fulfil its four core tasks of advising 
the Government, initiating pilot projects, coordinating 
and interpreting research and educating the public on 
the nature and extent of poverty, as well as acting as a 
national resource and support centre for community 
development and other anti-poverty projects. As an 
immediate priority the Agency's staff should be 
increased to twenty and its core budget to £2 million. 

49 For InSllnCe, the CilY of Limerick VEC have developed communlly 
education IS a new and differenl form of adult education In 
dl5"'Vlnllllged areas m Limerick. 

50 1111.5 has b«:n highlighted by recent research undertaken by the: Insh 
NatIOnal Organisation of the Unemployed which was funded by me: 
Combat Poveny Agency. 
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