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National Council for the Elderly 
Comments and Recommendations on Elderly Return 

Migration from Britain to Ireland 

Introduction 

I. There has been a long history of migration by Irish people to 
Britain, with the Irish-born population in Britain numbering 
837,464 persons in 1991. This population has a much older 
age structure than that in the Republic of Ireland. In England 
and Wales for example, 32 per cent of Irish women and 19 
per cent of Irish men are above pensionable age. There is also 
evidence that a large section of the Irish-born older population 
in Britain have some desire to return to Ireland. 

2. Significant sections of the Irish-born population in Britain 
seem to have a poor economic and health-related quality of 
life on a number of indicators. In the areas of housing and 
finance, this may be due to the economic dislocation 
generally experienced by fmt generation migrants. The 
poorer average health of the Irish-born population on the 
other hand; is linked to its older age profile. 

3. Given the large number of potential older return migrants to 
Ireland from Britain, the apparently high level of desire to 
return, and the relatively poor economic and health 
characteristics of this population, the National Council for the 
Elderly commissioned the Institute of Irish Studies at the 
University of Liverpool to carry out a study in the area. 

4. The study aimed to establish the scale of recent return 
migration from Britain to Ireland by older people, and to 
profile the characteristics and needs of this population. lbis 
study also aimed to compare the pensions and entitlements 
available to older people in Britain and Ireland with a view to 
establishing their influence on decisions to return migrate. 
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Scale of Return Migration 

5. Despite the apparently high level of desire to return to Ireland 
amongst Irish people living in Britain, there has been a 
relatively small level of return migration among older people. 
Over the past 50 years there has been a remarkably stable 
paUem of migration in the Irish older population, with 
negligible out-migration and in-migration of around 1,500 
persons on average. Despite the predominance of women 
among the older Irish-born population in Britain, there is 
evidence that there are slightly more male than female older 
in-migrants. 

6. The cumulative population of persons who had migrated to 
Ireland aged 65 years or more was 9,172 persons (2.3 per cent 
of the older population) according to the 1991 Census. Of 
these, 6,739 had entered the country from Britain of which 
two-thirds were born in Ireland. Thus in 1991, the cumulative 
population of Irish nationals who had returned to Ireland from 
Britain aged 65 years or more was approximately 4,500 
persons. This represented 1.1 per cent of the older population. 
Though older people who have at some point in their lives 
lived in the U.K. settle in all areas of the country, a 
disproportionate number live in the DublinlWicklow area and 
the counties of the Western seaboard. 

7, Population projections prepared for the Council by Mr, Peter 
Connell of Trinity College Dublin (Fahey, 1995) do not 
foresee any change to the existing rate of elder in-migration 
(approximately 1,000 persons per year) to Ireland over the 
period 1991-2011. 

Characteristics of Return Migrants 

8. There has been no substantial survey of the characteristics of 
older Irish return migrants, Should return migrants from 
Britain have similar characteristics to the older Irish 
population living in Britain. one might expect this group to be 
in relatively deprived material circumstances with ,a poorer 
health status than the Irish older population as a whole. 
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9. It is probable however that those who return migrate from 
Britain are from the wealthier section of the older Irish 
community in Britain. Whilst many may desire to return. older 
people with the necessary financial security would seem ,to be 
those most likely to do so. 

10. Where studies on older return migrants have been carried out 
there is evidence that many regret their decision to return. 
Return migration is predominantly from an urban area in 
Britain to a rural area in Ireland. It is unclear whether the 
dissatisfaction felt by older return migrants is linked to the 
unavoidable feelings of dislocation related to moving from one 
culture to another (which may be panicularly acute for older 
people who have been living abroad for most of their life) or 
whether it is linked to more material difficulties such as the 
financial demands of returning to Ireland. 

Entitlements for Return Migrants 

II. Despite the small number of older people migrating from 
Britain to Ireland, there are 75,000 pensions paid annually 
from the UK to recipients living in the Irish Republic. This is 
indicati ve of the large number of older persons living in 
Ireland (both Irish and U.K. nationals) who have at some 
point in their life worked in either Britain or Northern Ireland, 
and have accumulated national insurance contributions. 

12. There is no evidence to suggest that entitlements for older 
people in the Republic oflreland are a significant incentive to 
return migrate. Irish non-contributory pensions are worth 
slightly more than comparable U.K. pensions, and there is a 
more comprehensive package of universal benefits for older 
people available in Ireland. These differences are unlikely to 
compensate for the cost of return migration. In addition, health 
care for older people in the U.K. is free for all older people. 

13. A crucial factor in determining return migration is likely to be 
the ease with which a satisfactory home can be' secured by an 
older person. Without substantial financial resources, most 
likely derived from the sale of a home in Britain, older return 
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migrants will find it difficult to secure independent and 
affordable accommodation in Ireland. 

Needs of Return Migrants 

14. Return migration is likely to be a complicated and stressful 
process for older Irish people in Britain. It is vital that 
potential return migrants are properly infonned on all aspects 
of migrating to Ireland before deciding to return. Literature 
dealing with the following topics should be produced alld 
targeted. through the relevant agellcies. at Irish nationals 
aged 60 years or more living in the U.K: 

(i) Social welfare. health alld other benefits for older 
people in lieland. 

(ii) The impact of U.K. social welfare and other income all 
entitlement to Irish benefits for older people. 

(iii) How older people's U.K. social welfare and other 
income is treated under the Irish tax system. 

(iv) The availability of public housing for older people in 
Ireland. 

Arrangements for providing information on an individual 
basis should also be developed. panicularly for older people 
who are in the process of returning. This would involve the 
assignment of responsibility for individual queries to an 
officer within a relevant agency in either Irelalld or Britain. 
The telephone number for this officer should be included in 
allY literature developed. 

15. When an older Irish person has returned to Ireland. income 
from the U.K. will be taxed within the Irish system. The 
Council recommends that rhe Government consider the 
possibility of providing relief on this tax for the costs 
associated with moving from the U.K. to Ireland. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Issues 

1.1 Aims 

The National Council for the Elderly commissioned the Institute of 
Irish Studies at the University of Liverpool. in 1994, to undenake 
research and prepare a preliminary repon for the Council, exploring 
the recent scale of, and background to, retum migration to the 
Republic of Ireland amongst elderly Irish-bom people living in 
Britain. ' 

The principal aim of the study was to assist the Council to develop 
recommendations for policy and practice in the areas of health care, 
social security, housing and social services to meet the needs of 
elderly migrants returning from Britain. 

1.2 Components 

The study is made up of the following components: 

i) a review of relevant contemporary literature on return 
migration amongst the elderly in the Irish, British, European 
and world contexts (see Chapters Two and Four); 

ii) an analysis of existing official statistics on migration between 
the two islands (see Chapter Three); 

iii) an analysis of pensions paid from the U.K. to residents of the 
Irish Republic (see Chapter Three); 

iv) a comparative review of pensions and welfare entitlements 
available to the elderly in the U.K. and the Irish Republic (see 
Chapter Five); 

I In this study the geographicailerm Britain is used [0 refer [0 the island made up of 
England. Wales and Scotland. When the po!iticaltenn. the U.K.. is used this includes the 
island of Britain and also Nonhem lreland. 
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v) a comparative review of data held by the InstitUle of Irish 
Studies, University of Liverpool, on migrants' intentions to 
return (see Chapters Three and Four) and of data held by the 
National Council for the Elderly on elderly return migrants 
(see Chapter Three); and 

vi) conclusions and recommendations for further research (see 
Chapter Six). 

1.3 Conclusions and Recommendations 

The study has been senously hampered by a dearth of precise 
statistics and detailed studies of elderly return migration to Ireland. 
Thus it has proved impossible to describe as fully as was initially 
hoped the perceptions, aspirations and realities of return migration. 
Nor has it proved possible, due to lack of information on elderly 
immigrants, to make detailed recommendations as to policy and 
practice in the areas of health care, social security, housing and 
social services. Nevertheless, it has been possible to describe and 
analyse factors influencing, or likely to influence, returning elders 
and to reach certain tentative conclusions regarding the extent and 
nature of return migration. 

The study concludes that: 

i) there appears to be a small but steady return migration of 
elders to Ireland, which has been in train since at least the 
I 940s and is likely to continue in the future; 

ii) the majority of returnees come from Britain; but 

iii) despite this long-established phenomenon, there is a dearth of 
detailed information relating to returning elders and a need for 
further studies; and 

iv) some returning elderly migrants from Britain, if they are 
representative of the Irish-born community in Britain, are 
likely to place demands on health, housing and social welfare 
services in Ireland. 
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In addition, an examination of the Irish-born community in 
Britain indicates that: 

v) elderly returnees, if they are at all representative of the Irish
born living in Britain, are likely to encounter particular 
problems and to have particular needs, in addition to those 
experienced by elderly migrants from other countries; and 

vi) there is a need for better researched and more widely 
disseminated information about returning to Ireland, for 
example, information both for returnees and for organisations 
advising and aiding them in Britain and Ireland. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Return and Elderly Migration: A General Survey 

2.1 Introduction 

A great deal has been wrinen over the last 15 years on the subject 
of elderly migration. Much of this material relates to the U.S., but 
the phenomenon has also been examined in Britain, Italy and Japan 
(Rogers. 1992). Return migration has attracted less scholarly 
attention, but there is a substantial body of literature examining 
return migration from the U.S. to Italy, Pueno Rico and Mexico; 
from Australia to Britain: from Britain to the West Indies and 
Ireland; and from France and Germany to Nonh Africa and the 
Middle East (King, 1986). In contrast, however, elderly return 
migration has been little studied. Most work done relates to the 
return of elderly African-Americans from the Nonh Eastern cities of 
the U.S. to their birthplaces in the South (Longino and Smith, 
1991 ). 

Although the literature on elderly return migration is sparse, some 
of the patterns and problems identified in studies of elderly and 
return migration are helpful in examining the phenomenon of 
elderly migrants returning to Ireland. 

2.2 Increased Mobility of Elders 

Recent studies of elderly migration seem to agree that in developed 
countries elders are becoming more mobile and that this trend is 
likely to continue. Such studies generally accept the hypothesis 
originally put forward by Zelinsky (1971) to the effect that 
popUlation mobility increases with industrialisation and 
modernisation. In pre-industrial societies therefore, although there 
was some mobility among the young when seeking work or 
entering upon marriage, there was little or no mobility among the 
old. But, as Western societies went through the process of 
industrialisation to reach a post-industrial stage, mobility of the 
elderly increased quite dramatically (Figure 2.1). Thus the leisure
orientated 'third age' emerged in the West. If this hypothesis is 
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correct, then return elderly migration to Ireland is likely to increase 
rather than to diminish in the future. 

Figure 2.1: Long-term evolution of the age-migration 
propensity relationship 

2.3 Motives for Elderly Migration 

Retirement (,Amenity Migration ') 

The general literature on elderly migration fortunately does offer 
some clues as to why people might want to return to Ireland. 
Warnes (Rogers, 1992) identifies two waves of elderly migration 
which are significantly different. The first, occurring between about 
58 and 65 years, he links with retirement. He terms this 'amenity 
migration' as it usually entails elders moving a long distance in 
search of greater independence and a better quality of life. Typically 
it is a move from an urban to a rural or peripheral environment. In 
the U.S. where it has been most closely studied it has generally 
involved a move from the North and East of the country to the 
South and West. 
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Dependence 

The other wave of elderly migration that Warnes identifies is very 
different It often occurs at about 75 years or later and reflects 
growing dependence. It may result from the death of a spouse or ill 
health or both. It entails movement over a shaner distance and may 
mean the elder moving to be closer to kin or perhaps to enter an 
institution. It may also involve movement from a rural to an urban 
environment. Some of the returning Irish elders may well wish to 
live with, or be looked after by. Irish relatives or perhaps even to die 
in Ireland. A survey conducted in 1988 of 100 Irish-born elders 
living in the London borough of Haringey, where 5.2 per cent of the 
total population were Irish-born in 1991. cenainly made clear that 
the vast majority of respondents maintained very close links with 
their Irish kin (Irish Liaison Uilit, 1991). Nevenheless. it is 
probable that those over 75 years form a minority of elderly 
returnees. 

Figure 2.2: The components of the model migration 
schedule 

Pre-labour Labour force left skewed Retirement Lale age 
force or uni-modal curve "",k slope , 
childhood II 
slope , 

\ / 
/ 

\/ /, "". /\ -- ',- . - ~ . ,.-----.---1 

0 5 10 15 20 2S 30 JS 40 45 50 S5 60 65 10 75 80 as 90 95 
Ag. 

Constam compooem 

Source: dedlled from. Rogers. 1992. 

In Britain, however, recent studies suggest that migration among 
over-75s is increasing markedly. In 1992 Warnes (Stillwell el aI., 
1992) noted significant increases in both retirement and 
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dependence. migration since 1975, but a particularly rapid increase 
in the migration rates of the over-75s in the late 1980s (Figure 2.2). 
Among women there was an increase of one-fifth between 1975 
and 1989, so that rates for the migration of women over-75 
surpassed those for women aged 60 to 64 years. Partly, no doubt 
this reflected the rapid growth in absolute numbers of the over-75s, 
from 2.86 million in 1980-81 to 3.42 million in 1988-89. But it does 
also highlight the increasing mobility of this older group of elders. 

2.4 Relocation of Elderly Migrants 

Clustering 

Another aspect of elderly migration that is relevant to Ireland is 
clustering: the tendency of migrating elders to congregate in certain 
areas. Again this panem has been most closely studied in the U.S. 
(Rogers, 1992). There the distribution of the elderly is by no means 
uniform. Ten states out of the 50 contain more than 50 per cent of 
persons aged 65 and over. ROJida, California, Arizona and Texas, 
in particular, have vastly disproportionate numbers of elders in their 
populations. While in 1980 people aged 65 and over formed 11.5 
per cent of the total population of the U.S., in Florida they made up 
17.3 per cent of the population. Clearly climate has played a 
significant role in the clustering of elders in the U.S., with the over-
65s being attracted to the warmer and drier states in the South and 
West. 

In the U.K. Rees (Rogers, 1992) showed a similar, though not quite 
as extreme, uneven distribution of elders. In 1990 30 per cent of 
persons over 60 years lived in the South East region, II per cent in 
the North West and 9.5 per cent in the South West, compared with 
only 3.6 per cent who were in East Anglia and 2.2 per cent in 
Northern Ireland. In terms of total population, 24 per cent of the 
South East's population was over 60, compared with only 16 per 
cent of Northern Ireland's. The declining population of elders in 
Northern Ireland is presumably explicable in terms of the Troubles 
of the past 25 years. As well as moving to mainland Britain, some 
Northern Ireland elders have also removed themselves to the Irish 
Republic, as will be discussed later. The South East region's 
disproportionate number of elders seems to reflect movement, 
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particularly out of London, to coastal resorts and attrdctive rural 
areas. The highest concentrations of elders in the U.K. are along the 
South coast in the South East and South West regions, while 
Blackpool in the North West also has a dispropol1ionate number of 
elders. If states with a warm climate attract elders in the U.S., in the 
U.K. elders seem to prefer the seaside. It is unlikely, however, that 
climate would be a determining factor with regard to where elderly 
returnees decide to live in Ire[and. But where precisely are e[derly 
returning migrants returning to in lre[and and is clustering of the 
elderly as evident as it is in other countries? 

This is another important issue on which there are only scraps of 
information. Gmelch (1986) found that during the 1970s return 
migration was heaviest along the Western seaboard. Co. Donega[ 
had the largest number of returnees per head of population, 
followed by counties Wick!ow, Clare, Sligo, Kerry and Galway. 
The National Economic and Social Council ([ 993), examining 
inwards migration in the mid-1980s, found that those arriving in 
Ire[and, whether newcomers or returnees, clustered 
disproportionately in Dub[in, the West and the North West 
including Donegal. McGrath's ([ 991) study of returned migrants 
living on Achill Is[and in [988 is also helpful. She interviewed [42 
returnees, the vast majority from Britain, but, [ike Gmelch, she did 
not break down their responses in terms of age. Her research, 
however, did highlight the fact that the main reason for return was a 
desire to be near family and friends or to care for relatives. Therefore 
84 per cent of interviewees returned to their home townlands and 74 
per cent actually to their parents' house. 

Some further light is thrown on this issue by the 1988 Haringey 
survey. It asked elders currently interested in retiring to Ireland 
which county they would return to. Seventeen counties were 
mentioned, with disproportionate numbers of elders, in terms of 
overall regional population distribution, opting for the North West 
(Donegal, Leitrim and Sligo), the South East (Waterford, Wexford, 
Kilkenny, Tipperary South) and the Mid-West (Clare, Limerick and 
Tipperary North). This study does point to a measure of potential 
clustering, but the survey involved too few people and did not ask 
sufficiently detailed questions to produce a clear result (Irish 
Liaison Unit, 1991). When we come to discuss the 1991 Census in 
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Chapter Three we shall be able to describe the clustering of elderly 
migrants in more detail. 

Return to Place of Birth 

The above mentioned studies point to a strong tendency among 
returning migrarits to go back to their places of birth. Thus areas 
subject to heavy migration of young people, say in the 19505, are 
likely to receive a disproportionate number of returning elderly 
migrants. McGrath found that on Achill Island 21.2 per cent of the 
population was 65 years or over, compared with only 10.9 per cent 
for the Republic as a whole. If emigration of young people from the 
West and the return of elderly migrants to this area continues in the 
future, the clustering of elders could become more pronounced. 

2.5 Typologies of Return Migration 

King (1986) notes certain 'laws' of migration that affect return 
migration. One concerns distance and suggests that 'the shorter the 
distance of emigration, the higher the incidence of return'; and 
another concerns length of absence and suggests that 'the longer 
emigrants stay away the less the likelihood of their return' (pp 9-
10). Of course, in considering return elderly migration to Ireland, 
these two so-called laws would work against one another. They are 
therefore not enonnously helpful. 

More usefully King identifies certain types of return migration. 
There are occasional returns in which the migrant visits relatives or 
takes a holiday for a short period. There are periodic returns, which 
are short, but regular, perhaps every weekend or every month. There 
are seasonal returns dictated by seasonal work, like harvesting, 
construction or the hotel trade. There are temporary returns, in 
which an emigrant comes back to do a job of limited duration or to 
spend a fixed period with their family, intending ultimately to leave 
again. Finally, there are permanent returns, in which the migrant 
returns home not intending to leave again. The case of elders 
returning to Ireland principally falls into the last type of return. But 
clearly, Irish-born elders living in Britain also engage in occasional 
and temporary returns and may well, in the past, have engaged in 
periodic and seasonal returns. 
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Return migration can also be usefully looked at in teons of the 
intentions of the emigrants. A person may have emigrated with Ihe 
ill/ention to retllm and have done so; a person may have emigrated 
with the ill/ention to retllm blll not aelllally done so; a person may 
have emigrated with the ill/en lion not to retlln! bllt may have done 
so; and, finally, a person may have emigrated with the intell/ion nOI 
to retllm and have not retllmed. Unfortunately, little is known of 
the original intentions of Irish elders when they frrst left Ireland. It 
may well be, for instance, that those who intended to return are in 
fact more likely to do so. but there is little or no information on this 
interesting point. 

2,6 Adjustment Strategies 

An influential study of Italian migrants returning from the U.S. in 
the 1960s and 1970s (Cerase, 1970; 1974) found that the type of 
adjustment migrants experienced depended on the stage of 
acculturation they had reached in the U.S. After less than 10 years 
away, the process of integration into American society had usually 
not advanced enough to make it extremely difficult for them to re
adjust to Italian life. But the longer they were away the more 
problematic the return could be. Cerase found in particular that 
those who retired back to Italy tended to become an isolated group, 
neither able nor willing to integrate themselves into Italian society. 

But the returnees who do not re-involve themselves in their native 
societies, do not inevitably experience problems. Longino (Rogers, 
1992) points out that there are two basic adjustment strategies that 
returning migrants can employ. They can merge themselves into the 
social fabric of the community or they can remain aloof from the 
natives and stay affiliated with other returned migrants. Either can 
be successful, although of course the latter strategy does necessitate 
that the returnee live in a community with other returnees. 
Clustering therefore in many cases may be essential to a successful 
re-adjustment. 

2.7 Problems of Adjustment 

The literature on both elderly and return migration highlights a 
number of problems that migrants are likely to experience in their 
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new homes. In the Irish context, the studies conducted by Gme1ch, 
McGrath and the National Economic and Social Council have 
identified some of these problems. In 1977-78 Gme1ch (1986) 
surveyed a little over 600 returnees in counties Cork, Kerry, Clare, 
Galway, Mayo, Sligo, Leitrim and Donegal. Unfortunately, he did 
not separate out those who had returned from Britain from those 
back from the U.S. Nevertheless. his results are interesting. He 
found that 51 per cent of returnees regretted their decision to return 
during their first year in Ireland and about 20 per cent still felt the 
same at the end of their second year. 

Nature of Problems 

The problems listed in order of significance were: re-adjusting to 
the slow pace of life and coping with widespread inefficiency; the 
'backward', 'narrow-minded' and prying attitudes of the locals; the 
difficulty of developing a satisfactory social life; the severity of the 
Irish winter; and the poor economic situation. Overall Gme1ch 
found that the variable which most strongly related to adjustment 
was a satisfactory social life. Moreover. those who had been longest 
out of the country, often by definition the oldest, were the least 
likely to settle down well. 

In a study of emigration conducted by the National Economic and 
Social Council (1993), which touched upon the issue of inwards 
migration. it was found that there were 'very high unemployment 
rates among recently returned immigrants' (p.92): rates of the order 
of 35 per cent in each year between 1983 and 1988, compared with 
14 to 18 per cent among the domestic labour force during the same 
period. The study went on to identi fy two groups among immigrants 
to Ireland: a skilled and qualified group that seemed to find 
employment readily. especially in Dublin. and an unskilled group, 
comprising about a third of immigrants, 'who obviously had 
unsatisfactory experiences abroad and who appear to return to 
Ireland more as a refuge ..... lbut who] fare no better on return than 
they did when abroad in the way of acquiring work' (p.93). Inability 
to find employment in Ireland would clearly appear to be a major 
problem for significant numbers of returned migrants. 
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Separation 

McGrath's (1991) work on Achill Island demonstrated clearly that 
the returned migrants remained a separate and distinct community, 
different in significant ways from those who had never left Ireland. 
Part of this difference was due to the problems experienced by the 
returnees. Mos~ especially those who had been away for many 
years, complained about the changes they perceived in island life. 
The aspect of social change most frequently commented upon was 
the appearance of a new individualism amongst the people: a 
feeling of "every man for himself' had replaced the neighbourliness 
and unity of former times' (p.61). A majority mentioned as major 
re-adjustment problems: the poor economic situation and lack of 
employment opportunities: lack of variety in shopping; the 
unfriendly attitude of locals: and the inefficiency and slow pace of 
island life. In terms of Longino's two strategies of adjustment, the 
Achill Island returnees appear to have opted to find their social 
network among themselves rather than among the natives. 

Re-Migration 

But, in this instance at least, the strategy does not appear to have 
been very successful. Their problems were so serious that McGrath 
found more than a quarter of returnees 'definitely intended to re
emigrate' (p.63). As part of her study she also interviewed 50 Achill 
Islanders working in London and found that I I of them were 're
emigrants': people who had returned to Achill Island but had been 
unable to re,establish themselves there. This study makes plain that 
returning migrants experience serious problems, to the extent that a 
significant minority of them fail to make the transition successfully. 
Moreover, both these studies suggest, but do not develop the point, 
that re-adjustment may be most difficult for the elderly. 

2.8 Summary 

Although little research has been conducted on elderly return 
migration, studies of elderly migration mainly carried out in the U.S. 
and Britain provide clues to the phenomenon. Elderly migration, 
and presumably also elderly return migration. tends to occur in two 
waves: at between ages 58 and 65 as elders seek a better quality of 
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life (amenity migration) and at. 75 or over as elders. in declining 
health. move to live with families or in institutions (dependence 
migration). Studies of elderly amenity migration suggest that elders 
tend to cluster. away from large cities and especially in areas with.a 
good climate. 

There has been some research into return migration to Ireland. 
although no specific analysis of returning elders. Such studies 
suggest that return is heaviest along the Western seaboard and 
mainly reflects a desire to be near family and friends or to care for 
ailing relatives. Areas that have in the past experienced the heaviest 
emigration may therefore be likely to experience the most 
substantial rates of return. This clustering provides returnees with a 
social group of people with similar experiences to themselves. Yet 
discontent among returned migrants. especially regarding 
employment opportunities and social outlets. seems to be high; so 
high in fact that a minority re-emigrate. Whether or not elders 
would find re-settling in Ireland more difficult than younger 
returnees is not easy to determine. Overseas studies do suggest. 
however. that the longer a migrant has been away the harder re
settlement becomes. 

Unfortunately. we know little about the intentions of elders when 
they first left Ireland as emigrants; whether they intended to return 
pennanently or not. However, the proximity of the two islands 
means that occasional and temporary returns are quite feasible and, 
as we shall see in Chapter Three, most Irish elders living in Britain 
appear to visit Ireland regularly, indeed usually annually. Whether 
the ability to visit encourages or discourages the desire to return 
pennanentl y is by no means clear. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Movement Between Ireland and Britain 

Historically there has been constant movement between Ireland and 
Britain and for nearly 200 years this movement has been largely 
one way - to Britain. 

3.1 Settled Irish Community in Britain 

The Irish make up the largest migrant group in Britain today. 
According to the 1991 Census, the Irish-born population of Britain 
as a whole was 837.464 persons, or 1.58 per cent of the total 
population, while the Irish-born comprised 1.50 per cent of the 
population of England and Wales. Approximately two-thirds of this 
community were born in the Republic and the remainder in 
Nonhem Ireland. 

Table 3.1: The Irish·born population of Britain, 1951-1991 

Census Irish-born +/- % change % Increase 

Inter Census (cumulative) 

1951 base 

1951 716,028 

1966 948;320 + 32.44 32.44 

1971 957,830 + 1.00 33.77 

1981 850,397 - 11.22 18.76 

1991 837,464 - 1.52 16.96 

Source. Greenslade, 1993. 

In fact, as Table 3.1 shows, the Irish-born population. seems to have 
stabilised'at some 835,000 to 850,000 persons. It reached a peak in 
1971 at over 950,000 but declined thereafter. Higher employment in 
the Republic of Ireland not only reduced the outflow of migrants 
but also boosted return migration from Britain (Greenslade et at .. 
1991). Garvey estimated a net migratory inflow to the Republic of 

33 



nearly 104,000 persons in the intef'Censal period 1971-1981. Some 
32,000 of these people were aged between 35 and 44 and had been 
born in the Republic, while 43,500 were aged 14 or under and had 
been born in Britain. According to Garvey, these were presumably 
Irish people who had emigrated in the 1950s or 1960s, married and 
had children in Britain, and were now returning home with their 
families. Irish-born elders were also a significant group among those 
who returned to the Republic in the I 970s: out of the 104,000 
immigrants, those aged 65 or over numbered 16,800 or 16.2 per 
cent (Garvey, 1985). 

This new trend was itself reversed in the second half of the I 980s, 
prompted by unemployment in both the Republic of Ireland and 
Northern Ireland (Counney, 1989; Forsyth and Borooah, 1992; 
Hazelkom, 1990). The rapidity of this change during the latter half 
of the 1980s can be seen at its most striking in applications for 
British National Insurance numbers. Irish applications jumped from 
2,548 in 1983 to 31,816 in 1989 (Gribben, 1990). 

In fact, cumulative growth of the Irish-born population between 
1951 and 1991 stood at just under 17 per cent, actually higher than 
that of the indigenous population during the same period. 

The stability of this population is remarkable given the close 
proximity of the two islands. As data from the 1984 General 
Household Survey analysed by Greenslade el af. (1991) suggests'. 
most of the Irish migrants in Britain were long-term residents of 
more than 20-years standing. It seems therefore that, although some 
Irish-born migrants do return to Ireland, ultimately most settle in 
Britain. The decision on residence for the majority would not 
appear to be significantly affected by economic conditions in their 
country of origin. 

1 This pioneering analysis of the 1984 General Household Survey provides imponam 
clues for the further investigation of Irish people in Britain and this present study freely 
draws on the data and findings of Greenslade el al. A brief note explaining the GHS. and 
the use made of it by Greenslade el al., is given in the Appendix. 
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3.2 Numbers of Returned Elderly Migrants 

Table 3.2: Pensions paid from U.K. to recipients living in 
Irish Republic 

Year Retirement Wiaows' benefit 

pensions 

1984 37.200 3,740 

1985 37,800 3,780 

1986 40.300 3,800 

1987 43,500 3,760 

1988 45,500 3,830 

1989 48,500 4,160 

1990 57,500 4,270 

1991 59,200 4,130 

1992 62,900 4,140 

1993 63,700 4,010 

1994 66,500 4,070 

(January) 1995 70,318 4,044 
.. 

Note. Figures are based on a 10 per cent samp.le of reCIpients on the last day 
of March, except for 1987 and 1990 which were taken on the last day of 
September. 
Source: Department of Social Security, Newcastle·Upon-Tyne. Figures for 
January 1995 from House of Commons. 1995. 

Pensions 

Nevertheless, many return to Ireland. and this includes the elderly. 
Yet, like so much else relating to this SUbject. the key issue of the 
numbers involved is by no means easy to determine. Since 1929 
u.K. pensions have been payable in overseas countries. so U.K. 
pensions paid to people living in the Republic can give some clue 
as to the numbers of returning Irish elders. Moreover. it is clear that 
in recent years there has been a substantial increase in the number 
of such pensions being paid to persons resident in the Republi". 

35 



Table 3.2 shows that there has been an 89 per cent increase in U.K. 
retirement pensions and an eight per cent increase in U.K. widows' 
pensions being paid in the Republic between 1984 and 1995. 
Indeed, of the slightly over 700,000 U.K. pensions being paid to 
recipients in nearly 200 countries in 1995, approximately 10 per 
cent were paid to people living in the Irish Republic. In 1991 14.7 
per cent of Irish elders were in receipt of u.K. retirement pensions 
and the proportion has undoubtedly increased further since then. 
But do these figures really represent a major increase in the number 
of pensioners moving from Britain to Ireland? And are these 
pensioners returning elderly Irish-born migrants? 

3.3 Net Gain of Elderly Migrants 

According to Table 3.3, between 1987 and 1994, there was a net 
gain to the Republic through migration of 10,200 persons aged 65 
years and over. 

Table 3.3: Estimated out-, in- and net migration, 1987-1994 

Thousands 
year Persons aged 65+ All 

persons 

Out In Net Overall 

net 

1967 0.00 1.1 +1.1 -23.0 

1966 0.00 1.4 +1.4 -41.9 

1969 0.00 1.6 +1.6 -43.9 

1990 0.00 1.4 +1.4 -22.9 

1991 0.00 1.7 +1.7 -2.0 

1992- 0.2 1.4 +1.2 +2.0 

1993- 0.2 0.9 +0.7 -6.0 

1994- 0.00 0.9 +D.9 ·10.0 
. Preliminary frgures . 
Source: Central Statistics Office of Ireland. 
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This is in stark contrast to the overall figures which showed a net 
loss of 145,000 persons. This net gain of elders ranged from 
approximately 700 10 1,800 per annum. So, while Ireland in recent 
years has been losing younger people through emigration, it has 
been gaining elders from immigration. Admittedly, it is impossible 
to be sure that all these elders were Irish-born migrants returning 
from Britain, but it is likely that most of them were. This gain in 
elders is, however;by no means a new phenomenon. 

3.4 Long-Tenn Elderly Migration 

There has been net migration into Ireland of people aged 65 and 
over in every inter-censal period since 1945. The migration of elders 
to Ireland, whether newcomers or returning Irish, has thus been 
going on for decades, regardless of changes in the migration 
patterns of the younger Irish. Some of the early figures in Table 3.4, 
particularly those suggesting net losses of population in the over 75 
age group, may not be accurate, but after 1970 the data are certainly 
more consistent and probably therefore more reliable. They show 
that there was a net gain to the Republic of around 1,500 over-65s 
each year during the I 970s and 1980s. On the basis of such figures, 
population projections have been made which assume that this gain 
will continue from 1996 up to the year 2011 at a rate of 1,000 per 
annum (Fahey, 1995). 

There has, therefore, been a small but steady inwards migration of 
people over 65 years of age into the Republic for a period of 50 
years and this trend is predicted to continue for another 15 years, 
and probably longer. But of course these figures relate only to 
elderly immigration, they do not separate out elderly returning Irish
born migrants. 
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Table 3.4: Net migration 01 over-65s during inter-censal periods since 1945 

Th sands DU 

Period Males Females Both sexes 

65-9 70-4 75+ All 65+ 65-9 70-4 75+ All 65+ All 65+ Ave. p.a. 

1946-51 3.4 4.0 -1.6 5.8 1.5 5.7 -3.4 3.8 9.6 1.9 

1951-56 2.9 3.0 -0.2 5.7 -0.2 4.1 -3.3 0.6 6.3 1.3 

1956-61 1.8 0.7 0.0 2.5 ·0.8 3.9 0.7 3.B 6.3 1.3 

1961-66 0.1 2.3 -1.1 1.3 -1.2 3.7 -2.0 0.5 1.8 0.4 

1966-71 2.3 2.3 -0.6 4.0 0.5 4.3 -1.5 3.3 7.3 1.5 

1971-81" 3.1 3.6 2.3 9.0 3.5 2.9 2.8 9.2 1B.2 1.8 

1981-86 2.8 0.3 0.8 3.9 2.8 ·0.7 0.5 2.6 6.5 1.3 

1986-91 3.3 0.6 0.0 3.9 2.8 -0.2 0.7 3.3 7.2 1.5 
" T en·year panod 
Source: Central Statistics Office of Ireland. 



3.5 The 1991 Census and Return Migration 

The 1991 Irish Census included questions which elicited 
information on people who had entered Ireland, having lived in 
another country for more than a year previous to their current 
residence in Ireland. (For example, Question 12: If the person lived 
outside the Republic for a period of one year or more please 
indicate the year of taking up residence in Ireland?; and Question 
13: What was the coumr)' of last previous residence?) 
Unfortunately, these figures do not differentiate between people 
immigrating to the Republ ic for the first time and Irish-born people 
returning home. Nevertheless, given this and other limitations 
(discussed below), the Census data are useful, if admilledly not 
definitive, in addressing the difficult task of quantifying the numbers 
of elderly returning migrants. 

Table 3.5: Elderly persons living in the Republic of Ireland 
in 1991 who had entered the country at some point in their 
lives, having spent at least one year in another country, by 

sex and country of previous residence 

Country Of ongm Males Females Total 

U. K. totai 16,510 19,093 35,603 

England and Wales 13,768 15,221 28,989 

Scotland 1,092 1,354 2,446 

Nortnern Ire/ana 1,650 2,518 4,168 

uther countries 3,966 5,140 9,106 

Total 20,476 24,233 44,709 

Source. Central StatistIcs Office of Ireland. 

In 1991, according to Table 3.5, there were 44,709 people in Ireland 
aged 65 or over who had lived in another country for at least one 
year previous to their taking up residence in the Republic. These 
people represented 11.1 per cent of all persons aged 65 or over then 
living in the Republic. (This proportion is a good deal less than the 
nearly 20 per cent of over-65s who told Fahey and Murray (1994, 
p.59) that they had lived abroad at some time in their lives). Of this 
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group, according to the 1991 Census, 31,435 (70.3 per cent) had 
lived in Britain and 4,168 (9.3 per cent) in Northern Ireland. 

It is also possible LO estimate /Tom the Census returns, as Table 3.6 
shows, the number who were aged 65 or over at the time that they 
LOok up residence in Ireland. This amounted to 9,172 persons. 
Those aged 65 or over, who entered from Britain numbered 6,739. 
The overwhelming majority (93.0 per cent) came from England and 
Wales and a small number (7.0 per cent) /Tom Scotland. They were 
fairly evenly balanced between the sexes, with 50.7 per cent being 
female and 49.3 per cent male. 

Table 3.6: Elderly persons living in the Republic of Ireland 
in 1991 who had entered the country aged 65 years or 

more, having spent at least one year in another country, by 
sex and country of previous residence 

Country of Origin Males Females Total 

U. K. total 3,471 3,701 7,172 

England and wales 3,116 3,149 6,265 

Scotland 206 268 474 

Northern Ireland 149 284 433 

Otner countries 767 1,233 2,000 

Total 4,238 4,934 9,172 

Source. Central Statistics Office of Ireland. 

As already mentioned, there are limitations to these figures. First, 
and most obviously, the figures do not differentiate between Irish 
and U.K. nationals. However. Table 3.7 offers a guide to the 
proportion of elderly migrants who are returnees. On the basis of 
Table 3.7 it would seem that perhaps 68 per cent, or roughly two
thirds, of older immigrants are Irish nationals, returning to Ireland. 

Using the age of 65 years as a cut-off point raises a variety of 
problems. In the U.K. women are currently eligible for retirement 
pensions from the age of 60 years. Including women aged 60 to 64, 
the figure for elderly migrants who had come from Britain to reside 
in the Republic jumps from 6,739 in 1991 to 9,304. We know that 
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in 1991 U.K. retirement pensions were being paid to 59,200 
persons resident in the Republic (see Table 3.2), but the C.S.O. data 
showed 35,603 persons aged 65 or over living in the Republic in 
1991 who had previously resided in the U.K. (see Table 3.5). Most 
of this discrepancy can probably be accounted for by women aged 
under 65 in receipt of U.K. pensions. 

Table 3.7: Elderly persons living in the Republic of Ireland 
in 1991 who had entered the country having spent at least 

one year in the U.K., by sex and country of birth 

Country of birth Males Females Total 

U. K. total 4,546 6,317 10,863 

England and Wales 2,462 3,266 5,728 

Scotland 496 803 1,299 

Northern Ireland 1,588 2,248 3,836 

Republic of Ireland 11,671 12,404 24,075 

Other countries 293 372 665 

Total 16,510 19,093 35,603 

Note: The figures In this table relate to persons aged 65 years or more In 1991 
regardless of how old they were when entering the Republic of Ireland from 
the U.K. The table is intended only as a guide to the likely nationality of older 
migrants to the Republic of Ireland from the U.K. On the basis of these figures, 
30.5 per cent of migrants were born in the U.K.; 67.6 per cent were born in the 
Republic of Ireland; and 1.9 per ce~t were born in another country. 11 these 
figures are representative of the nationality of those entering Ireland aged 65 
years or more, then the number of older people in Ireland at the 1991 Census 
who were elderly retum migrants from the U.K. is 67.6 per cent of 6,739 or 
4,556 persons. 
Source: Central Statistics Office of Ireland. 

Using 65 as a limit also assumes that elders will not migrate until 
the male retiring age of 65, or even after. Yet the theoretical 
literature identifies the ages 58 !O 65 as the peak period for amenity 
migration (Rogers, 1992). The suggestion is that, if people are 
planning to make a major move, they do not wait until retirement 
age, but plan to move rather earlier, in their late 50s or early 60s. [n 
the U.K. people can have sufficient National Insurance 
contributions to guarantee them a basic retirement pension before 
actually reaching retirement age or they can pay additional 
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contributions to guarantee them such a pension. Thus an elder does 
not have to wait till age 60 in the case of women or 65 in the case of 
men to be sure that they will qualify for a pension on retirement. 
This suggests that there may well be a number of elderly return 
migrants in Ireland who are somewhat short of 60 or 65 years. 

Despite its limitations, the 1991 Census also offers valuable clues as 
to where migrants from the U.K. go within the Republic. Table 3.8 
enumerates the county of residence for people who were elders in 
1991 and had spent some period in the U.K. 

Again the table does not directly measure elderly return migration: 
the people enumerated may have returned before the age of 65 and 
some, it can perhaps be assumed one-third, were not born in 
Ireland. Yet the picture of clustering that emerges from this table is 
extremely striking and accords with American and British studies 
which also found marked clustering among elders. It is probably fair 
to assume that the panern of clustering evident in Table 3.8 reflects 
roughly the clustering of elderly returned migrants. 

In tenns of gross numbers half the migrants from the U.K .. who 
were aged 65 or over in 1991, were living in just seven regions. 
These were in order of importance, Dublin Co. Borough, Cork 
County, Donegal, Dun Laoghaire. Mayo. Dublin County and 
Kerry. Older migrants made up over 12 per cent of elderly 
populations of five areas. In order, these were: Donegal, Dun 
Laoghaire, Wicklow, Mayo and Monaghan. Clearly three areas in 
the Republic attract elderly migrants: the DublinlWicklow area, Co. 
Cork and the Western seaboard (Kerry, Mayo and especially 
Donegal). 

So it can be established from the Census data that there were some 
9,000 elders living in the Republic in 1991, who had immigrated 
from Britain when they were at or beyond U.K. pensionable age. 
Perhaps, also, it can be assumed that approximately two-thirds of 
these people had been born in the Republic. Nevertheless, these 
figures do not make it possible to find out how many elderly 
returnees might have immigrated to Ireland in the years 
immediately prior to their reaching pensionable age. 
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Table 3.8: County of enumeration of elderly persons living In the 
Republic 01 Ireland In 1991 who had entered the country at some 
pOint In their IivElis, having apent at least one year In the U.K., by 

sex and proportion of elderly population In region 

Males Females I DIal Ulaer 
as ':~I~~~~ 

Garlow 140 176 316 T3% 
uuolln GO. .~~" 2.,", 4.52~ '.'"1. 

Dublin County 737 996 1.733 9.9% 
Dun~~~ __ ~91;7~8~~I~.4I~;75~~!~.41~15j:3~ ______ ~12~.3%~ 
~ 329 425 754 8.5% 

~u ~. (51' f.f'7. 
Laois t 54 87 341 j~.4I''ro 

16 31 247 
Louth .U2 >4" 95~ 

______ -..~~=~e~Haa"~',nV--~~~ ~~--7~~~------~'.7.87~~~ 
-------'~'-'i' <lord ~ ~ 1. )41 1.8~ 

==~c;o~rk'~ c~~o.~~~are+=~~ Jli .~~+-__ ....,;:-;. 11.2%i'f-
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T 
Ii 

, GO 

ICo 

t;alw Iy GO 

Mrrv 

• County 
'Borth 
, South 

I Goun 

3alway County 
'itrim 
~avo 

,lIgo 
Cavan 

(5~ .504 I~' ,. 193 347 1.0% 
424 438 .862 ~ 

!*---!-i< j*3--i,*IF.5:~4~t~~~~~~--;--',~,:,:; ~ 
.,,~ u. 487 11. r. 
690 611 -',301 7.0~ 

233 204 437 .30/. 
,219 996 2.215 10/. 
355 369 724 

1.5% 
277 357 634 8.4% 

.336 .370 2.706 15.4 

TC IAL 16.;~~ 19,~~~ 3ti~ '~J; ;... 
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3.6 Increase in British Pensions 

Between 1987 and 1994, as Table 3.2 shows, British retirement and 
widows' pensions paid in Ireland increased by some 23,000. Even 
assuming that all of the 10,600 elders who moved to Ireland during 
these same years were in fact elderly Irish-born migranL~ returning 
from the U.K., it remains necessary to explain an increase of nearly 
13,000 in British pensions being paid to Irish residents. It would 
appear that there are several possible reasons for this increase. 

Northern Irish Migrants 

Some of these people were probably migrants from Northern 
Ireland. The 1991 Census identified a little more than 4,000 people 
aged 65 or over who had lived in Northern Ireland previous to their 
taking up residence in the Republic. It is not clear, however, if the 
numbers of those moving to the Republic from Northern Ireland 
were increasing during the 1980s. 

Becoming Eligible in Ireland 

More significant probably were people becoming eligible for U.K. 
pensions while resident in the RepUblic. In the 1970s Ireland 
experienced for the first time in many decades an increase in 
population. Part of this increase was due to the return from overseas 
of a large number of emigrants. 

Garvey (1985) showed that of the 103,900 net migration gain to the 
Republic between 1971 and 1981,45.5 per cent were aged 0 to 14 
years, 38 per cent were aged 35 to 44 years and 17.5 per cent were 
aged 65 years and over. He suggested that the large number of 
under-14s were the children of the returnees aged in their 30s and 
40s. Even during the 1960s, when there was a net loss of population 
through emigration of nearly 132,000, there was a net gain of 
23,400 persons aged 0 to 14 years and of 2,800 persons aged 
between 35 and 54 years. The National Economic and Social 
Council's (1993) examination of inwards migration between 1983 
and 1988 showed a somewhat similar picture, with a concentration 
of migrants in the age groups 15 and under and 25 to 34. The study 
concluded that 'many of the return migrants came as family groups' 
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(p. 90). By the late 1980s and early 1990s some of the Irish-born 
people who had returned to Ireland from Britain in the 1960s and 
1970s aged in their 40s or 50s would presumably have become 
entitled to British pensions. Thus, as an example, an Irishman who 
had emigrated to England in 1950 aged 25, worked in the country 
for 25 years paying National Insurance, returned to Ireland in 1975 
aged 50 with a wife and family, would in 1990 have qualified for a 
U.K. retirement pension. 

In this context it is also probably necessary to take into account 
people who have engaged in shon-term migration, what King 
(1986) calls periodic or seasonal migration. There is a long history 
of seasonal migration between Ireland and Britain stretching back 
to the eighteenth century. It is cenainly not as prevalent today as it 
was in the past when Irish labourers built much of the British canal 
and railway networks and formed a major proponion of the harvest 
work force. Yet there is a small, but not insignificant, number of 
building sub-contractors who still work in this way. They maintain a 
home and family in Ireland, but work for six or nine months each 
year in Britain. Depending upon their level of National Insurance 
contributions in the U.K., such men would quality for British 
pensions. 

Challges in Entitlement 

Another factor which may have boosted the number of Irish 
residents in receipt of British pensions concerns changes made in 
female entitlements. In 1988, for example, a single non-taxable 
widows' payment of £1,000 was introduced for widows under 60 
and widows over 60 whose husbands had died before reaching the 
ageof65 (West. 1994). The general entitlement of women, whether 
married. widowed or divorced, to receive ponions of their husbands' 
pensions has been significantly extended in recent years. This trend 
is likely to continue. Under the 1995 Pensions Act, for example, it 
will be possible for a wife to 'earmark' a share of her husband's 
pension upon divorce. So it is possible that some of the increase in 
British pensions being paid in the Republic may reflect women 
taking advantage of their increased rights. 
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It would seem then that the substantial increase over recent years in 
U.K. pensions paid to recipients resident in the Republic of Ireland 
is due to several basic factors: firstly, the number of elderly 
migrants, whether Irish-born or British-born, moving to Ireland from 
Britain; secondly, an increase in the number of Irish elders. who had 
at some stage in their lives worked in the U.K., and are now 
becoming entitled to British pensions; and thirdly, perhaps, an 
increase in the number of women taking advantage of new or 
extended entitlements. 

3,7 Desire to Return 

Unfortunately, there has been no substantial nor systematic study of 
the key questions: (I) how many Irish elders wish to return to 
Ireland from Britain; and (2) why do they wish to do this? Some 
studies of sections of the Irish community in Britain have included 
questions about intention to return. O'Keefe (1992), for instance, in 
her questionnaire sent to 41 Irish-born members of the London Irish 
Women's Centre included such a question and found that 32 per 
cent had a 'positive' intention, while 51 per cent were unsure; only 
17 per cent 'definitely' did noi wish to return. This study also 
revealed intense emotional feelings towards Ireland among 
emigrants: 63 per cent expressed a strong sense of loss or grief at 
their departure; 46 per cent acknowledged a love for the country; 19 
per cent said they envied those who could afford to stay in Ireland; 
and 12 per cent actually experienced gUilt about leaving. 
Regrettably for purposes of this study, none of those questioned 
were over 50 years of age. 

Anecdotal evidence certainly does point to a strong desire to return 
among elders.. Interviews with Irish-born London pensioners, 
conducted in the late I 980s, reveal this, though they also show 
some of the constraints preventing a return (Schweitzer, 1989). The 
selection below clearly illustrates that many women are reluctant to 
return for fear of losing touch with children or grandchildren living 
in Britain; others fear isolation in Ireland and feel that the country is 
very different from the one they grew up in; many, however, desire 
to die or at least to be buried in Ireland; others have rather romantic 
views of an Irish rural retirement; and obviously most still regard 
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themselves, even after 40 or 50 years of living In Britain, as 
intensely Irish. 

Teresa Burke, aged 69. emigrated in 1937 from Co. Leitrim and 
worked as a hotel maid: 'As I've grown older and when my children 
left school. there was a terrible longing to go back. to [eeland. But 
then as they grew older and got married, the grandchildren came, so 
you were more or less hooked. But I've given them suiel 
instructions that I'm (Q be buried in Ireland, come what may. I've 
saved enough to take my remains back to Ireland. They may have to 
pay their own fare'. (p. 40) 

Molly Kennedy, aged 72, emigrated in 1944 from Co. Meath and 
worked as a civil servant: 'We went home every year...lt's nice to 
go home on holiday. We thought of going home, and there were one 
or two there who'd give us a little place. just a little bit of land 
where we could build a lillie house for ourselves. But, then, I 
couldn't pull myself away from the children ... my husband doesn't 
drive. so we'd have no lranspon. You wouldn't even be able to get 
to church from where wed be living. The novelty would wear off 
and you'd be on your own. They all having their children and 
grandchildren around them. and we'd be on our own. We'd be back 
to where we started without a soul. Of course, we know people who 
have gone back, some have settled and some haven't'. (pp 102-3) 

Gerry McTague, emigrated in 1941 from Co. Leitrim, worked as 
an aircraft engineer and returned to Ireland after this interview: 
'I've spent a lot of time in Ireland this past few years and it's 
changed an awful 101. The old camaraderie and doing a good turn 
and all that sort of thing. that's finished in Ireland now ... they"ve got 
very greedy for money. I still love Ireland, the ground, the soil, the 
air. yes. but I've grown away from the people, a little bi!...1 think 
every Irish person has that dream. a man anyway. to go back 10 
Ireland 10 settle in their old age ... that's why I took early retirement 
really to go back there. I dreamed of finding a lit~e rose covered 
COllage somewhere and setlling down with a fishing rod and ,a dog 
and a pint of Guinness. a nice local pub somewhere .. .' (pp 132-3) 

John Munally, emigrated in 1939 from Co. Mayo, worked in the 
construction industry and returned to Ireland in 1960-66: 'I went 
home to Ireland for about six years in the I 960s. The wages then 
were good. I went home and brought the family and all with me. I 
gO! a bit of land from the old man. but we didn't agree on things, so 
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I said it was better if I left there and came back again to England. 
When you've been here for about 10, 20, 30 years, things are so 
lonely and you don't meet any of your mates. Everywhere in 
Ireland seemed very dead at the time. I was fed up with the silence 
and the quietness of country life .. .1 came back in 1966 ... And that 
was it; I got a flat and I brought the family over again'. (p. 138) 

Christina Pammenl, aged 60, emigrated in 1946 from Co. 
Limerick and worked as a nurse: 'Even after 40 years here, I am 
still 100 per cent Irish, and very much in love with my homeland. 
And I think ii's only since I've gone back and toured it in comfort, I 
realise how beautiful it all is. It took my husband to point out that 
my house, our cottage, looked on [0 lovely green fields, a lovely 
stream running around .... I have five lovely grandchildren .... and we 
gel on great lOgelher .... my two sons are teachers over here. but I 
have never become an English woman. I intend to go home and 
settle in Limerick where my brother is. I'm very proud to be Irish'. 
(p. 152) 

There have been two more systematic studies of Irish-born elders 
which do touch upon the questions of the numbers wishing to 
return and their motivation. Both suggest that many would take 
advantage of the opportunity to return, if circumstances were right. 

Haringey Survey 

The 1988 Haringey study showed that of the 100 Irish elders (60 
years+) questioned, 61 per cent had at some time considered 
returning home and that 51 per cent were currently interested in 
retiring to Ireland (Irish Liaison Unit, 1991). At the same time, 83 
per cent of the respondents anticipated that they would encounter 
difficulties in returning. The most common problems mentioned 
were securing adequate affordable accommodation, fear of not 
being able to senle down again in Ireland, difficulties with the 
transfer of social security benefits, and loneliness. A little over half 
the respondents (55 per cent) felt that they needed more information 
about the situation they would face in Ireland. Others mentioned the 
possibility of financial aid and of a tenancy exchange scheme. 
Among the report's recommendations were that the 'Irish Embassy 
provide a professional service for Irish emigrants considering 
returning to live in Ireland' (p. 6) and that research be carried out 
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into the possibility of developing mll.Jatlves to assist elderly 
returning migrants, particularly with housing and social security 
problems. 

The Institute of Irish Studies Survey 

Another recent, as yet unpublished. study that bears upon this issue 
was undertaken in 1993-94 by the Institute of Irish Studies at the 
University of Liverpool (Greenslade el al., 1993-94). As part of a 
questionnaire dealing with the health and well-being of the Irish in 
Liverpool, Manchester and Binningham, respondents were asked: 
'Do you plan ever to return permanently to Ireland?' Of those aged 
55 years and over, 28.5 per cent answered yes in Liverpool, 20 per 
cent in Birmingham and 12 per cent in Manchester. Again this 
points to significant numbers of elderly migrants contemplating a 
possible return to Ireland. 

Maintail/ing Close COImections 

Both these surveys were too small-scale and not probing enough to 
permit definitive conclusions. Nevertheless, there are two other 
interesting pieces of information that emerge from them. The 
Haringey study highlighted the fact that most elderly Irish migrants 
have maintained close connections with their home country: 74 per 
cent said they made trips to Ireland and 52 per cent said that they in 
fact visited the country every year. Nearly three-quarters indicated 
that they still had family or friends in Ireland (Irish Liaison Unit, 
/991). 

Perhaps it is these frequent family visits, on the one hand, which 
make some elderly migrants feel that they do not really need to 
settle permanently in Ireland. To use King's (1986) typology, 
perhaps occasional and temporary returns can be a satisfactory 
substitute for a permanent return. But, on the other hand, the 
maintenance of strong family ties almost certainly does help to draw 
some people back permanently. Unfortunately, however, there is 
little detailed or precise information on why elderly migrants return 
to Ireland or, indeed, why some do not, although the general 
literature (discussed above) on elderly migration does offer some 
clues. 
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Variations in Intention to Return 

The other interesting point to emerge from the Liverpool study was 
that there appears to be considerable variation in intention to return 
depending upon where people live (Greenslade el al., 1993-94). Of 
the whole Liverpool-Irish group a massive two-thirds said they 
wanted to return permanently to Ireland, compared with 36 per cent 
in Binningham and only 21 per cent in Manchester. In the 
Haringey survey 51 per cent of elders indicated a strong desire to 
retire to Ireland. This, admittedly incomplete, data seems to raise the 
question: are people in certain areas more likely to want to return 
than people in other areas? In other words, does geography playa 
role in intention to return? 

A recent study of the housing of the Irish in Liverpool, Birmingham 
and Manchester using the 1991 Census (Folan, 1994) has identified 
significant socio-economic differences between the three 
communities in these cities. For instance, Liverpool had the largest 
number of over-60s, comprising 42 per cent of the Irish community, 
compared with 31 per cent in Manchester and 38 per cent in 
Birmingham. Irish women aged over 60 exceeded men in the three 
cities by 11 per cent, but in Liverpool the figure was a striking 50 
per cent. Again in Liverpool fuUy 55 per cent of the whole Irish 
community were categorised as economically inactive. Folan further 
demonstrated that substandard housing and long-term illness were 
more characteristic of the Irish in Liverpool than of the Irish in the 
other two cities or of the native-born Liverpool population. Perhaps 
it is the disadvantaged position of the Liverpool Irish-born 
compared to their compatriots in Binningham and Manchester that 
makes them much more eager to return to Ireland. However, in the 
absence of any substantial study of the motives behind the desire to 
return, this can only be speculation. 

3.8 Over-Representation of Irish Elders in Britain 

These findings are especially significant in view of the fact that 
Irish-born people in Britain have consistently been, and continue .to 
be, substantially older than the rest of the resident population. 
According to the 1984 General Household Survey, summarised in 

50 



Table 3.9, they were substantially under-represented in the lowest 
age group and over-represented in the older age groups. 

Table 3.9: Age of respondents, 1984 General Household 
Survey 

0-14 15-34 35-64 

N 0/0 N 0/0 N 0/0 

Republic 4 1.5 33 12.1 179 65.5 

Irish 

Northern 3 2.2 35 26.1 77 57.5 

Irish 

British 4.885 20.5 6.653 27.9 8.528 35.7 

(Chl-squar. - 263.91. with 12 d.l .. P < 0.01) 
Source: Greenslade at al., 1991. 

65+ Total 

N 0/0 N 

57 20.9 273 

19 14.2 134 

3.822 16.0 23.888 

The 1991 Census showed that this is a continuing pattern. 
According to the Census, there were 205,988 Irish-born people of 
pensionable age (males 65+; females 60+) in Britain. They formed 
25 per cent of the whole Irish community and 27 per cent of the 
Irish community born in the Republic. In the Republic itself in 1991 
there were 403,000 people aged 65 and over, but they formed only 
11,4 per cent of the total population, compared with 15 per cent for 
the E.U. as a whole. So, if in comparison with the E.U., the over-65s 
are under-represented in the Republic, they are vastly over
represented among the Irish-born living in Britain. Among the Irish 
of pensionable age in Britain women outnumbered men 
substantially: by 65 per cent to 35 per cent (Greenslade, 1993). The 
1991 Census further showed that, of the Republic-born living in 
Britain, 18.9 per cent of men were of pensionable age and a striking 
34.4 per cent of women. 

3.9 Summary 

By 1991 the Irish-born community in Britain had stabilised at 
around 840,000 or 1.58 per cent of the total population. Of those 
born in the Republic 27 per cent were of pensionable age, while in 
the Republic itself only 11.4 per cent of the population fell into this 
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category. So the Irish community In Britain contains a vastly 
disproportionate number of elders. 

There has been no systematic study, however, of Irish elders living 
in Britain. We do not know how many of them may wish to return 
to Ireland nor who exactly these people might be. Nevertheless, 
limited studies and anecdotal evidence point to significant numbers 
wishing to take this step. 

Whether potential returnees would be the more affluent or the more 
deprived members of the community is not clear, although limited 
work on the Irish in Liverpool. Manchester. Birmingham and inner 
London seems to suggest that the desire to return is strongest 
among the more disadvantaged of the Irish-born. Such people. of 
course. are probably least able to fulfill this desire. 

A small but steady stream of elders have moved to Ireland since at 
least the 1940s and they continued to do so even during periods 
when the country lost population overall through migration. The 
1991 Census showed that there were around 9.000 people living in 
the Republic. who had taken up residence at pensionable age 
having previously resided in Britain. We do not know precisely 
how many of them were returned Irish-born migrants. but it is 
probable that at least two-thirds were. Projections suggest that 
elderly migration to Ireland will continue at a rate of around 1.000 
per annum for the foreseeable future. So although there is a large 
number of Irish-born elders living in Britain and a significant 
proponion of these people. when questioned, express a desire to 
return to Ireland. very few actually do so. This would suggest that 
there are powerful impediments to return in operation. 

Between 1984 and 1995 U.K. retirement pensions being paid to 
people resident in the Republic of Ireland jumped from 37.200 to 
70.318 or by nearly 90 per cent. This does not appear. however. to 
reflect a major increase in the numbers of elders migrating to 
Ireland during these years: between 1987 and 1994. for instance. 
the net gain of elders averaged just 1.275 per annum. It is more 
likely due largely to Irish people. who had lived and worked at 
some period of their lives in Britain. becoming eligible for U.K. 
retirement pensions. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Returning Elders from Britain to Ireland: 
Demographic and Socio-Economic 

Characteristics 

4.1 Introduction 

Not only does Britain provide a large reservoir of potential return 
elderly migrants, but it is possible, at least tentatively, to predict 
some of the characteristics of such people. Most returning elders 
will come from urban areas, especially from Greater London and 
the West Midlands; they are more likely to be male than female; 
many may be impoverished or at least have very limited financial 
resources; and a significant number may be in poor health, worse 
health than their contemporaries who stayed in Ireland. It should be 
stressed at the outset, however, that these are only predictions, based 
on the general character of the elderly Irish community in Britain. It 
could be that some returning elders will be affluent and successful, 
having prospered in business. or the professions in Britain and now 
wishing to retire to their home country. Again, lack of information 
about who returns to Ireland, and why, makes it impossible to 
describe returning elders in any detaiL It is only possible to sketch 
the general socio-economic character of the Irish community in 
Britain and assume that most returning elders will be typical of this 
community. 

4.2 Geographical Distribution 

Although widely distributed throughout Britain, the Irish-born are 
concentrated in urban and port centres. Table 4.1 shows the size 
and distribution of the Irish-born by region and sex in 1991, while 
Figure 4.1 shows how this distribution changed between the 1981 
and 1991 Censuses. 
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Table 4.1: The Irish-born population 01 Britain, 1991, by sex and region 

Male Female Total Percentage 

Irish Of Region 

Nortn 8,023 8,278 16,301 1.95 0.54 

YOrKS HumDerSlce 19,841 20,849 40,690 4.86 0.84 

East Midlands 20,831 21,658 42,489 5.07 1.07 

I::ast Anglla 8,701 9,741 18,442 2.20 0.91 

Greater London 119,583 136,887 256,470 30.62 3.84 

South East 71,333 85,060 156,393 18.67 1.49 

~outn west 22,044 25,231 47,275 5.65 1.03 

West Midlands 44.923 46,445 91,368 10.91 1.77 

North west 46,032 51,979 98,011 11.70 1.57 

Wales 9,942 10.899 20,841 2.49 0.74 

~collana 22,281 26,903 49,184 5.87 0.98 

England and Wales 371,253 417,027 788,280 94.13 1.58 

tlntaln 393,534 443,930 837,464 100.00 1.50 

Source. Greens/ade, 1993. 



Figure 4.1: Republic Irish-born population of Britain, 1981 
and 1991, by region 
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London and the South East have far and away the largest 
population of Irish-born, with almost half (49.29 per cent) of the 
Irish community living in these regions. The North West and West 
Midlands, traditional areas of Irish settlement for generations, 
account for a further 23 per cent of the Irish-born in Britain. In 
terms of their position in regional populations, it is only in Greater 
London that the population density of Irish-born significantly 
exceeds their representation in the population as a whole. There 
Irish-born people constitute nearly four per cent of the total 
population, making them the largest fIrst-generation migrant group 
in the region. 
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Scotland is an interesting, though difficult, case in this context. It is 
there that the most marked decline in the Irish-born population has 
occurred. The numbers of resident Irish fell by nearly one fifth (19.3 
per cent) between 1981 and 1991, more than twenty-six times the 
rate of fall of the Scottish population as a whole. Little attention has 
been paid to the Irish-born in Scotland. Garvey (1985) noted that 
the 1981 Irish Census recorded 1,100 people living in the Republic 
who the previous year had been resident in Scotland. He did not 
analyse this group, but his figures revealed that the majority were 
women whereas immigrants from Britain as a whole were primarily 
male. 

Owen (1995), in his analysis of the 1991 U.K. Census. found that 
while only 3.8 per cent of those born in the Republic lived in 
Scotland, 10.8 per cent of those born in Northern Ireland lived 
there. In urban and rural areas of large pans of Western and central 
Scotland, the Northern Ireland-born were living in numbers above 
their overall British average. Only in the South East region of 
England, Greater London and the North West region were there 
larger proportions of Northern-Irish. 

Jones (Stillwell et ai., 1992) showed that high rates of emigration 
from Scotland to the rest of the U.K. in the 1980s panicularly 
originated in the Glasgow and Edinburgh areas. The Borders and 
the Highlands experienced net population gains from Britain and 
this was panicularly true in the over 60 age group. Most of the 
migrants from Scotland were heading for London and the South 
East, where job opportunities were perceived to be better. 
Presumably many of the younger Irish-born living in the central 
Scottish conurbation followed the natives to London in search of 
work during the I 980s, while Irish elders resident in Scotland 
moved out of Glasgow on retirement either to a more rural pan of 
Scotland or England or home to Ireland. 

It is likely that the pattern of regional shifts in popUlation reflects the 
differing economic fortunes of these regions. As migrants who 
generally arrive seeking work, the Irish-born are necessarily likely 
to choose their destination on the basis of the economic 
opportunities available to them in a given area. It would seem that 
having initially emigrated, they become a mobile pan of the labour 
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force and readily commit themselves to further internal migration 
within Britain. Scotland clearly provides an example of this. 

If this is true of the younger employed Irish in the 1980s, it appears 
also to have been true of earlier generations of Irish migrants, who 
are now retired or approaching retirement age. Having made the 
initial move from Ireland, they continued within Britain to be a 
mobile population. Given also thai in the past the Irish were likely 
to be more involved in occupations that necessitated mobility, like 
construction, nursing and domeslic service, il is probable that 
mobility was even more characteristic of the Irish in the past. 

One is driven 10 speculate that, if the Irish were quite mobile within 
Britain in the past, perhaps this is panly why so few of them own 
their own homes loday; mobility and home ownership are hardly 
compatible. Also mobility within Britain may have been a factor 
contributing to the maintenance of strong family ties with Ireland. 
Lacking a seUled life in Britain, the Irish put even more emphasis 
on their Irish roots. Yet again, in the absence of any substantial 
study of the lifestyles or attitudes of Irish elders in Britain, all this 
must remain pure speculation. 

4.3 Age and Sex Structure 

Overview 

As Tables 4.2 and 4.3 show, 371,253 men and 417,027 women 
make up respectively 47.1 and 52.9 per cent of the Irish-born 
according to the 1991 Census of England and Wales. These 
proportions are almost identical to those found in the 1981 Census 
by Greenslade el al. (1991). 

On a regional basis it is clear that the Irish-born population of 
Greater London differs quite significantly from the Irish-born in the 
rest of the country, having the highest percentage of both men and 
women in the 16 to 44 age group (45 per cent and 43 per cent 
respectively). This may reflect Hazelkorn's (1990) observation on 
the favoured position of London as a choice of destination amongst 
Irish migrants during the 1980s. 
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Table 4.2: Irish-born men in England and Wales, 1991, by age group and region 

0-15 16-44 45-59 60+ Tolal 

Region N % N % N % N % 

North 439 5.47 3,029 37.75 2,846 35.47 1,709 21.30 8,023 

YorkS' Hum'sioe 896 4.52 6,598 33.25 8,326 41.96 4,021 20.27 19,841 

t: Midlands 875 4.20 6,763 32.47 8,697 41.79 4,496 21.58 20,831 

E. Anglia 445 5.11 3,428 39.40 3,035 34.88 1,793 20.61 8,701 

Gr. Lonoon 4,460 3.73 53,432 44.68 43,298 36.21 18,393 15.38 119,583 

:;oulh East 3,321 4.66 27,313 38.29 27,242 38.19 13,457 18.87 71,333 

south west 1,070 4.85 8,029 36.42 7,717 35.01 5,228 23.72 22,044 

w. Mlolands 1,269 2.82 11,544 25.70 21,786 48.50 10,324 22.98 44,923 

North Wesl 1,831 3.98 14,958 32.49 19,458 42.27 9,785 21.26 46,032 

wales 585 5.88 3,325 33.44 3,884 39.07 2,148 21.61 9,942 
. 

TOTAL 15,148 4.08 138,419 37.29 146,289 39.41 71,354 19.22 371,253 

Source. 1991 Census, OPCS, London. 



Table 4.3: Irish-born women In England and Wales, 1991, by age group and region 

0-15 16-44 45-59 60+ lotal 

RegIon N % N % N % N % 

North 454 5.48 3,120 37.69 2,045 24.70 2,659 32.12 8,278 

YOrkS' Hum SlOe 949 4.55 7,309 35.06 5,936 28.47 6,655 31.92 20,849 

t: Midlands 838 3.87 7,188 33.19 6,449 29.78 7,183 33.17 21,658 

E. Angua 433 4.45 3,581 36.76 2,645 27.15 3,082 31.64 9,741 

ur. Lonoon 4,366 3.19 58,809 42.96 36,342 26.55 37,370 27.30 136,887 

South East 3,172 3.73 29,758 34.98 23,609 27.76 28,521 33.53 85,060 

:south west 1,112 4.41 8,236 32.64 6,339 25.12 9,544 37.83 25,231 

w. MIOIanas 1,205 2.59 12,544 27.01 15,190 32.71 17,506 37.69 46,445 

North West 1,699 3.27 16,343 31.44 15,555 29.93 18,382 35.36 51,979 

Wales 512 4.70 3,758 34.48 2,897 26.58 3,732 34.24 10,899 

IUIAL 14,740 3.53 150,646 36.12 117,007 28.06 134,634 32.28 417,027 

Source. 7997 Census, OPCS, London. 



In addition to having a generally younger population of Irish-born 
than the rest of the country, Greater London also has a smaller 
proponion of the Irish-born over pensionable age (15 per cent and 
27 per cent for men and women respectively). It is difficult to say 
whether this reflects a statistical anefact due to the over-abundance 
of young Irish-born in the region or a tendency for Irish elders to 
move out of the region as they arrive at pensionable age. The 
Haringey study (Irish Liaison Unit, 1991) suggested that perhaps as 
many as a half of Irish elders living in London wished to return to 
Ireland: a proponion higher than the comparable figures for 
Liverpool, Birmingham and Manchester as revealed by the Institute 
of Irish Studies survey (Greenslade el al., 1993-4). General studies 
of London have found that the city has the highest level of 
retirement migration in the country, with a fifth to a quaner of elders 
leaving in their early and mid-60s (Warnes in Stillwell el al .. 1992). 

The region with the oldest age profile for the Irish-born is the West 
Midlands, with more than 70 per cent of women and 71 per cent of 
men over the age of 45. It is probable therefore that a 
disproponionate number of returning Irish elders may come from 
this region, especially from its cities like Birmingham, Coventry, 
Wolverharnpton and Stoke-on-Trent. 

Table 4.4: Irish-born population of England and Wales, 
1991, by sex and age group 

Sex 0-15 16-44 45-59 Female Above 

45-64 Male pension age 

N % N % N % N % 

Female 14.740 3.53 150.646 36.12 117.007 28.06 134,63<1 32.28 

Male 15.148 4.08 138,419 37.29 146.289 39.41 71.35 19.22 

TOTAL 29.888 3.79 289.065 36.67 263.296 33.40 205,98f 26.13 

Source. 7997 Census. OPCS. London. 

As may be seen from Table 4.4, there is a markedly different age 
structure between the two sexes, a divergence which occurs in the 
older age groups. Below the age of 45 there are no significant 
differences. However, in the group over 44, but below pensionable 
age, the number of men exceeds the number of women by some 
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29,282 persons or 25 per cent. The position reverses itself amongst 
the oldest group, however. Amongst those over pensionable age, the 
excess of women over men is 63,280, or nearly 89 per cent. 

4.4 Geography and Gender as Factors in Return Migration 

Urball Areas/Ports 

According to the 1991 Census (Tables 4, I, 4,2 and 4.3), the 
pensionable Irish were concentrated in certain locations: Greater 
London, the South East, the West Midlands and the North West. 
All in all some three-quarters of pension-aged Irish lived in these 
four regions. The Census data particularly highlighted the West 
Midlands, which had the oldest age profile for the Irish-born; 
indeed, women of 60 years and over formed the largest group in the 
female Irish community in this region. Of course all these areas are 
heavily urbanised, containing England's largest cities. It can, 
therefore, be assumed that returning elders are most likely to come 
from an urban background, probably from a big industrial or port 
city. 

Gellder as a Faclor ill Retum Migratioll 

In view of the fact that, among the Irish-born in Britain of 
pensionable age, women outnumber men substantially, it would be 
logical to assume that a large number of returning elders may be 
women. Certainly, the 1991 Irish Census found that women 
outnumbered men significantly among those aged 65 years or over 
who had lived in the U.K. at some period of their lives. However, 
women live longer than men and thus it cannot necessarily be 
assumed that female elders are more likely than male elders to 
return to the country of their birth. Walter (1991), in fact, found 
women much less likely to return than men, while Daniels' (1993) 
recent survey of 17 Irish-born Wirral mid-wives COnflffi1S this 
impression. Most were aged in their 40s and 50s and had emigrated 
from Ireland before 1960. Yet 13 still returned to Ireland for visits at 
least once a year. Although they were all in a position to return 
permanently and, indeed, nine indicated that their husbands would 
have been keen to go, only one expressed any interest in a return 
and that interest was far from definite. One summed up the views of 
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most when she said: 'I like being near home, but not at home' (p, 
21), Again, since little is known about who returns from Britain to 
Ireland, and why, it is not possible to establish sexual ratios 
accurately, although Table 3.4 suggested that, since the I 94Os, 
among migrants to Ireland aged 65 or over, men have outnumbered 
women in all inter-censal periods except for the 1970s, 

4,5 Relative Material Deprivation? 

Britain's urban areas and ports have a large pool of elderly potential 
return migrants to Ireland. Not only are migrants returning from 
Britain to Ireland likely to come from urban areas or ports, but they 
are also likely to reflect other characteristics of Britain's Irish 
popUlation, including relative material deprivation. Pearson el al. 
(1991), using material from the 1981 Census and data drawn from 
the 1984 G.H.S., maintain that 'migrants from the Irish Republic 
who were resident here [Britain) during the first half of the last 
decade [1980-85) were socially and economically disadvantaged 
relative to other groups in the 1984 G.H.S.' (p. 26). While migrants 
returning from the U.S. have popularly been seen in Ireland as 'rich 
Yanks', it is unlikely that most of those returning from Britain are 
going to be rich - indeed, the opposite is more likely to be true. 
Some of the theoretical literature on return migration supports this 
conclusion. It suggests that migrants who return home from a 
country that is a long distance away are likely to be well off 
(Bovenkerk, 1974). On the other hand, most studies of return 
migrants, including Foeken's (1980) of the Irish, argue that return is 
likely to be a sign of failure or at least an inability to achieve what 
the migrant desires. Whether or not the same would apply to 
returning elders is a moot point. In drawing what they called their 
'gloomy' conclusion regarding the Irish in Britain, Pearson el al. 
(1991) relied upon a number of indicators of economic status. For 
the elderly, the most helpful indicators are occupation, income and 
housing. 

Occupation 

In terms of occupation, according to the 1984 O.H.S., 44.5 per cent 
of the Irish in Britain were classed as semi-skilled or unskilled, 
compared with 28 per cent of the British. The Irish-born were over-
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represented in the construction industry, where 14.3 per cent of 
employed Irish people found their work, as opposed to 6.6 per cent 
of the population overall. A further 21 per cent of the Irish were 
employed in distribution, hotels and catering, but the Irish-born 
were significantly under-represented in the banking, finance, and 
insurance sector (3.6 per cent as opposed to 7.1 per cent overall). 

There have been changes over time, however. The Irish-born 
working population is now less concentrated in the construction 
sector than it was at the time of Jackson's (1963) study, although 
construction still remains the largest single male employment 
category, with 32.1 per cent of Republic-born men living in Britain 
working in the industry, according to the 1991 Census. It would 
seem likely therefore that numbers of returning Irish elders will have 
been employed in semi-skilled or unskilled occupations: some of 
the men may have been construction workers, while some of the 
women may have been employed as maids, cleaners, waitresses or 
ancillary health workers. 

Such work is usually insecure and often poorly paid. Pearson el 01. 
(1991) certainly identified high levels of unemployment among the 
Irish in the early I 980s, with 17.2 per cent of Irish-born respondents 
unemployed, compared with only nine per cent of the British. Irish 
elders are therefore likely to have experienced periods of 
unemployment during their working lives and many may have had 
to move around Britain in order to find work. 

Income 

As for income, nearly 33 per cent of the Irish-born received less 
than £50 per week in 1984 and only 2.5 per cent received more 
than £200. The comparable figures for the British group were 22 
per cent and six per cent. It is perhaps interesting to note in this 
context that only 15.6 per cent of those born in Northern Ireland 
and living in Britain received less than £50 per week. This would 
seem to suggest that the Northern-Irish in Britain are considerably 
more affluent than the Irish from the Republic; more affluent even 
than many of the British themselves. 
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It is not easy to make income comparisons between Britain and the 
Irish Republic, but it is perhaps worth noting tha~ according to the 
survey of poverty, income and the usage of social services 
conducted in 1987 by the Economic and Social Research Institute, 
the average weekly disposable household income in Ireland was 
£198.06. Even Irish elders living alone received £66.06 per week 
and couples £117.42. most of this money coming from state 
pensions and, to a lesser extent, occupational pensions (Fahey and 
Murray, 1994). These figures suggest that, in income terms at lea,~ 
those born in the Republic and living in Britain are less well off 
than the Irish who have remained in the RepUblic. More will be said 
about income comparisons relative to the elderly in the discussion 
of pensions and welfare entitlements. 

Housing 

People born in the Republic of Ireland are also less likely to own 
their own homes in Britain. According to the 1984 G.H.S., some 55 
per cent of Irish-born people owned their own homes, compared 
with 60.1 per cent of the whole population. The 1991 Census found 
a similar figure for the Irish, while, among the rest of the population, 
63 per cent owned their own homes. 

However, figures for home ownership fluctuate considerably 
between regions. Folan (1994) found that 52.3 per cent of the Irish 
in Birmingham were owner-occupiers, but only 46.7 per cent of the 
Liverpool-Irish. According to Connor's (1987) study based on 
1981 figures for London, only 34.5 per cent of Republic-born 
respondents were home owners, and the 1988 Haringey survey 
showed even lower rates of home ownership among Irish elders 
living in inner London: only 19 per cent were owner-occupiers, 
whilst 38 per cent rented a council flat and 23 per cent a housing 
association property. This information suggests that elderly Irish
born may be even less likely to be home owners than their younger 
compatriots. 

Obviously home ownership has implications for return migration. 
On the one hand, home owners might be less inclined to want to 
leave Britain, having as it were a material stake in the country. 
Those renting property might find it easier to move to Ireland. On 
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the other hand, the money from the sale of a home in Britain would 
allow a returning elder to purchase a house in Ireland. As nearly 
half of the Irish community in Britain are not home owners, fmding 
suitable accommodation in Ireland would presumably be a major 
problem for them; a problem that may well discourage return. 
Elders may not be eligible for public housing in Ireland and might 
not be able to afford private sector accommodation. At the present 
time, with the housing market depressed in Britain and buoyant in 
the Republic, even home owners might fmd return financially 
difficult. Again, however, there is not sufficient information available 
on the circumstances or attitudes of returning elders to permit a 
reliable assessment of the effect of home ownership on the decision 
to return to Ireland. 

The Haringey Irish Elders 

The 1988 study of 100 Irish-born people aged 60 and over living in 
the London borough of Haringey (Irish Liaison Unit, 1991) is 
particularly useful when considering the character of the elderly 
Irish community in Britain. As already mentioned, there is a high 
concentration of the Irish-born in London. In 1991 30.6 per cent of 
the Irish community in Britain were living in Greater London and, 
according to Tables 4.3 and 4.4, 15.4 per cent of these men and 27.3 
per cent of the women were of pensionable age. Most Irish-born 
lived in Western and North Western boroughs, notably Brent, 
Islington, Hammersmith and Fulham, Camden, Eating, Wesuninster 
and Haringey. Adminedly the sample taken of Haringey elders was 
not strictly representative, but large numbers of Irish-born elders live 
in inner London and this survey is the only one carried out so far of 
the Irish in Britain that concentrates purely on the elderly. The 
authors seemed to feel that it gave an accurate picture of the socio
economic condition of elderly Irish people living in inner-city 
Britain. 

Nearly half (48 per cent) of the sample were aged 70 to 74 years. 
According to the theoretical literature, it is during these years that 
the elderly are least likely to move; these are the trough years 
between the peaks of retirement mobility and dependence mobility. 
Yet, as mentioned already, 51 per cent of the sample said they were 
contemplating a return to Ireland. 
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In socio-economic terms the picture that emerges is of a deprived 
group. More than two-thirds (68 per cent) were living on their own 
and only a fifth (20 per cent) lived with a spouse. Most (60 per cent) 
had no children and a quarter (25 per cent) said that they had no 
relatives at all in London. The men, who made up 41 per cent of the 
sample, had mostly (61 per cent) been unskilled workers and a third 
(32 per cent) of the whole group had at some time in their lives in 
Britain been homeless. Now most of them rented council flats (38 
per cent) or housing association properties (23 per cent); only 19 
per cent were owner-occupiers. The vast majority (69 per cent) 
lived solely on the state old age pension and 87 per cent 
complained that their income was not adequate to cover the cost of 
basic necessities. The general health of the sample also seemed far 
from good: 67 per cent were experiencing health problems; 49 per 
cent attended the doctor frequently; and 20 per cent had a long-term 
illness. 

It is not only the economic deprivation of this group that is striking. 
Two-thirds (66 per cent) claimed to have experienced anti-Irish 
prejudice in Britain and 35 per cent said that they felt like outsiders 
in the country. Yet more than half (56 per cent) said they felt proud 
to be Irish and, as already mentioned, just over half (52 per cent) 
visited Ireland every year.. . 

Given the clear picture of a socially and economically 
disadvantaged community that emerges from Census data, from the 
1984 G.H.S. and also from the small-scale survey in London, it is 
not to be wondered at that many of the Irish-born living in Britain 
desire to return home. Whether most of them have the resources to 
do so is, however, another question. 

Comparison wiJh Fahey and Mu"ay (1994) 

Unfortunately it is not possible to make a direct comparison 
between the findings of the various studies of the Irish in Britain and 
those of the pioneering study, Health and Autonomy Among the 
Over-65s in Ireland (Fahey and Murray, 1994). Nevertheless, some 
of the differences relating to socio-economic indicators confmn the 
suggestion that elders returning from Britain are likely to be less 
well-Dff compared to the general Irish population, or even to Irish 
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elders who. have remained at home. One striking contrast relates to 
housing. 

Table 4.5: Housing: comparison of. data from Fahey and 
Murray 1994 and 1984 General Household Survey 

Per cent 
1977 Survey 1993 Survey 1984 G.H.S. 

(all respondents) (all respondents) Republic-Irish 

(Fahey and Murray (Fahey and Murray respondents 

1994) 1994) 

Urban Rural Urban Rural 

Owned 65.3 89.9 85.9 93.1 55.3 

Rented 34.6 10.1 14.1 6.9 44:7 

Source. Fahey and Murray. 1994, Greenslade at al .. 1991. 

Clearly the Irish-born in Britain are much less likely to be home 
owners than the Irish in Ireland. Moreover, with regard to elders, 
81.8 per cent of those over 65 living in Ireland owned their own 
homes in 1993 (Fahey and Murray, 1994). This contrasts sharply 
with the figure already quoted for Haringey, where in 1988 only 19 
per cent of Irish elders were owner-occupiers (Irish Liaison Unit, 
1991). 

4.6 Health of the Irish in Britain 

Studies extending over the last 20 years have highlighted distinctive 
patterns of disease and illness among the Irish in Britain, both 
physical and mental. The former is dramatically highlighted by 
premature death among Irish-born people living in Britain; the latter 
by high rates of admission to psychiatric hospitals. 

4.7 Mental Health 

Rates of Admission 

Table 4.6 shows the rates of mental hospitalisation amongst Irish
born people in England for 1981. While crude hospitalisation rates 
are not the perfect indicator of psychological distress in a given 
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population, the consistency with which Irish people emerge 
amongst the most hospitalised for mental illness, both in the study 
from which these data are drawn and others, is significant. The rate 
of admission is over twice that of the native born and almost twice 
as high as that of long-distance migrant groups. Complementing the 
data on mental hospitalisation are findings of the high incidence of 
suicide and parasuicide amongst Irish migrants in England and 
Wales (Burke, 1976). 

Table 4.6: Age standardised rates of admission to mental 
hospital in England, 1981 (age 16 and over) 

Diagnoses 

Migrants from both parts of Ireland displayed particularly high 
admission rates (8 to 10 times the average) for alcohol-related 
disorders and high rates for neuroses and 'disorders of personality 
and behaviour'. For Irish women, far and away the largest cause of 
admission was depression, accounting for 35 per cent of all 
admissions for women born in the Republic of Ireland and 32 per 
cent for Northern Ireland-born women. Schizophrenia, the second 
largest cause, accounted for 15 per cent and 13 per cent of all 
admissions for the two groups respectively. Amongst men in both 
groups, alcohol-related illness made up 32 per cent of admissions in 
respect of Republic-born men and 34 per cent for Northern-Irish 
men. For both groups depression was the second largest diagnostic 
category accounting for 19 per cent and 18 per cent of all 
admissions in the respective groups. 
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Explanations 

Few systematic studies seeking to account for these apparently high 
levels of psychological distress have emerged. Since the pUblication 
of the findings of the Mental Health Enquiry in 1977 (Cochrane, 
1977), which first revealed high hospitalisation rates, it seems that 
only a handful of.studies seeking to account for these incidence 
levels have found their way into the academic literature. The issue of 
Irish mental health merits barely a paragraph in each of the two 
standard texts on ethnicity and mental health in Britain. If the health 
of the Irish community in Britain is at the present time a little 
understood subject, how a return to Ireland might affect the mental 
health of elderly migrants, who had lived most of their lives in 
Britain, remains even more obscure. 

4.8 Physical Health 

Premature Death 

There have been even fewer studies of the physical health of Irish
born people living in Britain, despite dramatic indications of poor 
health. In England and Wales between 1970 and 1978, death rates 
among Irish-born men aged 15 to 64 were 22 per cent higher than 
the average for all men of that age (Marmot et al., 1984).' Some of 
the excess is accounted for by the over-representation of Irish-born 

3 The study ofimmigmnl mortality in England and Wales 1970·78 (Marmot er al., 1984), 
reports mor1..B.lity rates for 'Alllreland'. The aggregate 'Irish' category is used to avoid 
inaccuracies stemming from the misclassification of country of binh on death 
registrations. In some cases, 'Ireland' alone was recorded as the country of binh. without 
specifying which pan. The scale of the problem of misclassification is indica1ed by 
evidence from the OPCS LongirudinaJ Study. rnal"25 percent of people born in Nonhero 
Ireland were recorded at death as baving been born in the Irish Republic or 'ireland. part 
nOI slaled', The aggregation of irish migrants into a'single category may. however. mask 
significant differences in their mortality. Between 1970 and 1972. lhe Standardised 
Mortality Ratios (SMR) for all causes were reported separately for migrants from the Irish 
Republic and Northern lreland. Male and female migrants aged 20·69 from the lrish 
Republic had strikingly higher monality (at 132 and 128 respectively) than male and 
female migrants from Northern Ireland (102 and 92 respectively). Thus. whereas the 
mortaliry of men and women recorded as born in the Republic was raised by rumost a 
third. thai of men born in the North was only two per cent above average. whilst women 
from Northern Ireland were eight per cent less likely than average to die before the age of 
70. Mortaliry data reported for the aggregate 'Irish' category therefore merit cautious 
interpretation. 
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men in semi-skilled and unskilled manual occupations, amongst 
whom death rates are generally higher than average (OPCS, 1986). 
Nevertheless, when the occupational class distribution of male Irish 
migrants is taken into account, thereis still an excess mortality of 15 
per cent (Marmot el aI., 1984). As Table 4.7 shows, even in social 
classes I and n, mortality among the Irish is substantially greater 
than among other groups. Moreover, Irish men are the ollly 
immigrant group whose premature mortality is higher in England 
and Wales than in their country of origin. These are indeed dramatic 
indicators of poor physical health. 

Table 4.7: Premature death among Irish-born in England 
and Wales: standard mortality rates (SMRs), aged 15-64, 

1970-78 

Males bv social class: Married women by' husband's social class 
Social Males Females 

Class 

All Ireland All countries All Ireland All countries 

I 96 77 89 82 

II 99 81 113 87 

IIiN 108 99 109 82 

111M 122 106 136 115 

IV 129 114 133 119 

V 157 137 136 135 

Source. Marmot et al., 1984. 

Although the health experience of Irish-born women living in 
England and Wales was better than in Ireland between 1970 and 
1978, they also experienced a higher than average death-rate with 
16 per cent excess mortality (Marmot el ai., 1984). Whilst women's 
social class is more difficult than men's to categorise, since it is 
dependent on their marital status and position in the household 
(Heath and Britten, 1984), standardisation of married women's 
mortality rates for (husband's) occupational class did not reduce 
their overall death rate between 1970 and 1978 (fable 4.7). This 
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suggests that factors other than conventional measures of social 
class position affected their health. 

Table 4.8: Premature death among 'Irish-born in England 
and Wales: age-specific standardised mortality rates 

(SMRs) from all causes, 1979-83 

Enaland and Wales = 100 
Age -All Ireland 

Male Female 

20-29 145 

30-39 162" 

40-49 143 

50-59 132" 

60-69 122" 

70-79 120 

SO-89 108" 

90+ 102 
.. ' indicates Insh mortality rate highest among all major migrant groups 
Source: BaJarajan and Bulusi, 1990. 

110 

124 

124 

121" 

lIS" 

120" 

113" 

107 

As for the elderly Irish-born: do they also exhibit above average 
rates of mortality? It is clear from Table 4.8 that mortality rates 
among elderly Irish migrants living in England and Wales during 
the early 1980s were excessively high, compared both to the 
general popUlation and to other migrant groups. Indeed, between 
the ages of 60 and 89 years the Irish, both male and fe'male, had 
mortality rates exceeding those of all other major migrant groups. 

Investigation of Premature Death 

To date, no research has explored why the mortality of Irish-born 
adults, both young and old, living in,England and Wales is so much 
higher than average. However, a preliminary analysis undertaken by 
the Institute of Irish Studies and based on the G. H.S. opens up 
possible lines of enquiry. 
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Respondents born in the Republic of Ireland reported the worst 
health among the various groups covered by the survey. A total of 
17.4 per cent of them said their health was not good, compared with 
only 12 per cent of the British group; 27.1 per cent had a limiting 
long-standing illness compared with 21.8 of the British; 14.7 per 
cent had suffered an acute illness in the previous fortnight compared 
with 12.4 per cent of the British; and 16.3 per cent had consulted a 
doctor in the previous fortnight compared with 14.1 per cent of the 
British. 

4.9 Health-Related Behaviour and Beliefs 

Questions about respondents' drinking and smoking behaviour 
were included in the 1984 G.H.S. Given the high mortality among 
Irish migrants from alcohol-related diseases and from peptic ulcers, 
for which smoking is believed to be a risk factor, responses to these 
questions are of panicular interest. 

Alcohol 

II has often been assumed that high monality from alcohol-related 
diseases among Irish migrants in England and Wales (Marmot et 
al., 1984) reflects heavy drinking. Yet, given the widespread 
stereotype of the Irish as heavy dririkers, it is striking that migrants 
from the Republic were the most likely to state that they abstained 
altogether from alcohol. While 15.7 per cent of the British group 
abstained, 20.3 per cent of those born in the Irish Republic said that 
they did. In the 1988 G.H.S. 59 per cent of the Republic-born Irish 
stated that they were light drinkers, 28.6 per cent that they were 
moderate drinkers and 12.3 per cent that they were heavy drinkers. 
The proportions for the British-born group were 64.3 per cent, 27.3 
per cent and 8.4 per cent respectively. The fact that the Irish group 
from the Republic had more abstainers, but fewer light drinkers and 
more heavy drinkers seems to suggest that those who did not 
abstain drank more heavily than the British. This would account for 
their propensity to alcohol-related diseases. 
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Smoking 

The situation as regards smoking among the Jrish-born. in Britain is 
more clear-cut. Fully 85.2 per cent of those born in the Irish 
Republic smoked at some time in their lives, compared with 76.3 
per cent of the British. When the G.H.S. was conducted in 1984 
54.0 per cent of those born in the Republic were current smokers 
compared with 44.4 per cent of the British. 

Clearly the vast majority of the Irish-born living in Britain have 
been smokers during their lives and it would appear that a 
proportion of the Irish-born are also heavy drinkers. Both these 
factors would go some way towards explaining the poor physical 
health of the Irish community in Britain. 

4.10 Age: The Key Factor 

Given the panicularly high monaJity of migrants from Ireland to 
England and Wales, the pattern of poorer health in the Republic
born sub-population is not. at first sight, surprising. However, 
patterns of health and disease are known to be associated with 
personal characteristics, including gender and age, and social 
factors, such as social class and unemployment, which may. in 
themselves 'explain' these self-reported health differentials. 

Pearson el af. (1991) concluded that gender and socio-economic 
status could not of themselves explain all the variations in the health 
status of the Irish. instead, they pointed to the variable of age. 

Table 4.9: Irish-born In Britain: general health by age group 

Per cent 
Age In years (jooa Fair Not goOd 

15-34 77.7 17.6 4.6 

35-64 63.6 24.9 11.3 

65 and over 36.1 36.8 25.1 

TOTAL 63.1 24.9 11.9 

Source. Pearson at al., 1991. 
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The Irish-born, and especially the Republic-born, population in 
Britain contains a disproportionate number 'of elders. As Table 4.9 
shows, elders are far more likely than other age groups to report 
poor health. Pearson et al. (1991) suggested that the poor physical 
health of the Republic-born, compared with other groups in Britain, 
has a lot to do with the fact that this community contains a 
disproportionate number of elderly people. 

Comparison with Fahey and Mu"ay (1994) 

Again, it is not possible to make a direct comparison between the 
findings of the various health studies of the Irish in Britain and those 
contained in Health and Autonomy Among the Over-65s in Ireland 
(Fahey and Murray, 1994). Nevertheless, some of the differences 
relating to health support the suggestion that elders returning from 
Britain are likely to enjoy poorer health than those continuously 
residing in Ireland. 

Table 4.10: Drinking and smoking: comparison of data from 
Fahey and Murray 1994 and 1984/1988 General 

Household Surveys 

Per cent 
1993 Survey 1984/1988 1984 G.H.S. 

Fahey and G.H.S. Republic-born 

(all 
Murray 1994 (all resp'ts (all respondents) 
resoondents) over 65) 

Drinking 

Abstains 41.7 20.3 (1984) 

Heavy drinker* 4.2 12.3 (1988) 

Smoking 

Current smoker 23.9 54.0 

Never smoked 45.6 14.8 

1993 Survey. dnnks 5-7 times per week, 1988 G.H.S .. over 25 uOils lor 
women and 35 units for men per week 
Source: Fahey and MU"BY, 1994; Pearson al al., 1991. 

It would seem, for instance, from Table 4.10 that. returning elders 
may be less likely to be abstainers, more likely to be heavy drinkers 
and also more likely to be smokers than the over-65s living 
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permanently in Ireland. Admittedly the data in this table are not 
exactly comparable, but they are certainly consistent with other data 
all pointing to the conclusion that the health of the Irish-born living 
in Briiain may well be significantly worse than that of the Irish 
living in Ireland. 

There is a further interesting comparison that can be made, which 
specifically underlines the poor health of the elderly Irish-born 
living in Britain. As has been seen, only 38.1 per cent of the 
Republic-Irish aged 65 and over living in Britain classify 
themselves as in generally good health. This is in striking contrast to 
Fahey and Murray's study (1994) in which 67 per cent of their 
elderly respondents living in Ireland described their health as either 
good or very good (p. 68). 

4.11 Summary 

The Irish-born of pensionable age are concentrated in certain areas 
of England and Wales: in London and in the cities and ports of the 
West Midlands, the South East and the North West. So, it is 
probable that returning elders will come from urban backgrounds in 
Britain, but, as Table 3.8 demonstrated, many are likely to return to 
rural areas in Ireland. Although women outnumber men 
substantially among Irish elders in Britain, in the past men have 
generally outnumbered women among elderly migrants to Ireland. 

This necessarily brief survey of the Irish community in Britain has 
highlighted a number of factors suggesting that the Irish are worse 
off both in economic and health terms than either the British-born 
population or the Irish-born living in the Republic. Age appears to 
be the key variable here. Among those born in the Republic and 
living in Britain in 1991, some 27 per cent were of pensionable age, 
a far higher proportion of elders than in either the British or Irish 
populations generally. Age contributes significantly to poor health 
and also partly to material deprivation. 

Before concluding this survey, however, it again needs to be 
stressed that there has been no substantial study of the elders of the 
Irish community in Britain. The general picture which emerges is of 
an ageing, rnaterially-deprived community in rather poor physical, 
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and possibly also mental, health. At the same time, we cannot be 
sure that elders representative of this community will be ihe ones 
most likely to want to return to Ireland. Given the current state of 
research, all we can do, as we have largely done in this chapter, is 
deal in probabilities. 
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CHAPTER.FJVE 

Pension, Welfare Entitlements and Advice 
in Britain and Ireland 

5.1 Introduction 

In considering why elderly migrants return from Britain to Ireland 
and in trying to assess the problems they may face. it is important to 
look at pension and welfare entitlements in the two countries. If the 
two systems are comparable then this could be a factor likely to 
encourage return. If the Irish system is less generous than the U.K. 
one. particularly as regards universal entitlements. then this might 
discourage return. Equally if British pensions are less generous than 
Irish ones and the Irish cost of living higher than that in Britain. 
people may well think twice about retiring to the Republic. Again. 
because we do not know exactly who among the Irish in Britain are 
most likely to want to return. it is difficult to assess how significant 
the issue of pensions and entitlements is going to be. But it is 
probably fair to assume that most people would take such matters 
into consideration when making their decision to move or not to 
move. 

5.2 Contributory Pensions: Retirement and Old Age 

U.K. Regulatiolls 

Contributory old age pensions. tenned Category A pensions. were 
introduced in the U.K. in 1925. with a pensionable age of 60 for 
women and 65 for men. These ages still apply. although they are to 
be equalised at 65 before the year 2020. To qualify today elders 
must be of pensionable age and have fulfilled the National 
Insurance (Nl) contribution conditions. To receive a full pension 
elders will normally have made contributions during 90 per cent of 
their working lives. which are assessed as 49 years for men and 44 
years for women. The pension can consist of a basic pension. plus 
an additional pension or State Earnings-Related Pension Scheme 
(SERPS) pension, based on contributions since 1978. and a 
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graduated pension, based on contributions between 1961 and 1975. 
An extra 25p is paid when an elder reaches the age of 80. 

Elders receiving a retirement pension may continue to work and 
there is no restriction as to how many hours they work nor as to 
how much they earn, although of course the laner will affect the 
amount of tax they may have to pay. If they work they do not, 
however, have to pay NI contributions. If elders are supporting 
dependent children, for whom they receive or are eligible to receive 
child benefit, they may qualify for a supplement to their pension. 

Those who are members of occupational pension schemes or who 
have personal pensions usually contract out of the State Earnings
Related Pension Scheme (SERPS). There is some indication that 
more Irish elders in Britain than in Ireland may have occupational 
pensions. Of the Irish elders questioned in Haringey in 1988 (Irish 
Liaison Unit, 1991),69 per cent said that their income came solely 
from a state pension, but a further 28 per cent said that they had in 
addition an occupational pension. Yet Fahey and Murray (1994) 
found that only 5.8 per cent of their Irish respondents had 
occupational or private pensions in 1993, while 83 per cent relied 
on state pensions (p. 218). Thus a significant proportion of Irish 
elders returning from Britain may have occupational pensions in 
addition to their state provision. How many this might be and how 
generous such pensions are is impossible to quantify. 

Pensions are counted as income in the U.K. and are liable to 
taxation at the basic rate of 25 per cent. Whether an elder is entitled 
to a state pension or not, he or she may be able to claim other 
benefits, such as income support, housing benefit and council tax 
benefit. All these benefits are means-tested and are only available to 
those below certain income and savings levels. 
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Table 5.1: Basic weekly contributory retirement pension rates in the U.K. and the Irish 
Republic, mid-1995 

U.K. State Retirement Pension 

pounds 

1. Personal rate 

Single person 58.85 

Married couple on husband's contribution 94.10 

Married couple 

(if both paid full contribution) 117.70 

2. Increases for dependants 
Dependent spouse 35.25 

Dependent child on child benefit 9.80 

Each other dependent child 11.00 

3. Allowances 
Aged 80 or over 0.25 

Irish Republic Retirement/Old Age 

Contributory Pension 

punts 

1. Personal rate 

2. Increases for dependants 
Adult dependant under age 66 

Adult dependant aged 66 or over 

72.80 

48.10 

52.30 

Each child dependant 15.20· 

3. Allowances 
Aged 66 or over and living alone 4.90 

Aged 80 or over 4.80 

• Full rate; £7.60 half rate 

Source: This table and the following tables of benefits BrB based upon information provided by the Overseas Benefit 
Directorate, Newcastle-upon~ Tyne, and the National Social Services. Board, Dublin. 



U.K. Pensioners Living Abroad 

If an elder is staying abroad for more than six months, he or she 
can, if they wish, arrange to receive their pension in the country 
where they are staying. If they remain abroad, the annual inflation 
proofing pension increase will be paid only in an E.U. country or in 
a country with which the U.K. has special arrangements. At present 
of some 700,000 U.K. pensioners living abroad, 400,000 do not 
receive such increases, though there are moves currently afoot to 
extend this right (House of Commons, 1995). 

Having a U.K. pension paid abroad creates certain unavoidable 
problems for elders. The first payment after an elder leaves the u.K. 
is usually delayed. Also payments, which are made in sterling 
cheques either to individuals or to banks, can only be sent every 
four or 13 weeks. So, after leaving the U.K., elders will have to 
switch from budgeting on a weekly basis to budgeting on a monthly 
or three-monthly one. Converting sterling cheques into punts also 
costs money. In addition, because exchange rates vary, sometimes 
considerably, elders can never be exactly sure how much money 
they will receive in punts. At the time of writing (August 1995), for 
instance, the punt is worth more than the pound sterling and so 
elders resident in the Republic in receipt of U.K. pensions will be 
getting fewer punts for their pounds than they were earlier in the 
year. It is possible that financial disadvantages like these may 
discourage elders from wanting to return to Ireland. 

Republic of Ireland Regulations 

To qualify for a retirement pension in the Irish Republic a person 
must be aged 65, retire from full-time employment or self 
employment and satisfy the following Pay-Related Social Insurance 
(PRSI) conditions: 

(i) have paid PRSI before reaching the age of 55; 
(ii) have a total of at least 156 weeks of PRSI paid since first 

starting work; 
(iii) have a yearly average of at least 24 weeks PRSI paid or 

credited from 1953 (or the year you first paid insurance, 
whichever is later) to the end of the tax year before reaching 
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65, or, a yearly average of at least 48 weeks PRSI paid or 
credited from 5/4n9 to the end of the tax year before reaching 
65. 

A yearly average of 24 weeks PRSI will entitle a person to the 
minimum rate of retirement pension. For the maximum pension an 
average 0[48 weeks PRSI is needed. 

To qualify for an old age contributory pension a person must be 
aged 66 or over and satisfy the following PRSI conditions: 

(i) have paid PRSI before reaching the age of 56 or 57 
depending on your date of birth; 

(ii) have a total of at least 156 weeks PRSI paid since first starting 
work; 

(iii) have a yearly average of at least 20 weeks PRSI paid or 
credited from 1953 to the end of the tax year before reaching 
the age of 66, or, a yearly average of at least 48 weeks PRSI 
paid or credited from 5/4n9 to the end of the tax year before 
reaching 66. 

All pensioners receive an automatic increase in their pensions when 
they turn 80, currently of £4.80 per week, and both these pensions 
are payable abroad. 

5.3 Contributory Pensions: Widows and Widowers 

U.K. Regulations 

Widows' pensions, tenned Category B pensions, were introduced 
in the U.K. in 1925. Under the current regulations, if a woman is 
aged 55 to 64 when her husband dies (and she has not started to 
receive a retirement pension), she can receive a widows' pension of 
up to £58.85 a week. If she is aged 45 to 54 when her husband dies, 
she will receive a reduced amount. If her husband had Dot paid 
sufficient contributions, she may also not get the full amount. She 
may also receive an additional pension (SERPS) based on her 
husband's earnings since April 1978. 
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Table 5.2: Basic weekly widows' pension rates in the U.K. and survivor's pension for men 
and women in the Irish Republic, mid-1995 

U.K. 

pounds 

Widow (aged 55 to 64) basic rate 

Widowed mothers' allowance basic rate 

Widows' payment (lump sum) 

58.85 

58.85 
1,000 

Irish Republic 

punts 

1. Personal rate 

2. Increases for dependants 

Each child dependant 

3. Allowances 
Living alone allowance for people 

aged.66 or over 

Extra allowance for 

people aged 80 or over 

66.10 

17.00 

4.90 

4.80 



Widows of any age who have at least one child for whom they get 
child benefit are entitled to a widowed mothers' allowance. They 
also receive extra money for each child for whom they get child 
benefit. The widows' pension and widowed mothers' allowance, like 
the state retirement pension, are taxable at the basic rate, depending 
upon a widow's income, although the extra money paid for each 
child of a woman receiving the widowed mothers' allowance is not 
taxable. 

Widows are also entitled to a single lump sum payment of £1,000, 
which is not taxable. This was introduced in April 1988 and is paid 
mainly to widows under the age of 60. If a woman is 60 or over 
when her husband dies, she will still receive the payment provided 
he was under 65 or, if he was over 65, that he was not drawing a 
state retirement pension. 

When a woman reaches pension age (60), she can draw the state 
retirement pension instead of the widows' pension or she can 
remain on the widows' pension until she reaches 65. The amounts 
will often be the same, but a woman may also receive some 
graduated pension entitlements with the retirement pension. A 
widow's pension will not be affected by her earnings. However, if a 
woman does not draw her retirement pension at the age of 60, she 
will nO! earn extra pension unless she gives up the widows' pension. 

If a woman remarries before she reaches 60, she will lose the 
widows' pension. The pension will also be suspended during any 
period when a woman lives with a man as his wife. However, if a 
woman is 60 or over and receives a retirement pension based on her 
previous husband's contributions, she will not lose this if she 
remarries. 

Republic 0/ Ireland Regulations 

Widows' pensions were fITSt introduced in 1935. A new survivor's 
contributory pension was introduced in 1994 for widows and 
widowers. Either a husband's or wife's PRSI contributions can be 
used to qualify. It is not affected by any income they may have or 
by any pension they may receive from the late spouse's employer. 
The survivor may also be entitled to a small death grant. To qualify 
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the survivor must not be living with another person as man and wife 
and satisfy the PRSI conditions. This pension can be paid abroad. 

If the late spouse worked in the U.K. hislher NI contributions may 
be combined with their Irish PRSI contributions to help the survivor 
qualify for a survivor's pension. He/she must, however, have at least 
52 weeks PRSI paid in Ireland. 

5.4 Contributory Pensions: Invalidity 

U.K. Regulations 

This pension is paid to people if they are still incapable of work 
after their sickness benefit ceases at the end of 28 weeks. Women 
aged 60 to 65 and men aged 65 to 70 can claim or go on claiming 
this pension. It is made up of a basic pension detennined by NI 
contributions, an invalidity allowance based on age and an 
additional invalidity pension based on earnings from 1978 to 1991 
and calculated in the same way as SERPS. On reaching 
pensionable age, elders on disability pensions have to decide 
whether or not to switch to a retirement pension. If they do so, they 
may continue to receive an invalidity allowance; 

In many cases the two pensions will pay much the same. Invalidity 
pensions, however, are not taxed whereas retirement pensions are, 
but there are no earnings' limits on retirement pensions whereas 
there are such limits for invalidity pensions. 

In April 1995 a new incapacity benefit was introduced in the U.K. 
to replace sickness benefit and invalidity pension. Those already on 
invalidity pension wilLnot be affected, except that they will have to 
switch to a retirement pension upon reaching 60 or 65. One major 
change is that, after 28 weeks, the new incapacity benefit will be 
taxable. 
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Table 5.3: Basic weekly rates of invalidity pension in the U.K. and the Irish Republic, mid-
1995 

u. K. 

pounds 

Single person 

Adult dependant 

Irish Republic 

punts 

1. Personal rate 

58.85 Under age 66 

Aged 66 or over 

2. Increases for dependants 

35.25 Adult dependant 

Each child dependant 

3. Allowances 

Living alone allowance lor people 

64.20 

72.80 

42.30 

15.20' 

aged 66 or over 4.90 

Extra allowance lor people aged 

80 or over 4.80 

• Full-rate. £7.60 half rate 



Irish Republic Regulations 

Invalidity pension is paid to people who have been incapable:.of 
work for 12 months and are regarded as incapable for a funher ·12 
months by a medical referee of the Department of Social Welfare. 
They must have 260 weeks PRSI paid and 48 weeks PRSI paid or 
credited in the last complete tax year before they lodge their claim. 
At age 65 an elder may transfer to a retirement pension or at 66 to 
an old age contributory pension, if they qualify and this would be to 
their advantage. 

Ireland has a.reciprocal agreement with the U.K. which allows all 
contributions paid by a person while working in the U.K. to be 
treated as Irish contributions in calculating a person's record for 
entitlement to an Irish invalidity pension. Thus, if it is not possible to 
qualify for an invalidity pension based solely on Irish insurance, 
u.K. and Irish insurance contributions may be combined to ensure 
eligibility. A person's insurance in another E.U. country can help 
him or her qualify for an E.U. pro-rata invalidity pension. 

5.5 Non-Contributory Pensions: Old Age 

U.K. Regulations 

Means-tested non-contributory old age pensions were introduced in 
both Britain and Ireland in 1908 for elders aged 70 or over. There 
are currently two types in operation in the U.K., termed Category C 
and Category D pensions. Category C pensions are payable to men 
and women who reached retirement age before July 1948 and so do 
not concern us here. 
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Table 5.4: Basic weekly non-contributory old age pension rates in the U.K. and the Irish 

Republic, mid-1995' 

U.K. Irish Republic 

pounds punts 

Single person (full rate) 35.25 Single person (full rate) 62.50 

Married woman (full rate) 21.15 Adult dependant (full rate) 37.50 

Over-80 pension 35.25 Each child dependant 13.20 

Living alone allowance 

for people-aged 66 or over 4.90 

Extra allowance for people 

aged 80 or over 4.80 

'means-tested 



Category D pensions are payable to elders aged 80 and over who 
have no retirement pension. For someone who already gets a 
retirement pension of less than £35.25 a week, an over-80 pension 
will be paid to bring that pension up to this level. To qualify for this 
pension an elder has to be living in the U.K. on the day he or she 
turns 80 or the date of their claim if this is later, and to have been in 
the U.K. for 10 years or more in any 20-year period after their 60th 
birthday. If they have lived in Gibraltar or another EU. country, this 
may help to satisfy the conditions. The over-80 pension is counted 
as income in full for the purposes of income support, housing 
benefit and council tax benefit. 

Irish Republic Regulations 

To qualify for a non-contributory old age pension an elder must be 
aged 66 or over, satisfy a means-test and live in the state. An 
income of over £64 per week will disqualify an elder from receiving 
this pension, while an income of £6 per week or less will attract the 
maximum rate. The old age non-contributory pension, unlike the 
contributory old age and retirement pensions, cannot be paid 
abroad. It can, however, be paid to Northern Ireland for up to five 
years. 

5.6 Non-Contributory Pensions: Widows 

U.K. Regulations 

This is a means-tested and taxable pension for women who do not 
qualify for a contributory widows' pension, because they or their 
husband did not pay sufficient NI contributions. Women without 
sufficient contributions are not entitled to the widowed mothers' 
allowance, but widows receiving the non-contributory pension are 
entitled to the lump-sum widows' payment. 
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Table 5.5: Basic weekly widows' non-contributory pension rates in the U.K. and·the 
Irish Republic, mid-1995' 

U. K. 
pounds 

Widow (full rate) 

Widows' payment (lump sum) 

·means-tested 

58.85 

1,000 

Irish Republic 

punts 

Widow (full rate) 62.50 

Each child dependant 15.20 

Living alone allowance for 

widows aged 66 and over 4.90 

Extra allowance for 

widows aged 80 or over 4.80 



Irish Republic Regulations 

If a woman is a widow, but is not entitled to the survivor's 
contributory pension, she may be entitled to the widows' non
contributory pension instead. To qualify a woman must be a widow, 
not living with a man as his wife. satisfy a means-test and live in the 
state. If she has an income of over £64 per week she will not be 
eligible. but, if her income is £6 per week or less, she will be eligible 
for the full pension rate. Unlike the contributory pension, this 
pension cannot be paid abroad. 

5_7 Taxation of U.K. Pensions Paid in the Irish Republic 

U.K. state pensions are taxable. but, if U.K. pensioners move to the 
Republic to live permanently, which country they pay tax to 
depends upon their nationality and also upon the type of pension 
they receive. If an Irish national in receipt of a U.K. state pension 
moves to the Republic, he or she becomes liable for Irish taxation. If 
a person holding British nationality or dual British and Irish 
nationality moves to the Republic, then he or she is still liable to 
pay U.K. tax. Given that the rate of income tax (27 per cent on the 
first£8,OOO per annum and 48 per cent thereafter) in the Republic is 
significantly higher than that in the U.K. (25 per cent on first 
£26,000 per annum and 40 per cent thereafter), returning Irish 
elders in receipt of U.K. pensions who are liable for taxation are 
going to be at a considerable financial disadvantage as compared to 
British-born or Nonhern Irish-born migrating elders. 

With regard to occupational or private pensions, nationality is 
irrelevant. Elders in receipt of such pensions who migrate abroad 
permanently are exempt from U.K. taxes, but are expected to pay 
tax in their country of residence should they be liable for it under 
that country's revenue regulations. However, it is up to them to give 
details of their income from their personal pension to that state's 
taxation authorities. 

5_8 European Union (E.U.) Pension Regulations 

With increasing numbers of people working in more than one E.U. 
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country, regulations have been devised to cover such people's 
retirement and widows' pensions. These regulations will apply to 
elders who have lived and worked in both the U.K. and the Irish 
Republic and may be entitled to pensions from both counuies. Such 
pensions are called E.U. pro-rata pensions. 

Elders may make claims for pensions in any E.U. country in which 
they have worked and been insured or in the country in which they 
are resident when reaching pensionable age. If a woman is widowed 
in one E.U. country and her husband was insured in another E.U. 
country, she can claim in either. The country of residence will pass 
details of the claim to the country in which the elder concerned or 
her husband was insured. 

Each country in which insurance was paid will work out the 
amount of pension the applicant is entitled to. In doing this, each 
country can use the insurance paid in the other country to help the 
applicant qualify for a pension or to boost the amount of the 
pension due. The pension is calculated in two ways. Firstly, each 
country simply works out the amount of pension due on the basis of 
the insurance paid under its own social security scheme. Secondly, 
the applicant'S records are combi ned and each country works out 
what would be payable if the applicant had paid all his or her 
insurance contributions into its own scheme. Each country is 
required to pay a proportion of this amount, directly linked to the 
proportion of insurance paid into its own scheme. Applicants are 
then informed by each country, which of the two calculations 
produced the highest rate of pension and this is the amount that 
they are paid. 

Under E.U. regulations there are also special proVIsions for 
dependants and children. Elders, for example, are entitled to 
additions to their pensions for dependent adults, even if that 
dependent adult is living in another E.U. country. However, if elders 
and widows are entitled to pensions in more than one E.U. country, 
then allowances for dependent children are payable by the country 
in which the elder or the widow's husband was insured for the 
longest period. 
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So elderly rnigrants returning from Britain to Ireland may be 
receiving only a u.K. state pension or, if they worked in the 
Republic at any time during their lives, they may be receiving a 
combined U.K.-Irish state pension. As mentioned already, some 
returnees may also be in receipt of U.K. occupational or personal 
pensions in addition to their state pensions. Clearly returning elders 
may be receiving pensions under a variety of different schemes. But, 
at the present time, there is no information on what proportion of 
them recei ve these various pensions. 

5.9 Other Payments and Benefits in Kind 

As well as old age, retirement and widows' pensions, elders are 
entitled to a variety of other benefits. It is very difficult to compare 
these between the U.K. and the Republic, since some do not 
actually involve monetary payments and others operate in only one 
country or are very differently regulated in the two. The major such 
benefits that relate to elders are listed below, and summarised in 
Table 5.6. 

What is worth. noting at the outset, however, is.that elders living in 
Ireland and receiving U.K. pensions will not be eligible, or in a 
position, to claim some important benefits. For instance, income 
support, grants and loans from the social fund and housing benefit 
are not paid overseas. Grants introduced in April 1994 to encourage 
pensioners to insulate and draught-proof their homes are not 
available to those receiving U.K. pensions' abroad. This is likely to 
discourage some Irish-born elders, particularly those most 
dependent on social welfare benefits, from returning. Yet, on the 
other hand, some benefits that returning elders would qualify for are 
more generous in Ireland. Travel for the over-66s in the Republic is 
free, whereas in the U.K. they are only eligible for concessions. 
U.K. universal benefits, which are not specifically excluded from 
being paid overseas, are adjudicated on a case-by-case basis with 
regard to U.K. pensioners living abroad permanently. 
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Table 5.6. U.K. and Irish Republic payments and benefits 
in kind for older people, other than pensions 

U. K. Benefits and 
Regulations 

Income Support' 

The Social Fund' 

Child Benefit 

Attendance Allowance 

Christmas Bonus 

Help with VAT on Fuel 
Fuel Debts 
Grants for Insulation and 
Draught-proofing 

Travel Concessions 

Free Health Care 
Applying for a Place in a 
Residential or 
Nursing Home' 

• md,cates a means-tested benefit 

Irish Republic Benefits and 
Regulations 

Supplementary Welfare 
Allowance' 
Exceptional Needs Payments 

Child Benefit 

Lone Parent Allowance' 
Living Alone Allowance 
Carer's Allowance 

Christmas Bonus 
Death Grant 

Fuel Allowance' 
Free Electricity/Bottled Gas! 
Natural Gas Allowance 

Free Television Licence 
Free Telephone Rental 
Allowance 
ButterVouchers' 

Free Travel 
Rent Allowance for People 
Affected by the De-control 
of Rents' 
Rent and Mortgage 
Supplements' 

Medical Cards' 
Prescription Drugs Refund 
Scheme 

Nursing Home Subvention' 
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U.K, Regulations 

i) Income Support 

Income support (IS) is paid to people, including elders, whose 
income is below a certain level and who are not working more than 
16 hours a week. All recipients, except those over 60 years of age, 
have to be available for work. Income support is not dependent 
upon NI contributions, but people with savings over £8,000 do not 
qualify for it and those with savings of between £3,000 and £8,000 
will receive a reduced level of support. 

Elders with a reduced pension or no pension can qualify for IS. If 
elders enter nursing or residential homes, they may be able to get IS 
to help with the charges. Those on IS may also get help with 
housing costs, in panicular with mortgage interest payments, and 
they may in addition be entitled to housing benefit, which will pay 
their rent. Elders on IS also qualify for a range of free NHS 
treatments, including free dental treatment, free wigs, assistance with 
the cost of travel to hospital, free eye tests and help with the cost of 
glasses. 

IS, however, is not generally paid to those living abroad, except in 
the case of short, temporary absences. This exclusion is likely to 
mean that the poorest of Irish elders living in Britain - those 
dependent on IS - are not going to be able to return to Ireland. 
Unfortunately, we do not know how many of the elderly Irish-born 
living in Britain are in receipt of IS. 

ii) The Social Fund 

Elders in receipt of IS may also qualify for assistance from the 
social fund (SF), which is intended to help people with expenses 
which are difficult to payout of their regular income. Elders, for 
instance, may be able to get a funeral payment, if they have savings 
of less than £ 1,000. Sums paid out of the SF are not loans, but 
financial assistance given to cover the expenses of a 'simple' funeral 
are repayable out of the money or other property left by the 
deceased person. Elders on IS may also be entitled to cold weather 
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payments of £7.00 per week to help cover the cost of heating 
expenses. These are paid if the average temperature for seven. days 
in a row is, or is forecast to be, nought degrees Centigrade or below. 
Elders on IS with less than £ 1,000 savings may also be able to get 
community care grants, which are intended to enable elderly people 
to lead independent lives within the community. Community grants 
can cover expenses such as travel, removal costs, fumirure or minor 
house repairs. 

The SF also provides interest-free loans to those who have been on 
IS for at least six months to cover the cost of large expenses, such as 
removal costs, essential household items and building repairs. Crisis 
loans are also available to people, not necessarily on IS, who cannot 
meet their immediate short-term expenses due to an emergency or 
disaster. 

As indicated above, if elderly migrants return permanently to 
Ireland they cease to be eligible for IS and so for payments from the 
SF. 

iii) Child Benefit 

Child benefit is a weekly payment made to all parents who have a 
dependent child under 16 years of age or under 19, if in full-time 
education. It is not contributory nor is it means-tested. 

iv) Attendance Allowance 

Attendance allowance (AA) is intended to help with the costs of' 
being disabled. It is paid to people who become disabled after the 
age of 65 or who become disabled at a younger age, but only make 
a claim after they reach 66. This benefit is for people with severe 
disabilities, either physical or mental, who need help with personal 
care or who need supervision. It does not depend on NI 
contributions, is not means-tested or taxed and will not normally 
affect, or be affected by, other benefits or pensions received. But 
there is a six months' qualifying period for AA, except for the 
terminally ill, who receive it immediately. It ceases after four weeks 
if an elder enters a hospital or nursing home. There are two weekly 
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rates: the higher rate is £45.70; the lower rate is £30.55. 

v) Help with VAT on Fuel 

From April 1994 domestic fuel in the U.K. was subject to VAT at a 
rate of eight per cent. In order to help with these extra costs, the 
basic state pension and some other benefits for older people, 
including the income-related benefits for those aged 60 or over, 
have increased by 50p for single people and 70p for couples over 
and above the standard increase linked with price rises. These extra 
amounts are included in the pension or benefit rates. 

vi) Fuel Debts 

If people cannot pay their fuel bills they may be threatened with 
disconnection. However, British Gas and the electricity company 
publish codes of practice which state that, if everyone in the 
household is a pensioner, the fuel supply will not be disconnected 
between I October and 31 March if the household cannot pay. 

vii) Grantsfor lnsulation and Draught-Proofing 

From April 1994 all pensioners became entitled to a grant under the 
Home Energy Efficiency Scheme. These grants are available for 
loft, pipe, and hot and cold water tank insulation, draught-proofing 
and basic energy advice. 

viii) Health Care 

Health care is free under the NHS. Although there are quite high 
prescription charges (£5.25 per prescription) in the u.K., 
prescriptions are free to women over 60 and recently also to men 
over 60 as weU. Hearing aids can also be obtained free under the 
NHS, but dental treatment, eye tests and glasses have to be paid for 
unless, as indicated above, the elder is in receipt oflS. 

ix) Applying for a Place in a Residential or Nursing Home 

If elders wish to enter residential or nursing. homes and they need 

96 



help to pay the fees, they have to be assessed by their local 
authority (the county, metropolitan borough or London borough). 
The social services depanment of the authority is responsible for 
arranging an assessment of the elder's care needs. After this 
assessment, the authority will decide whether or not it can offer 
help, either in the elder's own home or in a residential or nursing 
home. Each local authority has its own criteria for making these 
decisions. . 

x) Travel Concessions 

British Rail give one-third reductions on most tickets to people over 
60 holding a Senior Rail Card, which costs £16 p.a. There are also a 
variety of concessions on buses available.to elders. 

xi) Christmas Bonus 

All elders in receipt of a retirement or widows' pension are paid a 
Christmas bonus of £ 10 early in December. This bonus is not 
means-tested nor is it taxable. 

Irish Republic Benefits and Regulations 

i) Supplementary Welfare Allowance 

This is intended to provide a basic minimum income for anyone 
with no means. A weekly payment may be made to people on low 
incomes in order to bring their total income up to a minimum level. 
The full personal rate is £58.90 per week, with £36.60 for a 
dependent adult and £13.20 for each dependent child. An 
exceptional needs payment can be made to meet a particular 
problem, like arrears of rent, buying household equipment and 
funeral expenses. Emergency payments can also be made in urgent 
cases, as for instance after a house has been damaged by fire. 

ii) Child Benefit 

Child benefit is payable in the case of each child under 16 years of 
age or up to 18 where the child is receiving full-time education or is 
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incapacitated. This benefit is payable in most cases even if the 
spouse and child reside in another E.U. country. If a 'person is 
working in the U.K. or living in the U.K. and receiving social 
security payments from there, and the spouse and child are living in 
Ireland, child benefit is paid by the U.K. On the other hand. if the 
insured person is working in the U.K. and their spouse takes up 
employment in Ireland then child benefit is paid by the Irish 
Depanment of Social Welfare and is topped up by the Department 
of Social Security to the higher U.K. rate. 

iii) Carer's Allowance 

A carer's allowance may be paid to a carer. who lives with and is 
providing full-time care for an incapacitated person. aged over 66. A 
carer looking after an incapacitated person aged 65. who has 
transferred from an Irish or E.U. invalidity pension to a retirement 
pension may also qualify. This allowance is means-tested. 

iv) Butter Vouchers 

Butter vouchers are issued automatically to all people who receive 
social assistance payments. Each person receives two vouchers 
every month for themselves and an additional two vouchers for each 
dependant. Only one voucher can be used towards the cost of one 
pound of butter and some spreadable butters. 

v) Fuel Allowance 

The fuel allowance is payable to people dependent on long-term 
social welfare or health board payments. who are unable to provide 
for their own heating needs. Only one allowance is payable per 
household: £5.00 per week. payable from mid-October to mid
April. An additional smokeless fuel allowance of £3 per week is 
also payable in certain cases. 

vi) Free ElectricitylBottled GasfNatural Gas Allowance 

Elders are eligible for this allowance if they are aged 66 or over and 
in receipt of an Irish or E.U. social security pension. They must live 
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alone or with a dependent spouse or child. an invalid or a carer. 

vii) Free Television Licence 

If a person qualifies for a free electricitylbottled gas/natural gas 
allowance they are entitled to a free television licence. 

viii) Free Telephone Rental Allowance 

This allowance is available to people who qualify for a free energy 
allowance. It covers the full cost of the yearly rental and up to 20 
free units per two-monthly billing period. It does not include 
installation costs. 

ix) Lone Parent Allowance 

This is payable to a lone parent who has a dependent child under 
the age of 18 or 22 if in full-time education. A lone parent may be 
someone who is separated from their spouse and is not being 
maintained by the spouse. This allowance is means-tested in the 
same way as the widows' non-contributory pension. 

x) Living Alone Allowance 

This is payable to anyone aged 66 or over who.is receiving an Irish 
social welfare pension and who is living completely alone. It may 
also be paid to pensioners who Ii ve outside the country. 

xi) Rent Allowance for People Affected by the De-Control of Rents 

This allowance is payable, subject to a means-test, to tenants 
affected by the de-control of rents. The maximum amount of the 
allowance is the difference between the old and the new rent. 

xii) Rent and Mortgage Supplements 

The rate of the supplement payable is determined by the health 
board. 
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xiii) Exceptional Needs Payments 

These payments are generally made to people on social welfare or 
health board payments on a once-off basis to meet an exceptional 
need. 

Table 5.7: Amount of death grant in the Irish Republic, 
1995 

Reduced Full rate 
rate 

(;nllO unoer 5 £19.00 £20.00 

Child aged between 5 and 18 £48.00 £60.00 

MUll £80.00 £100.00 

xiv) Death Grant 

This is a small grant payable on the death of a person who has 
made enough PRSI contributions or of the spouse or dependent 
child of such a person. Only contributions paid since 1970 are 
taken into account when calculating eligibility for this grant. If death 
is due to an accident at work or to an occupational disease then a 
special funeral grant is paid for which there are no PRSI 
requirements. 

xv) Free Travel 

Every person aged 66 and over who is resident in the state is 
entitled to free road and rail travel on public transport. 

xvi) Christmas Bonus 

In Ireland pensioners receive a Christmas bonus of an additional 70 
per cent of their normal weekly payment. 
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xvii) Medical Cards 

Most people have to have means below a certain level in order to 
obtain a medical card. Medical card holders are entitled to a range 
of free services, including doctors' visits, prescriptions and 
hospitalisation. People in receipt of a social seclirity pension from 
any other E.U. country, but who are not getting an Irish social 
welfare payment, are entitled to a medical card regardless of their 
means, provided they are not employed or self-employed here. 

Everyone is entitled to free treatment and maintenance in a public 
ward, though some patients may have to pay £20 per day as an in
patient. Those in receipt of retirement or old age pensions may be 
entitled to dental and optical services. 

Table 5.8: Medical cards in the Irish Republic: means-test 
Income guidelines, as from January 1996 

:status Age 

I Under 66 yrs Age 66-79 Age 80+ 

Single person liVing £86.50 £94.50 £99.00 

alone 

single person liVing £76.50 £81.50 £84.50 

with family 

Mamed Couple £125.50 £140.50 £147.50 

Allowances 

t:acn cnllQ age 16 £15.00 p.w. 

Other aependants £16.50 p.w. 

House expenses, e.g., £15.00 p.w. 

rent, mortgage 

L;OSt or travelling to £13.50 p.w. 

work 
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xviii) Prescription Drugs Refund Scheme 

There is a scheme in operation for non-medical card holders where 
a refund of expenditure is granted on prescribed drugs and 
medicines over £90 per quarter, or all expenditures over £32 per 
month for people who, in the view of their doctor or consultant, 
suffer from a long-term medical condition. 

5.10 Comparison of V.K. and Irish Republic Pensions and 
Entitlements 

As already mentioned, it is not easy to compare the U.K. and.Ir1sh 
welfare systems as they relate to elders. In some respects the Irish 
system appears more generous. Pensioners in the Irish Republic are 
entitled to free travel at age 66 and may be entitled to a free 
electricity/natural gas allowance, television licence, free telephone 
rental allowance, fuel allowance and a living alone allowance 
depending on their means. Some pensioners are also entitled to free 
dental and optical services, butter vouchers and a small death grant. 
The Christmas bonus in the Irish Republic is also more generous 
than in the U.K. (70 per cent of the normal weekly payment). 

As regards pensions, reflecting their common origin, both the U.K. 
and Irish systems combine social insurance and means-tested 
payments. In this respect, they are rather similar. Also, as both 
systems have been operating for over 20 years, and presumably will 
continue to operate, witltin a larger European framework, their 
similarities are likely to increase rather than to diminish in the 
future. Pension payinents are generally higher in the Irish Republic 
than in the U.K. 

The minimum income level for a person over 66 years, regardless of 
nationality, living in the Republic of Ireland was £62.50 in 1995. 
The rate is higher than the minimum rate in the U.K. Some older 
migrants to the Republic of Ireland from the U.K. will therefore 
experience a rise in income. 

But most Irish elders returning from Britain to Ireland are likely to 
experience a variety of difficulties with respect to their pensions and 
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welfare entitlements. Some of these have been pointed out already. 
Pensions, and incomes generally, would be liable to the Republic's 
higher rates of taxation. They would also suffer from swings in 
exchange rates, which could either increase or decrease the value of 
their pensions. Trying to budget on the basis of a pension that only 
anives every month and whose value is unpredictable will not be 
easy for a lot of people used to more frequent and more predictable 
wages. 

Differences in the cost of living between the two countries could 
also affect returning elders negatively. Comparisons are difficuJ~ 
however, as costs vary from year to year and between urban and 
rural areas. For instance, it might well prove cheaper for retired 
elders to live in Western Ireland than in inner London, although at 
present Irish house prices are rising faster than British ones and 
some Irish goods, notably alcohol, cigarettes and petrol, are 
significantly more expensive. Perhaps more importantly, however, 
the rates of inflation in the two countries at the moment are 
comparable at around three per cent or less. So price rises in the 
Republic are not likely in the near future to be any more substantial 
than those in Britain. Higher inflation in Ireland would certainly be 
a disincentive to return migration. 

It is impossible to come to a simple conclusion as to how pension 
and welfare entitlements will influence Irish elders when they are 
contemplating a return to Ireland. They are likely to see both 
advantages and disadvantages in the situation, but, as we know so 
linle about these people, we cannot say precisely how they will 
weigh up such factors. 

5.11 Lack of Information and Advice 

Although many Irish elders living in Britain visit their birthplace 
regularly, some of those contemplating a permanent return seem 
anxious for more information about the practical problems involved 
in moving, especially housing and social welfare matters (Irish 
Liaison Unit, 1991). It is probably fair to assume that some elders 
are deterred from making the move by lack of information and 
advice on such maners. Equally, however, more information which 
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highlights the disadvantages an elder might incur by moving to 
Ireland could well discourage return. 

5.12 Returning Jamaican Elders 

In England the phenomenon of returning elderly migrants has 
applied not only to the Irish but to Afro-Caribbeans as well. many 
of whom are showing an increasing desire to return to their 
birthplaces. The Jamaican High Commission in London, for 
instance, has established a special section to advise returning 
migrants (BBC I TV News, April 1995). Many of these people 
carne to Britain in the 1950s as unskilled workers and are now at or 
approaching retirement age. In a section of Birmingham with a 
large Afro-Caribbean population, a travel agency specialising in 
trips to the Caribbean is co-operating with a local frrm of solicitors 
to help elderly Jamaicans return home permanently. The solicitors 
advise on housing and welfare matters, while the agency organises 
travel and removal. Currently u.K. pensions are being paid to 
nearly 19,500 people in Jamaica and to over 27,000 people in the 
Caribbean as a whole. But this is considerably less than the nearly 
75,000 U.K. pensions being paid to residents of Ireland (House of 
Commons, 1995). 

5.13 Increased Information for Irish Returnees 

As yet there is no evidence of either the Irish Embassy in London 
nor of Irish-run businesses in Britain making particular efforts to 
help returning Irish elders. However, more information is certainly 
being made available to Irish migrants in Britain who wish to return 
to Ireland. lltis information is coming from· both British and Irish 
sources. 

Brent Council in London operates an Irish Advisory Service, as 
Brent borough has the largest local concentration of Irish-born in 
Britain: nine per cent of the borough's population heing Irish-born. 
In 1993 this service published a booklet entitled Moving to Ireland 
(Brent Irish Advisory Service, 1993). The 30-page booklet covers 
issues like housing, employment, health, education and social 
welfare. It is not specifically aimed at elders, but it contains a good 
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deal of information that they would undoubtedly fmd useful: on 
buying and renting property; on registering with a doctor and 
obtaining a medical card; on eligibility for social welfare benefits; 
and on transferring pensions from Britain to Ireland or applying for 
Irish pensions. 

Increased mobility of the workforce within the E.U. is another factor 
spurring government bodies to produce more information and 
advice for returning migrants. The Irish Depanment of Social 
Welfare has recently published a booklet for migrants returning to 
Ireland from the U.K. or leaving Ireland for the U.K. (Depanment of 
Social Welfare, n.d.). This contains detailed information on Irish 
social welfare benefits and pensions. Again, although the booklet 
does not address returning elders solely, it contains a great deal of 
information that would be of use to them, especially relating to old 
age, retirement and widows' pensions. 

The Haringey study showed that some Irish elders were deterred 
from returning by worries about housing and social welfare matters 
(Irish Liaison Unit, 1991). In their recommendations the authors 
suggested that information on such issues needed to be made more 
widely available and they suggested that the Irish Embassy playa 
role in advising returning elders. As mentioned above, the Jamaican 
High Commission has recently taken on this task with regard to 
elderly Jamaicans, who are also returning home in increasing 
numbers. 

Most elders contemplating a return to Ireland, and panicularly the 
more disadvantaged ones, would almost certainly benefit from 
expert advice with regard to accommodation and welfare and 
pension entitlements. Such people probably need assistance on both 
sides of the Irish .Sea: information and advice before they acrually 
begin moving and help with sorting out problems once they have 
arrived. The high rates of re-emigration that McGrath's study of 
Achill Island (1991) uncovered among returnees suggest that such 
people are not at present receiving the help and advice that they 
require, either in Britain or in Ireland. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

6.1 Conclusions 

Continuing Elderly Return Migration 

Since at least the 1940s there has been a net gain of elders to the 
Republic through migration. Even during decades in this half 
century when there were substantial overall net losses of population 
through emigration, the net gain of elders did not falter. Clearly it 
was not a function of economic fluctuations in either country. 
Furthermore, population projections made by Peter O'Connell for 
the National Council for the Elderly (Fahey, 1995) suggest that this 
steady gain will continue for the foreseeable future. The overseas 
and theoretical literature on the subject of elderly migration also 
strongly suggests that mobility among the elderly in developed 
countries is likely to continue, if not increase, in the future. 

Because of the proximity of the two islands, most of the Irish living 
in Britain have been able to maintain close connections with their 
birthplace. Occasional, periodic. and temporary returns appear to be 
common. But a steady stream of elders opt for a permanent return. 
Unfortunately, as this study has made plain, we do not know 
exactly who these people are nor what influences their decision to 
return. Nor do we know what happens to them after they re-settle in 
Ireland. This ignorance makes it well nigh impossible, as was 
intended in the aims of the study, to recommend policies in the 
areas of health care, social security, housing and social services to 
meet the needs of elderly returning migrants. 

Problems of Re-Settlement 

Studies conducted overseas and also in Ireland of returned migrants 
show that such people often experience considerable problems in 
re-settling in their former home countries. Many fmd it difficult to 
get a job, while others are unable to create a satisfying social life, 
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and some end up re-emigrating. There has not been sufficient 
research on the experience of returned elders, either in Ireland or 
elsewhere, to allow us to describe their particular problems in detail, 
but there are certainly indications that the longer a migrant has been 
away the harder he or she finds the re-settlement process. This 
would seem to imply that elders experience more problems or more 
severe problems than other returned migrants. 

U.K. Pensioners living in Ireland 

A comparison of U.K. and Irish pensions and welfare entitlements 
makes it clear. that, as regards the elderly, the Irish benefits system is 
in some cases more generous than the U.K. one. On the other hand, 
elders do lose some entitlements and are likely to encounter 
additional difficulties by living in Ireland on U.K. pensions. Given 
the limited nature of our current knowledge of who returns to 
Ireland and why, it is impossible to form a definite opinion as to the 
effect that the pensions and welfare entitlements will have on 
returning Irish-born elders. 

Possible Characteristics of Elderly Returning Migrants from 
Britain 

We do not know precisely how many elders have returned to 
Ireland over the last decade. We do know that nearly 75,000 U.K. 
retirement and widows' pensions were being paid in the Republic in 
1995 to people who lived and worked in the U.K. at some time in 
their lives. We also know that in 1991 there were over 9,000 people 
living in the Republic who had immigrated to Ireland fiom Britain 
at or after retirement age and we have assumed that about two-thirds 
of these people were Irish-born. Nevertheless, as already indicated, 
we are not able to describe such returned elders in detailed socio
economic terms - we can only speculate. 

Returning elders may be Irish people who have prospered in Britain 
and can afford to buy a home and live in the Republic without 
becoming dependent on the Irish social welfare system. But they 
could also be poorer Irish people, who have not done well in 
Britain, who feel alienated there, and thus wish to return to their 
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homeland. Such people are very likely to require help with housing 
and support from the social welfare system. The National Economic 
and Social Council's (1993) study of inwards migration during the 
mid-1980s certainly suggested that migrants to Ireland feU into two 
main groups: a skilled group that found ready employment, 
especially in Dublin, and a smaller unskilled group that had not 
succeeded abroad, could not fmd employment in Ireland and 
possibly senled in disproportionate numbers in the West. Perhaps 
this model approximates the experience of migrating elders: most 
have significant resources and re-settle satisfactorily, but a minority, 
maybe about one-third, have only limited resources and find it 
much harder to establish a satisfactory way of life in Ireland. 

If this model is at all accurate, then possibly 2,000 out of the 
roughly 6,000 returned elders living in the Republic in 1991 may 
not have been coping adequately with re-settlement in Ireland. 

Obstacles 10 Return 

It is probably also worth stressing that there is a disproportionate 
number of elders in the Irish community in Britain. In 1991 they 
numbered nearly 206,000 and accounted for 25 per cent of the 
whole Irish community. Although there has been no substantial 
study of how many of them may wish to return to Ireland, several 
small-scale studies have suggested that large numbers - from 
perhaps 12 per cent in Manchester up to possibly 51 per cent in 
inner London - may well want to do so. These studies also 
suggested that many are deterred by a variety of factors. Lack of 
money, poor health and reluctance to be separated from children 
and grandchildren are likely to make elders reluctant to leave 
Britain, But the study of Irish elders living in Haringey in 1988 
(Irish Liaison Unit, 1991) demonstrated that lack of information and 
concern about housing and social welfare matters were also 
significant matters. In recent years, however, bodies in both Ireland 
and England have begun to produce booklets and pamphlets giving 
advice to returning migrants. But it cannot be assumed that such 
literature will necessarily encourage return. The complexity and 
expense of moving, the difficulties of finding suitable housing in 
Ireland and the disadvantages of living on a U.K. pension abroad, 
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which such literature makes clear, may well help to discourage 
prospective elderly migrantS. 

6.2 Should Return be Encouraged? 

There is an important policy issue here, which cannot be answered 
by this study, but at least should be highlighted. This is the 
question: should Irish-born elders who have lived large parts, if not 
most, of their lives in Britain be encouraged to return to Ireland? 
The dissemination of literature aimed to assist people to return is 
presumably calculated by its authors to make this process easier. 
However, as indicated, this may not necessarily be the outcome. 
Elders particularly might be discouraged by the difficulties of the 
process when they see them set out in remorseless black and white. 

Nevertheless, it needs to be accepted that elderly return migration to 
Ireland is a long-established phenomenon, which is almost certain 
to continue in the future. Thus, whether it is encouraged or not, it 
will still occur. Presumably, it is preferable that elders, who 
defmitely decide to return, should be armed with sufficient 
information to make the transition as smooth and painless as 
possible. 

6.3 Reconunendations 

It is, therefore,recommended 

i) that an in-depth study of the return migration of elders to 
Ireland should.be undertaken: 

(a) among a sample of Irish elders living in Britain to ascertain 
how many of them are likely to return to Ireland; why they 
wish to return; what their expectations are; and also what 
problems they may be likely to encounter; and 

(b) among a sample of elderly migrants who have returned to 
Ireland, say in the last IO years, to ascertain what problems 
they have encountered and whether they regard their return 
as a success or a failure. 
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ii) that, on the basis of this new study: 

(a) literature should (i) be prepared advising Irish-born elders 
living in Britain how best to go about returning to Ireland 
and alerting them to some of the problems they may face; 
and (ii) be disseminated widely in Britain, perhaps through 
Irish clubs, societies and welfare centres, as well as through 
the Irish Embassy; and 

(b) health and welfare workers in Ireland should be made aware 
of the existence of a small group .of elderly returned 
migrants, who may be experiencing difficulties in re-settling 
in the country. A specific understanding of the backgrounds 
of such people and of their particular problems should make 
il easier to devise practical measures 10 assist them. 
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APPENDIX 

1984 General Household Survey 

The British General Household Survey is a nationally 
representative continuous survey with an achieved sample of 
approximately 10,000 households containing 25,000 individuals. In 
the 1984 G.H.S., 11,867 households were interviewed, comprising 
25,354 respondents. Eighty three per cent of households sampled 
answered all or part of the interview. Fourteen per cent refused and 
contact was not made with four per cent. The interview includes 
questions on population and fertility, housing, employment, 
education and health. 

Questions on smoking and drinking are included in alternate (even) 
years. Interviews are sought with all adult members of the private 
households sampled. Where this proves impossible, despite 
repeated calls, a proxy interview is conducted with a near relative 
who is a member of the same household. For these cases questions 
on educational qualifications, income and those eliciting opinions 
are omined. 

For the purpose of analysis of the health experience and 
demographic and socio-economic circumstances of Irish people 
living in Britain, Greenslade et al. (1991) identified five categories 
of respondents: 

(i) people born in the Republic of Ireland (Republic-Irish); 
(ii) people born in Northern Ireland (Nonhem-Irish); 
(iii) people born in Britain, with one or both parents born in the 

Irish Republic (Republic-British); 
(iv) people born in Britain, with one or both parents born in 

Northern Ireland (NI-British); and 
(v) British-born respondents whose parents were also born in 

Britain (British-British). 

It is possible, therefore, that in each of these five groups, there may 
have been respondents who would identify themselves as belonging 
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to another ethnic group, for example, British-born Afro-Caribbean 
or Asian. 

Of the total of 25,141 respondents in these five .categories, 95 ~r 
cent were British-British. The largest Irish origin group was the 
second generation Republic-Irish (Republic-British), comprising 
2.3 per cent of the total: 

Republic-Irish 
Northern-Irish 
Republic-British 
NI-British 
British-British 
TOTAL 

Number 
273 
134 
575 
283 

23,888 
25,153 

% 
l.l 
0.5 
2.3 
l.l 

95.0 
100.0 

Happily, the proportion of frrst generation Irish people in the G.H.S. 
sample is identical to their proportion in the 1981 Census. 
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