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1. Introduction 

As part of the annual European Semester process the European Commission published its 
Country Reports on each EU Member State, including Ireland, in February 20201. These Country 
Reports present the Commission’s analysis of the economic, social and environmental policies 
of each country, as well as national progress in delivering on both the five agreed Europe 2020 
targets and the Country Specific Recommendations issued by the Commission the previous 
year. Member States with higher economic risks, and which are therefore under the 
macroeconomic imbalance procedure, have additional sections in their Reports on these risks. 
While Ireland’s economic situation is improving, it continues to be one of these Member States.  
 
The Country Reports are published by the Commission to:  

 support debate on the policy issues they raise; and   

 
1 European Commission 2020. Country Report Ireland 2020. https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2020-
european_semester_country-report-ireland_en.pdf  
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 inform the content of each Member States’ National Reform Programmes (sent to the 
European Commission in mid-April) and the Country Specific Recommendations (issued 
by the European Commission to each Member State in May).  

 
From 2018 the Country Reports reporting on Member States’ performance in relation to 
implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights. Beginning this year, the Country Reports also 
begin reporting on Member States’ progress in achieving the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals.    
 
The Better Europe Alliance has analysed the Irish Country Report for 2020.  This paper is part of 
our contribution to the debate and the policy development that flows from it, with the aim of 
ensuring a more just, inclusive and sustainable future for Ireland. It includes proposals for 
Ireland’s National Reform Programme and the EU’s Country Specific Recommendations for 
Ireland. 
 
As the Alliance drafts this Response to the Country Report, the full scale of the Covid 19 health 
crisis is unfolding. It is crucial that in their response to this crisis that the Irish Government and 
the EU take an approach which adequate to address the scale of the crisis, but within this 
ensures that those who are the most vulnerable to cope with the impact of the crisis are 
targeted for supports, particularly those with the lowest incomes and from disadvantaged 
communities. Apart from the health and human cost, Covid 19 will have an economic cost 
which will impact on state resources. In addressing the economic cost, it is essential that the 
Irish Government and the EU do not repeat the mistakes of the recent economic crisis in 
introducing austerity policies. Instead they must ensure they stay committed to their social and 
environmental commitments and subject all relevant policy decisions to transparent poverty, 
equality and environmental impact assessment.  
 

2. What is the EU Semester and Europe 2020 Strategy? 
The European Semester is the annual reporting and coordination process at EU level from 2010-
2020 whereby EU Member States, under the coordination of the European Commission, work 
together towards agreed, economic, social and environmental goals2. The economic goals are 
agreed as part of the Growth and Stability Pact and these are binding, while the social and 
environmental goals are part of the five targets agreed to as part of the Europe 2020 Strategy 
for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. The five Europe 2020 targets are: 

1. Raise to 75% the employment rate of women and men aged 20-64. 
2. Spend 3% of GDP on research and development. 
3. Reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 20% by 2020, increase the share of renewables in 

energy consumption by 20% and move towards a 20% increase in energy efficiency. 

 
2 European Commission webpage https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/european-semester_en  
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4. Reduce school drop-out rates to less than 10% and increase the share of 30-34 years old 
having completed tertiary or equivalent education to at least 40%. 

5. Lift at least 20 million people out of risk of poverty and social exclusion by 2020. 
 
The Irish Government agreed on national targets to contribute to the overall EU targets and 
these are reported on annually in the National Reform Programme. Commitments at EU level 
have a direct bearing on the policies being implemented at national level.  
 

Now that we are in 2020 the focus is on a new strategy to replace Europe 2020. The Alliance 
supports proposals that the UN Sustainable Development Goals provide a clear policy frame for 
guiding an integrated and balanced approach to EU policy up to 2030. 
 

3. Response overview 
The Better Europe Alliance recognises that over the past number of years the Country Report has 
made progress towards a more balanced approach to social, economic and environmental policy 
with substantial sections on labour market, education and social policies and on environmental 
sustainability. However, progress is still needed, with many issues being viewed through an 
economic lens. 
 
The implementation of the European Pillar of Social Rights is now monitored through the Country 
Report, although there needs to be much greater improvement in how this is done, and there is 
reporting on the Sustainable Development Goals. 
 
The Alliance will continue to push for a more balanced approach to be taken in the European 
Semester process, particularly in addressing the interrelatedness and interdependence of social, 
economic and environmental policy. For example, how the social and environmental impact of 
different policies is carried out. The ultimate goal should be to ensure a better and more 
sustainable quality of life for everyone. This is particularly crucial if the EU and its Member States 
are to achieve the UN Sustainable Development Goals.  
 
Stakeholder engagement 
An essential element in the implementation of the European Semester process is the engagement 
of stakeholders, including civil society organisations. This has a strong basis in the EU Employment 
Guidelines. Engagement by the European Commission has been positive at national level with 
opportunities to participate at different stages of the process and a sense of some issues being 
taken on board.  
 
However, the Oireachtas and Government Departments, including the Department of the 
Taoiseach, which has a coordination role, continue to have very limited engagement with 
stakeholders on the Semester process. This is left to specific Departments to engage separately on 
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different policy areas, while focusing on coordinating written submissions to the National Reform 
Programme.  
 
The 2020 Country Report states that measures have been taken to improve social dialogue, but 
that there is scope for greater involvement. While the Alliance agrees that improvement is needed 
to improve social dialogue it is not clear what steps have been taken. We welcome the statement 
in the Country Report that further efforts to promote the involvement of civil society organisations 
could better support policy implementation and development, in particular in the framework of the 
European Semester as well as the national and local climate initiatives. However, this structured 
involvement is needed on all policy areas.  
 
The Government’s annual National Economic Dialogue on the annual Budget is highlighted in the 
Country Report. While this is welcome, it is a one-off event. It is crucial that social dialogue is 
meaningful and involves a real co-production of policy. 
 
Specifically, on the European Semester, much deeper face to face engagement in the process is 
needed involving different stakeholders, and recognising the integrated economic, social and 
environmental nature of the Semester process. We therefore welcome the roundtable event 
organised by the Department of the Taoiseach as part of the process to develop the 2020 National 
Reform Programme. We also welcome that the Irish NRP has begun to include an annex containing 
a summary of the main issues and proposals from stakeholder submissions.  

Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland and Ireland’s NRP 
 Continue to ensure balance between economic, social and environmental policy and 

recognise their interdependence so as to bring about a better and more sustainable 
quality of life for everyone. This includes more effective social and environmental 
impact assessment of all relevant policy. 

 Strengthen engagement with all stakeholders in the semester process at national level 
and build meaningful social dialogue on the development and implementation of 
national policy. 

 
4. Climate Change 
Climate Action Plan 2019 
The report mentions several failings of Ireland in regard to action on Climate Change.  The 
report’s main response is that the Government’s Climate Action Plan3 is the answer, “a much-
needed breakthrough and a stepping stone in the transition to a climate neutral and circular 
economy”. 

 
3 Climate Action Plan 2019 https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/climate-
action/publications/Documents/16/Climate_Action_Plan_2019.pdf 
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At the time of its publication, the Environmental Pillar and Stop Climate Chaos issued a report4 
on the Climate Action Plan entitled “The new Climate Action Plan: Will it lead to a revolution 
in how we live?” 
 
The summary of this report states: 

● Current policies and measures on climate change are not working. Ireland is far off 
course to achieving its 2020 climate and energy targets, and it must significantly 
increase the pace of climate action if it intends to substantially reduce emissions across 
all sectors in line with 2030 and long-term obligations.  

● This report “The new Climate Action Plan; Will it lead to a revolution in how we live?” 
draws on a detailed assessment by the Stop Climate Chaos Coalition and the 
Environmental Pillar of the new Climate Action Plan (published June 17th, 2019). 

● We welcome proposals in the Plan for improved governance structures and mechanisms 
to ensure delivery and oversight of climate measures. An important litmus test for how 
genuinely committed the Government is to the merits of this Plan will be the urgency 
with which these governance proposals are implemented.  

● While the decision in the Plan to enshrine into law the current 2050 target is a positive 
move, the Government must ratchet up ambition on the 2050 target and specify in 
detail, the manner that it proposes to follow to put Ireland on an emissions pathway 
aligned with the Paris Agreement. 

● Limiting global temperature increase in line with the objectives of the Paris Agreement 
requires rapid, deep and permanent decarbonisation and enhanced biosphere 
resilience. A key failure of the Plan is the lack of any real commitment to this scale of 
emissions reductions over the coming decade, or an acknowledgement of the risks 
associated with a delayed, or slower transition as a result.  

● We have considerable concerns with the use of Marginal Abatement Cost Curve (MACC) 
as a mitigation planning tool in the Plan. By focusing on the cheapest mitigation options 
now to reach short term targets, the Government runs the risk of furthering carbon-
intensive lock-in, and over-investing in measures with limited mitigation potential. This 
tool does not allow for analysis of the distributional costs of mitigation measures, the 
implementation barriers on these options or the implications of behavioural failures or 
lack of resources, the external environmental costs, or co-benefits.  

● The Plan ignores, does not adopt, or weakens some of the recommendations and 
timelines proposed for policy delivery by the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Climate 
Action (published in March 2019). In our assessment, we look specifically at the 
transport sector, agriculture, land use and forestry, a just transition, and in relation to 
buildings, as examples where this is the case. 

● Consequently, we see a significant missed opportunity for Government to i) fulfil the 
public mandate of the Citizens’ Assembly and respond to the unprecedented public 

 
4 The new Climate Action Plan: Will it lead to a revolution in how we live? 
https://files.constantcontact.com/4a14a939001/267d05b2-5633-43cf-bbb7-c8afe6c97ec7.pdf  
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concern about climate change, ii) respect the cross-party support and political impetus 
that now exists to enable Ireland move beyond a business-as-usual approach to tackling 
climate change, and iii) drive forward sustained emissions reductions.  

● We are concerned by the lack of specific, detailed reference in how the Plan will be fully 
reflected, including its weaknesses addressed, in an updated, strengthened National 
Energy and Climate Plan...We urge the Government to conduct its proposed evaluation 
of a net zero target for Ireland as part of its broader commitment to the European 
Union Long-Term Strategy (LTS). 

● We urge the Government to: 
o ensure that the preparation of the first carbon budget by the Climate Council 

proceeds with the urgency specified in the Joint Oireachtas Committee on 
Climate Action (JOCCA) report and is presented within 12 months as 
proposed; 

o commit to bringing legislation before the Dáil immediately…to enshrine the 
enhanced policy governance and accountability framework recommended by 
the JOCCA and included in the Plan;  

o commit to building upon the full package of JOCCA recommendations through 
the retained flexibility in the proposed governance arrangements; 

o specify how it intends to fully reflect and build upon the weaknesses 
identified here in a redrafted National Energy and Climate Plan and in the 
Long-Term Strategy. 

● We conclude by emphasising that the Government’s commitment to climate action and 
the measures outlined in the Plan lack any real credibility if the Government is willing to 
support and permit the continued exploration for fossil fuels off the Irish coast. Without 
policy coherence and equity across all economic sectors, emissions reduction efforts are 
futile and inequity will be enshrined in a policy framework that requires fairness and 
justice. 
 

Ireland’s Draft National Energy and Climate Plan (NECP) 2021-2030 
The report also references Ireland’s Draft National Energy and Climate Plan 2021-2030, which 
sets out Ireland’s climate and energy policies. In January 2020, the Joint Oireachtas Committee 
on Climate Action published “Consultation on Ireland’s final integrated National Energy & 
Climate Plan 2021 –2030”5, containing 13 key recommendations to ensure that Ireland ramps 
up its efforts to meet the Paris Agreement targets with immediate effect, while protecting 
vulnerable individuals and communities through a just transition. The country report should 
include these recommendations and support immediate action in these areas. 
 

 
5 The Joint Oireachtas Committee on Climate Action “Consultation on Ireland’s final integrated National Energy & 
Climate Plan 2021 –2030”  
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_climate_action/reports/2020/20
20-01-13_report-on-consultation-on-ireland-s-final-integrated-national-energy-climate-plan-2021-2030_en.pdf 
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Ireland’s achievements of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 14 and 15 

SDG 14 – Life below water 
Sustainable Fisheries: Estimated trends in fish stock biomass 
 
According to the most recent assessment carried out by the Scientific Technical and Economic 
Committee for Fisheries (STECF) monitoring the performance of the EU’s Common Fisheries 
Policy (CFP)6, progress has been made at reducing overfishing across Europe’s North Western 
Waters. This has resulted in a 36% increase in the total mass of commercially exploited fish 
populations between 2003 and 2017.  

Overall, however progress has been too slow and has stagnated since the reform of the CFP, 
with the proportion of overexploited stocks (i.e. F>FMSY, blue line) in figure 1 remaining close 
to 40%. Likewise, the proportion of stocks outside the safe biological limits (F>Fpa or B<Bpa, 
orange line), has shown only marginal progress since 2013 and was around 35% in 2017. 

While fishing pressure has decreased across all ICES ecoregions relative to the start of the time 
series, in the recent years the decreasing trend in exploitation has been reversed in the Baltic 
Sea and Celtic Sea and has stalled in the case of NE Atlantic widely distributed stocks. 

STECF concluded that: “On average the stock biomass is increasing, and stock status is 
improving. Nevertheless, based on the set of assessed stocks included in the analyses, STECF 
notes that many stocks remain overfished and/or outside safe biological limits, and that 
progress achieved until 2017 seems too slow to ensure that all stocks will be rebuilt and 
managed according to FMSY by 2020.” 

 

 
6 Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF) – Monitoring the performance of the 
Common Fisheries Policy (STECF-Adhoc-19-01). Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg, 2019, 
ISBN XXXXXX, doi:XXXXXXXX, PUBSY No.  
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Figure 1. Trends in stock status in the Northeast Atlantic 2003-2017. Two indicators are 
presented: blue line: the proportion of overexploited stocks (F>FMSY) within the sampling 
frame (64 to 70 stocks fully assessed, depending on year) and orange line: the proportion of 
stocks outside safe biological limits (F>Fpa or B<Bpa) (out of a total of 46 stocks). 

 Assessed fish stocks exceeding fishing mortality at maximum sustainable yield (Fmsy) 

The maximum sustainable yield (Fmsy) target as enshrined in the SDGs is also an objective of 
the EU’s Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), Europe’s Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) 
and the United Nations Law of the Sea Convention. 

The overall number and percentage of EU North East Atlantic stocks that had their Total 
Allowable Catch (TAC) for 2020 not set in line with scientific advice went backwards for 2020, 
with 47% (61/129) of TACs exceeding the scientific advice. 

For stocks where MSY-based scientific advice was available the Council set 71% (51/72) of those 
TACs not exceeding ICES scientific advice for 2020. 29% of TACs with MSY-based advice 
exceeded advice. 

Progress has been made in the management of some commercially important stocks of 
relevance to Ireland, however the speed and scale of progress has been insufficient. Less 
commercially important stocks such as data limited precautionary approach (PA) and bycatch 
species continue to be overfished, as do several commercially important Herring and Cod 
stocks. The divide which has been created by managers between target/bycatch and MSY/PA 
stocks has no basis in Article 2(2) of the CFP, which refers to all harvested stocks. This bias is 
reflected in the UNs SDG 14 Sustainable Fisheries target, which only applies to stocks with MSY 
based assessment.  

According to Ireland’s Marine Institute (MI)7 the number of sustainably fished stocks (F<FMSY) 
in 2019 is just 47 percent (35 out of 74). This is an improvement on the 34 percent (29 out of 
73) that were sustainably managed in 2014, at the time of the reform of the CFP. In 2019 the 
number of stocks with biomasses higher than sustainable reference levels has decreased to 34 
percent (25). 18 percent of stocks (13) were overfished (F>FMSY) in 2019. The number of stocks 
with unknown status remained at 35 percent (26). These results are heavily biased by the fact 
that the 35 percent of unknown stocks are not included in the sustainability evaluation. This 
large subset of stocks includes stocks with are not subject to MSY evaluation. This, according to 
the authors may be due to short time series of biological data, low catches and/or insufficient 
sampling data or missing catch information (e.g. angling catches or discards). Many of the least 
sustainably managed stocks are data-limited stocks, who due to factors such as overfishing and 
illegal discarding may have insufficient sampling data and missing information to allow MSY 

 
7 Marine Institute (2019) The Stock Book 2018: Annual Review of Fish Stocks in 2019 with Management Advice for 
2020 https://bit.ly/35m83x3  
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assessments. The fact that these stocks are not included in the Irish or SDG sustainability 
assessment distorts the perception of the sustainability of fisheries management. 

Overfishing has severely impacted on marine biodiversity in Irish waters, for example six 
species of sharks and rays are Critically Endangered and a further five species are Endangered. 
The collapse of breeding colonies of seabirds is becoming increasingly common in the North 
Atlantic due to their inability to find enough fish to feed their young, with overfishing one of the 
primary causes. Moving forward, Europe and the rest of the world needs a more joined up 
approach that considers the impacts of fishing on marine ecosystems and recognises the need 
to limit the pervasive reach of fisheries if we are going to restore populations of threatened 
species and habitats. 

SDG 15 - Life on Land 
Ireland is failing to decouple economic growth from biodiversity loss and loss of habitat, which 
is not only negatively impacting internationally important plant and wildlife species, it is also 
affecting our climate targets. Ireland is failing year on year to achieve any progress relating to 
SDG 15 - Life on Land. The Commission’s Semester report for Ireland must include this. In 
2019, the Irish Government reported to the European Commission in the Article 17 report of 
the Habitats Directive that 85% of EU protected habitats had ‘bad’ ecological status. For 70% of 
those habitats, agriculture is the primary pressure8.  

Important carbon stores, carbon sequestering habitats of blanket bog, raised bog, wet heath 
and other wetlands are included in this list of habitats in poor condition and are releasing 
significant emissions due to their degraded quality. Drained peatlands and related activities 
account for emissions of c. 11 million tonnes of CO2 per year9- equating to total emissions from 
the energy sector in 2018 (11.7 million tonnes CO2 per year)10. It is critical that this aspect of 
climate change failures, which poses substantial financial and economic risks, is taken into 
account within the European Commission’s Semester report.  

Two-thirds of Ireland’s wild bird species are Red or Amber-Listed Birds of Conservation 
Concern11 and Ireland’s birds of blanket bog, raised bog, and wetlands are particularly at risk 
according to the latest Birds Directive Article 12 report to the European Commission. In 
addition, several seabird and farmland bird species are also at risk. Farmland birds are an 
important indicator of the environmental health of agriculture. Indeed, the Common Bird Index 
as used by the Commission as an indicator of SDG 15 is not reflective of the reality that several 
farmland bird species had become critically endangered by the time the Index was set up in 
1998 and were not able to be included in annual survey work underpinning this index. Breeding 

 
8 NPWS (2019). The Status of EU Protected Habitats and Species in Ireland) 
9 Wilson, D., C. Müller, and F. Renou-Wilson, Carbon emissions and removals from Irish peatlands: current trends 
and future mitigation measures. Irish Geography, 2013. 46(1-2): p. 1-23. 
10 Duffy, P., et al., National Inventory Report 2018. Greenhouse gas emissions 1990-2016 reported to the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 2018. p. 581. 
11 Colhoun K. & Cummins, S. 2013 Birds of Conservation Concern in Ireland 2014-19. Irish Birds 9:523-544 
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waders in particular are not included in the Index but continue to decline, with a 97% decline in 
Curlew since the 1980’s.  

Moreover, while there was a period of stability in the intervening years, now a quarter of 
farmland birds, such as Stock Dove, Swift, Greenfinch, Stonechat and Kestrel are exhibiting 
serious declines according to the most recent Countryside Bird Survey report12. Species 
associated with farmland, woodland and shrubland and peatland experienced decreases of 8%, 
0.2% and 8.7% respectively from 2005-2014. The Bird Atlas (2007–2011) similarly suggests 
severe declines in most of our breeding waders including Curlew, Lapwing and Snipe and 
highlighted two main “new” groups of concern highlighted i.e. the breeding waders and upland 
birds13. The Irish Wetland Bird Survey (I-WeBS) found that the number of waterbirds wintering 
in Ireland has declined by 15% over the past five years and by 40% since the mid-1990s14.  

Ireland’s biodiversity was worth €2.9 billion to the Irish economy15 yet this biodiversity is being 
depleted year on year to an almost irreparable state. Our biodiversity is being liquidated for 
economic benefit, and agriculture is the most significant threat to our biodiversity as previously 
mentioned. In 2019, the Central Statistics Office published a report into potential 
environmentally harmful subsidies. Following OECD methodology, the report highlighted the 
various sectors which were harming our ability to meet the SDGs16. These included agriculture. 
Agriculture has also the potential to be very beneficial for Irish biodiversity since most of 
Ireland’s terrestrial habitats are grazed, but national policies for intensification are not coherent 
with sustaining biodiversity-rich habitats. Significant policy reforms at national and EU level, 
together with investment, are required to reverse the mostly downward declines and trends of 
habitats and species.  

Annex 1: 
Recommendations from European Commission Staff Working Document SWD(2019) 230: 

‘Assessment of the draft National Energy and Climate Plan of Ireland Accompanying the 
document Commission Recommendation on the draft integrated National Energy and Climate 
Plan of Ireland covering the period 2021-2030’, 16 June 2019, {C(2019) 4407 final} 

● A list of actions undertaken and planned to phase-out energy subsidies, in particular for 
fossil fuels, needs to be included in the final plan. 

 
12 Lewis, L. J., Coombes, D., Burke, B., O’Halloran, J., Walsh, A., Tierney, T. D. & Cummins, S. (2019) Countryside 
Bird Survey: Status and trends of common and widespread breeding birds 1998-2016. Irish Wildlife Manuals, No. 
115. National Parks and Wildlife Service, Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, Ireland. 
13 https://www.epa.ie/mobile/irelandsenvironment/nature/  
14 Colhoun and Cummins (2013) Birds of Conservation Concern in Ireland 2014 – 2019 Irish Birds 9 p.523-544 
https://birdwatchireland.ie/app/uploads/2019/09/BOCCI.pdf  
15 Bullock, C., Kretsch, C., & Candon, E. (2008). The Economic and Social Aspects of Biodiversity – Benefits and Costs 
of Biodiversity in Ireland. Department of Housing, Heritage and Local Government. 
16 CSO(2019) Fossil Fuels and Similar Subsidies 2012-2016 available here: 
https://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/releasespublications/documents/rp/fossilfuelandsimilarsubsidies/Fossil_Fuel
_and_Similar_Subsidies.pdf  
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● A clearly defined target for renewable energy would help quantifying the objective on 
increasing indigenous production. This, along with the energy efficiency contribution 
would serve to reduce the overall consumption and import dependency, to some extent 
offsetting the diversification challenge once the planned closures of coal and peat plants 
take place between now and 2030. 

● The projected use of peat and biomass would make air impacts important to consider. 
The final plan would also more generally benefit from complementing and quantifying 
the analysis of interactions with air quality and air emissions policy. 

● The issue of a socially just transition to a climate neutral economy could be better 
integrated throughout by considering social and employment impacts 

● The lack of a clearly identified contribution to the 2030 renewable energy target among 
the four scenarios presented makes it difficult to assess the level of Ireland’s ambition. 
... In addition to clarifying Ireland’s contribution, the final plan would need to include an 
indicative trajectory that reaches all required reference points 

● The final plan would benefit from a more detailed list and description of the main 
concrete mitigation actions considered for reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the 
agriculture sector. 

● The final plan would also need to explain how the very significant increase in biomass 
use for energy will be combined with the policy on land and forestry, which relies upon 
increasing removals, and how it will impact air quality. 

● The final plan would also benefit from consideration of circular economy and 
biodiversity, referring to national strategies and action plans and raising their benefits 
and potential trade-offs in terms of greenhouse gas emission reduction and adaptation. 

● The final NECP would benefit from including considerations of a suitable regulatory 
framework to facilitate the necessary investment as well as indicative milestones for the 
roll-out, including clear timetables for the implementation of different measures. 

● The plan is focused on support to alternative powertrains in road transport. It would 
benefit from covering measures that address similarly the better organisation of the 
transport system and hence address energy efficiency of transport, including incentives 
for modal shift, multimodality, intelligent transport systems and investments in public 
transport infrastructure. 

Just Transition 
One of the fundamental principles of a Just Transition is to leave no people, communities, 
economic sectors or regions behind as we transition to a low carbon future.  Transition is not 
just about reducing emissions.  This is just one part.  It is also about transforming our society 
and our economy, and investing in effective and integrated social protection systems, 
education, training and lifelong learning, childcare, out of school care, health care, long term 
care and other quality services,  Social investment must be a top priority of transition because it 
is this social investment that will support those people, communities, sectors and regions as we 
make the difficult transition to a carbon-neutral economy, transforming how our economy and 
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society operates.   Transition to a sustainable economy can only be successful if it is inclusive 
and if the social rights and wellbeing of all are promoted. 
 
Energy Poverty  
Preventing climate breakdown – and adapting to changes that may now be inevitable – will 
require many areas of our lives to change. As an economy, we must decarbonise production 
and the world of work. As individuals and communities, we will also see changes in our 
consumption habits, the way we travel, the way we heat our homes. making sure that these 
changes lead to better lives for those on low incomes and people in poverty. This societal 
transition must be just and equitable, benefitting the most vulnerable and sharing the rewards 
of a thriving economy with those who need it most. The emphasis in the Country report on the 
need for a Just Transition is welcome, but we are concerned that the concept of a Just 
Transition is too narrowly defined, focusing only on the needs of workers affected by the move 
towards renewable forms of energy. While this aspect of the Just Transition is vitally important, 
there is currently no strategic articulation or target in Irish Government policy on the need to 
tackle energy poverty and ensure no one is left behind in the transition to a low carbon 
economy.  
 
The combination of increased energy prices, poor quality housing and the persistence of low 
income increases the vulnerability of people to cold homes, means that energy poverty 
(measured as spending 10 per cent or more of a household’s disposable income on energy) 
effects one in six households in Ireland, with the rate for lone parents reaching 31 per cent.17   
 
Although all Member States are required to include measures to tackle energy poverty in their 
National Energy and Climate Policies, the Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty ended in 2019 and 
it is unclear whether a new plan will be developed to succeed it. The Climate Action Plan 2019-
2030 commits to “review ways to improve how current energy poverty schemes target those 
most in need” and to “enhance the delivery model and supports for households with lower 
income to improve the energy efficiency and comfort of their homes”. However, in terms of 
supporting actions, the plan does not include enough detail of how low-income households 
could upgrade and retrofit their homes. The Warmer Home Scheme, which is available to social 
welfare recipients who own their own home, received welcome additional funding in Budget 
2020 (€13m). However, there are challenges in terms of access to and take up of these 
schemes. Over 75% of applicants for the Warmer Home Scheme qualified based on being in 
receipt of Fuel Allowance— the majority of whom were pensioners.18  Therefore, this scheme 
may be a good option for older people who own their own homes but for energy poor 
households with children, it is more likely they are living in social housing or the private rented 

 
17 Bercholz and Roantree (2019) Carbon Taxes and Compensation Options 
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/BP202001.pdf  
18 Communication between the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment and the Society 
of St Vincent de Paul, January 2019.  
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sector. It is therefore welcome that the Climate Action Plan contains a commitment to resource 
Local Authorities to upgrade their housing stock to bring dwellings more than 40 years old (30% 
of the social housing stock) to a B2 equivalent BER. Adequate resources must be made available 
to Local Authorities to ensure this target is met and the entire quality of the housing stock is 
upgraded.  
 
Significantly, challenges remain in regard to the rental sector as it is estimated that more than 
55% of private rented dwellings have poor energy efficiency.19 The Housing Standards 2009 do 
not include measures to realise energy efficiency in private rented dwellings and while a BER 
rating is required in order to let a dwelling, there is no minimum BER threshold below which a 
dwelling is considered unfit for letting. The introduction of minimum energy efficiency 
standards in this sector would reduce our carbon emissions, reduce fuel poverty and improve 
people’s health and wellbeing.20 However, without proper implementation and resources, 
there could be potentially negative impacts on housing supply and rents. Currently, there are 
insufficient incentives and obligations for private landlords to consider upgrading and 
retrofitting their properties and tenants are unlikely to invest in measures that will only have a 
longer term pay back in terms of reduced energy costs. Despite these challenges however, 
there is an opportunity to move toward real security of tenure, upgrade the building stock and 
create a modern fit-for-purpose rental sector. 
 
In terms of energy costs, average gas and electricity prices have increased by 28% since 2010 
and Ireland has the fourth most expensive electricity among EU 28 countries and is the second 
most expensive for gas usage.21 Some of the main driving factors in Ireland’s high cost of energy 
is the over reliance on imported fossil fuels, in particular oil, the continued need for investment 
in the grid due to increased demand and the amount of taxes applied to customer bills.22 The 
Budget 2020 increase in the carbon tax, will add €61 to the annual natural gas bill from May 
2020 and the PSO levy currently adds €38.69 to the average electricity bill. Both are applied 
equally to all customers and are therefore highly regressive. It is anticipated that the 
infrastructural requirements to move Ireland towards more renewable forms of energy will 
result in an increase in the standing changes applied the customers’ bills, which will also 
disproportionately hit those on the lowest incomes. 23 

 
19 Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice (2014) Minimum Household Energy Need. 
https://www.svp.ie/getattachment/716d46e2-e390- 4fce-8e4e-cc3fb2297f62/Minimum-Household-Energy-Need-
VPSJ-Research-report.aspx  
20 Green Buildings Ireland (2019) Introducing Minimum Energy Efficiency Performance Standards in the Rental 
Sector https://www.igbc.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/IGBC-SEAI-Report-Final.pdf 
21 Irish Time Article, 7th August 2018, “Gas and Electricity Prices in Ireland Amongst the Highest in the EU”, 
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/gas-and-electricity-prices-in-ireland-amongst-highest-in-eu-
1.3588758  
22 RTE Brainstorm Article, 1st February 2018, “Why are Irish Electricity Prices so High”, 
https://www.rte.ie/brainstorm/2018/0201/937575-why-are-irish-electricity-prices-so-high/  
23 Commission for the Regulation of Utilities (2020) Electricity Network Price Review Five 
https://mk0cruiefjep6wj7niq.kinstacdn.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/CRU19152-Discussion-Paper-on-the-
Approach-for-Transmission-Distribution-Price-Review-5.pdf 
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In addition, current income supports aimed at alleviating energy poverty are poorly targeted 
and inadequate. An additional €2 per week was added to the Fuel Allowance (FA) in Budget 
2020. This brought the payment to €686. However, FA will be 17% lower in 2020 than 2010 in 
terms of purchasing parity due to price increases, cuts to the FA and increases in taxes and 
levies.24 Fuel Allowance is highly means tested and less than half of those in the lowest income 
decile of households receive it 25  and just 40% of the poorest children reliant on social welfare 
(receiving a Qualified Child Increase) are living in households in receipt of the FA.26  FA only 
takes account of the income levels in the household and but does not account for the energy 
efficiency of the dwelling. This means many low-income households will not be compensated 
for carbon tax increases and will be pushed further into poverty as a result.  
 

Access to Transport for Low Income and Rural Households  
There is a continued reliance of rural households on private cars in order to avail of public 
services, employment opportunities, healthcare and recreational activities is a key challenge for 
policy makers. A lack of an integrated public transport system connecting more remote areas to 
major urban centres has a significant impact on quality of life and on households’ ability to 
afford a minimum essential standard of living. It impacts on people on low incomes, those with 
a disability, or the elderly who may not have access to a car and depend on public transport.  
 
The Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice (VPSJ) find that households in rural areas have 
different and additional needs to meet the same socially acceptable minimum standard of living 
as households based in urban areas. Core costs (before housing) are generally higher in rural 
areas, primarily due to additional costs related to transport and home energy. For rural 
households’ private transport is a minimum need, as public transport options are limited and 
do not tend to offer an adequate level of service to rely on to meet all transport needs.27 Their 
research finds that car related costs (fuel, maintenance, insurance, etc.) add an additional €59, 
per week. They also highlight higher household energy due to use of home heating oil as 
opposed to gas in an urban area.  
 
Women are more likely than men to depend on a car to get to work, a fact in part attributed to 
women often undertaking more complex travel journeys, which can include getting groceries 
and dropping and picking up children and visiting elderly parents.28 People with disabilities also 

 
24 VPSJ (2019) Budget 2020 MESL Impact Briefing https://www.budgeting.ie/download/pdf/budget_2020_- 
_mesl_impact_briefing.pdf  
25 ESRI post budget analysis 2020 https://www.esri.ie/events/esri-post-budget-analysis  
26 Data provided by the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection to the community and voluntary 
pillar July 2019. 
27 Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice (2019) Minimum Essential Standard of Living 2019: Update Report. 
https://www.budgeting.ie/publications/mesl-2019/ 
28 RTE Brainstorm article, 11th November 2019, “More Irish women drive to work than men. Here's why”.  
https://www.rte.ie/brainstorm/2019/0920/1077145-irish-women-driving-to-work-cars/ 
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require reliable and accessible public transport to support them to live equally to the general 
population. 
 
The development of Rural Transport Scheme (Local Link) is welcome, however sustained and 
increased investment is required, yet there was no increased investment in this scheme in 
Budget 2020. We are concerned that the Climate Action Plan 2019 and Ireland 2040 does not 
include enough detail on how infrastructure to support these communities is achieved. 

Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland and Ireland’s NRP 
Climate Breakdown and Biodiversity Loss 

● The NECP must include a specific statement that Ireland will increase its ambition 
between now and 2030, and beyond 2030, and that the state intends to go beyond 
policies and initiatives addressed in the Government 2019 Action Plan. 

● Consider latest scientific advice on remaining global carbon budgets and how the 
current licensing regimes for oil and gas exploration and importation of fracked and 
fossil gas may result in ‘locking-in’ reliance on fossil fuel infrastructure. 

● Urgently act to address biodiversity loss through policy coherence and increased 
funding to protect nature in Ireland. 

● Ratchet up ambition on the 2050 carbon neutral target and specify in detail, the 
manner that it proposes to follow to put Ireland on an emissions pathway aligned with 
the Paris Agreement. 

● Follow the recommendations of the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Climate Action, 
specifically in the transport sector, agriculture, land use and forestry, a just transition, 
and in relation to buildings. 

● End overfishing by following scientific advice, protecting our natural resources while 
ensuring sustainable livelihoods for coastal communities 

 
Energy Poverty 

 Set an ambitious target to reduce and eliminate energy poverty by 2030. Alongside 
Ireland's Climate Action targets, these poverty reduction targets should be made legally 
binding.  

 Publish a strategy for introducing minimum energy efficiency standards in the private 
rented sector which sets a target date by which all accommodation will meet an energy 
rating of a least C or higher by 2030. Minimum standards should be implemented 
alongside an awareness raising campaign, incentives for landlords that are conditional 
on enhanced security of tenure and increased funding for inspections and enforcement. 
Begin by delivering SEAI grants to enable landlords who provide their properties for 
HAP tenants to avail of energy efficiency upgrades, conditional on a minimum of a five-
year lease.  

 Pilot an initiative of Community Energy Advisors working in partnership with the 
Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland to engage and inform hard to reach energy 



Page 17 of 58 

 

users who would most benefit from energy efficiency schemes across all housing 
tenures. This service should also provide information to households on how they can 
implement energy saving measures in their own homes.  

 Enhance income supports for low income households to ensure everyone has an 
adequate income to meet their energy costs and proof payments in the context of 
expected future price increases.  

 Strengthen the regulatory role of the State on price-setting and monitoring and conduct 
a feasibility analysis of introducing price caps or social tariffs into the Irish energy 
market. Encourage Local Authorities to facilitate group switching schemes so tenants 
can avail of discounted rates for new customers. 
 

Access to Transport for Low Income and Rural Households 
 Invest in the Rural Transport Programme, increasing the range of accessible public 

transport options, promoting social inclusion for those in rural areas, and incentivising 
greater public transport usage. 

 
5. Investment 
 The Alliance welcomes the focus on public investment in the 2020 Country Report.  We note 
that the Country Report highlights the need for Ireland to invest in social infrastructure, 
particularly in the areas of education, health and affordable housing.  We also note that Report 
finds scope for improvement in the areas of poverty reduction.  The Alliance has highlighted the 
need for investment in social infrastructure in previous reports and in particular welcomes the 
focus on investment in social inclusion, education and skills.  Well-targeted social investment 
would reduce unemployment, contribute to robust public finances, support equality, including 
gender equality, and help to secure wellbeing.  The Alliance also welcomes the focus on the 
investment needed in areas such as social and affordable housing and sustainable transport. 
 
Investment in Ireland is recovering after years of severe cuts and it will be a projected €9bn in 
202029, the same level as it was in 2008 before being reduced significantly during the financial 
crisis.  The Alliance welcomes the gradual increase in capital expenditure in recent years and 
believes that this investment must be aimed at long-term solutions in areas such as housing, 
healthcare, education and childcare, rather than short-time, high cost options.  The Alliance 
also urges Government to invest in a comprehensive Just Transition process, ensuring no one is 
left behind, and that vulnerable groups do not bear a disproportionate impact as we transition 
to a cleaner, greener economy.    
  
Consistent under-investment in public infrastructure by successive Governments has created a 
deficit in essential services.  As stated previously in the Alliance response to the 2018 and 2019 

 
http://budget.gov.ie/Budgets/2020/Documents/Budget/Budget%202020%20Economic%20and%20Fiscal%20Outlo
ok_A.pdf 



Page 18 of 58 

 

Country Reports, the effects of inadequate investment can be seen everywhere from the most 
obvious in the current crisis in housing, as well as in our dilapidated water infrastructure, the 
lack of an adequate rural broadband network, inadequate public transport, and the insufficient 
flood defences in towns and communities across the country, as well as ongoing deficits in 
social services in many areas.  
 
The Commission itself notes in the Country Report that “low-quality social infrastructure may 
limit economic opportunities, cause markets to work less efficiently and marginalise some 
groups”.  It will be almost impossible for Ireland to meet our macroeconomic goals on 
infrastructural maintenance and expansion, the social goals of adequate housing, healthcare 
and education services, or our environmental commitments without adequate levels of 
investment.  
 
Substantial additional investment in services and infrastructure is now required to ensure there 
is no further erosion of social infrastructure; something that would have significant future 
costs.  A comprehensive public investment strategy requires an integrated and balanced 
approach, accommodating social, economic and environmental requirements. Adequate social 
infrastructure and services are necessary to support economic development.  Investment in 
public services and infrastructure is not only required to meet existing needs (and has proven to 
be grossly inadequate at current levels), but to provide for future demand. Ireland’s shifting 
demographic profile, with an increased total fertility rate and ageing population, while positive, 
present challenges in terms of healthcare, childcare, housing, education, disability and public 
and social infrastructures, which can only be met with sufficient targeted investment.  
 
The Alliance welcomed the commitments made by Government in the National Planning 
Framework and National Development Plan, however we pointed out that there was a lack of 
definite timelines for achieving the kind of infrastructure development required, and that the 
plans did not go far enough to provide sufficient infrastructure and services to link remote 
areas to and build sustainable communities.   

Ireland’s balance sheet is improving.  Government has improved availability of funds that could 
be used to enhance investment opportunities.  This ‘on balance sheet’ investment could also be 
supplemented by ‘off balance sheet’ public commercial investment based on appropriate 
commercial criteria and revenue flows and coupled with prudential oversight. Examples of 
areas where this can be undertaken are broadband infrastructure, public housing and 
renewable energy.   
 
The Alliance is of the opinion that Government should use the recent significant unexpected – 
and presumably temporary – windfalls in corporation tax on once-off infrastructure projects to 
address deficits outlined in areas such as social housing, decarbonisation, and broadband 
infrastructure.  An investment programme will contribute to economic growth, which would in 
turn lower Ireland’s deficit and debt burden. If properly structured and correctly targeted, it 
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would also create much needed employment and address the deficits in areas such as housing, 
decarbonisation and childcare, and help us in the transition to a climate-neutral circular 
economy, all of which are highlighted in the Country Report.   
 
The Country Report indicates that some progress has been made in the areas of social housing 
but does not look behind the headline figures.  The ‘provision’ of social housing is driven 
primarily by subsidies to the private rented sector.  The Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) 
continued to outpace the provision of long-term sustainable homes, accounting for 66 per cent 
of all Social Housing Output in 2018.  The latest figures for Q3 2019 show that HAP accounted 
for 71% of all social housing output up to Q3 2019.  Output attributed to local authority ‘builds’, 
stood at just over 5 per cent.  The provision of housing, and social housing in particular remains 
a huge public policy challenge.  We deal with the issue of housing in section 10 of this report.   
 
The Country Report highlights transition to a climate-neutral and circular economy as an area 
requiring investment.  It is important to ensure that the transition to a carbon-neutral economy 
does not disproportionately impact some of Ireland’s most vulnerable, including those on low 
incomes, those in energy-inefficient dwellings, and those living in areas heavily reliant on 
carbon-intensive employment.  The Country Report references the revenues from the carbon 
tax as a means of tackling the social costs of this transition.  The Alliance is of the view that 
public investment should prioritise those groups who are most vulnerable and that alternatives 
must be made available to these cohorts.   
 
It is important that current fossil fuel subsidies are diverted away from harmful environmental 
practices and instead used to fund investment in decarbonisation.  If Government is serious 
about progressing decarbonisation investment in this area will have to increase significantly in 
the coming years.  The redirection of fossil fuel subsidies to decarbonisation would be an 
appropriate first step in this regard.  A targeted investment programme as referenced earlier, 
particularly as part of a Just Transition package, would contribute to sustainable economic 
growth and generate green employment, as well as reduce inequality and deliver improved 
living standards.   
 
Investment in Ireland’s social and physical infrastructure and environmental resources is 
necessary to ensure we are best placed to take advantage of the current levels of growth and 
can build a robust social, environmental and economic infrastructure that can both meet future 
demands and withstand future shocks. 

Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland and Ireland’s NRP 

 Ensure that Ireland’s fiscal commitments under the Fiscal Compact and the Growth 
and Stability Pact do not inhibit Ireland’s investment strategy.  

 Ireland must maximise its fiscal space as much as possible as afforded by the fiscal 
rules. 

 Amend the fiscal rules to:  
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i. better accommodate shift level increases in social and physical investment 
spending and to exclude that spending from the structural deficit target. 

ii. exclude public investment in social infrastructure (in areas such as health, 
education, social housing and childcare) from the 3% public deficit threshold. 

iii. exclude investment in a ‘Just Transition’ from the 3% public deficit threshold.   
  

6. Taxation and Expenditure  
Tax plays a key role in shaping Irish society through funding public services, supporting economic 
activity and redistributing resources to enhance the fairness of society.  It is therefore crucial that 
clarity exist with regard to both the objectives and instruments aimed at achieving these goals, 
with policy development centred on the collection of sufficient taxes to ensure a full participation 
in society for all, through a fair tax system in which those who have more pay more, while those 
who have less pay less.    
 
Despite favourable lending rates and payback terms, there remains a recurring cost to service the 
national debt – costs which have to be financed by current taxation revenues.  Furthermore, the 
erosion of the National Pension Reserve Fund (NPRF) through using it to fund various bank rescues 
has transferred the liability for future public sector pensions onto future exchequer expenditure. 
Although there will be some return from a number of the rescued banks, it is likely to be small 
relative to the total of funds committed and therefore will require additional taxation resources.  
These new future taxation needs are in addition to those that already exist for funding local 
government, repairing and modernising our water infrastructure, paying for the health and 
pension needs of an ageing population, paying EU contributions and funding any pollution 
reducing environmental initiatives that are required by European and International agreements. 
Collectively, they mean that Ireland’s overall level of taxation will have to rise significantly in the 
years to come – a reality Irish society and the political system need to begin to seriously address. 
 
The Country Report assessment notes that efforts to limit tax expenditures and broaden the tax 
base have been mixed with some measures included in the 2020 Budget broadening the scope for 
tax expenditure and narrowing the tax base.  The Alliance has highlighted that failure to limit the 
scope of tax expenditures and lack of progress on broadening Ireland’s tax base in our responses 
to the Country Report for the past number of years.  The Alliance welcomed the Commission’s 
recommendation to use the review of the local property tax in 2019 as an opportunity to broaden 
the tax base and note that Government did not take this opportunity but instead chose to defer 
the decision.  The Alliance is of the view that Government should implement the recommendation 
on local property tax from the 2019 report.   
 
The Commission highlights the volatility of Ireland’s corporate tax receipts and the increased 
reliance on corporate tax revenue from multinational.  The Alliance is of the view that this revenue 
be invested in once-off infrastructure projects such as the provision of social and affordable 
housing, in order to address some of our substantial infrastructure deficits.  The Alliance shares 
the Commission’s concern regarding the use of Ireland’s tax rules by companies engaged in 
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aggressive tax planning.    The use by corporations of Ireland’s tax rules for aggressive tax planning 
is a cause for concern to the Alliance  The transposing of Anti-Tax Avoidance Directives into 
national law by the deadline of the end of 2018 (with the exception of exit tax and interest 
limitation rules due to be transposed in 2020 and 2024 respectively) may go some way to limit 
these aggressive tax planning structures, however this will be dependent on the nuances of the 
wording used in the transposing instrument and its interpretation by practitioners in the area. 
 

In October 2017, the Department of Finance published a consultation document noting several 
areas on which Ireland is taking a leadership role on global tax reform.  The consultation document 
also notes that Ireland “remains committed” to the Base Erosion and Profit Shifting Process (BEPS) 
and to playing our full part in its implementation. The introduction of a minimum effective 
corporate tax rate would serve as another opportunity for Ireland to take a leadership role in 
implementing progressive moves relating to the international corporation tax system.   
 

We further welcome the recommendation to introduce taxes to support our environmental goals 
and the need to examine potentially environmentally damaging subsidies.  The Alliance is of the 
view that ‘polluter pays’ tax policies should be implemented to encourage corporate responsibility 
and repair the damage caused by corporations who have pursued profit at the expense of the 
environment.  As outlined earlier the Alliance proposes that fossil fuel subsidies be removed and 
invested into decarbonisation policies.  With regard to carbon taxation, it is the view of the 
Alliance that this should form a part of an overall carbon policy, whereby there is significant 
investment in decarbonisation and in supporting household and community transition to a low 
carbon future.  When considering environmental taxation measures to support sustainable 
development and the environment, and to broaden the tax base, the Government should ensure 
that such taxes are structured in ways that are equitable and effective and do not place a 
disproportionate burden on rural communities, households experiencing energy poverty or lower 
socio-economic groups. 
 

The Better Europe Alliance is of the view that Ireland’s overall level of taxation will have to rise in 
the years to come in order to address the challenges Ireland currently faces in terms of 
infrastructure and services deficits, and to ensure Ireland has the infrastructure and services 
required to meet the needs of the population into the future.   To this end the Alliance proposes 
moderate increases to Ireland’s overall tax take in the coming years, by broadening the tax base 
and introducing a minimum effective tax rate for corporations and high net-worth individuals, 
raising Ireland’s tax revenue over the next ten years to meet the EU average.  This moderate 
increase could then be used to fund essential services and infrastructure such as housing, 
healthcare, education and public services, infrastructure and services reasonably expected in a 
modern Western society.  It would also provide the necessary revenue to fund the social and 
infrastructural requirements necessary to support our society and complete our convergence with 
the rest of Europe.  Ireland has also committed to reducing or eliminating environmentally harmful 
practices, such as fossil fuel excavation and the production of greenhouse gas emissions.  
Broadening the tax base to encompass environmental taxes and ‘polluter pays’ principles would 
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bring Ireland closer to its targets under the Europe 2020 programme, the COP21 and to meeting 
our obligations under the Sustainable Development Goals.    
 

Public expenditure was significantly constricted in the past decade.  As a result, Ireland has a 
housing and homelessness crisis, a struggling healthcare system, an under-funded education 
system, the most expensive childcare in the EU, and inadequate public services, particularly in 
rural areas.  Population increases and changing demographics means that Ireland will face 
significant pressures across the population lifecycle in the coming years, for which we are ill-
prepared.  Ireland’s population is projected to increase from around 4.9 million in 2019 to around 
6.5 million people in 2051 with up to 1.6 million people aged 65 or older and the number of those 
aged 80 or older is set to almost quadruple.  These demographic changes have significant policy 
impacts for Ireland in areas such as healthcare and housing, and can only be addressed through 
robust and well-funded public services and infrastructure.  The changing demographics means an 
increase in both current and capital expenditure in the short, medium and long term and, the 
Alliance calls on Government to acknowledge this increased demand and include these 
demographic changes in the expenditure and revenue projections produced by the Department of 
Finance.  The present situation of producing these projections on a ‘no policy change’ does not 
allow for long-term policy planning and inhibits progress in meeting demand. 
 

Ireland’s current levels of revenue generation will not provide the revenue that Ireland needs to 
increase expenditure in order to improve our public services and infrastructure.  The re-
emergence of economic growth should be seen as an opportunity to increase expenditure on our 
depleted social infrastructure, not to reduce taxes.   
 

The Alliance believes that over the next number of years Ireland needs to gradually increase its 
taxation levels closer to the EU average. Increasing taxation levels must be based on the following 
principles:  
 The focus must be on strengthening the fairness and progressiveness of the taxation system, 

which must reduce inequality and avoid environmental harm. This includes a more 
progressive effective tax rate, broader than just in the area of income tax.  

 Those who have benefited the most from the present system and are furthest from the risk 
of poverty should contribute the most, this includes the corporate sector.  

 Additional taxation must be addressed through ongoing review and cost-benefit analysis of 
tax expenditures, as proposed by the European Commission, including consideration of 
standardisation and the elimination of tax expenditures with little environmental, economic 
or social benefit.  

 In broadening the tax system there is a need to find an appropriate balance to reflect both 
environmental and social goals, for example in terms of carbon taxes and water charges.   

 The EU polluter pays principle must be part of tax policy.   
 There must be a focus on addressing the effective corporation tax rate paid by companies.  
 There is a need for a wealth tax based not just on income but also on all other financial and 

fixed assets.   
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 A financial transaction tax (FTT) should be introduced to provide additional revenue for 
delivery of services which have been cut back over the last decade.  It would also discourage 
speculative finance whilst simultaneously generating revenue for investment in social 
infrastructure.    

Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland and Ireland’s NRP  
 Publish the annual review and analysis of tax expenditures (by type), including the cost 

of each tax expenditure for each past year, and the estimated cost for the year ahead 
prior to the Budget and present it to the Oireachtas Committee on Budgetary Oversight 
for discussion and consideration.  There should also be, at the very least, scope for 
automatic periodic review of each expenditure.  

 Ensure all Department of Finance expenditure and revenue projections incorporate CSO 
demographic projections. 

 
7. Pillar of Social Rights and Sustainable Development Goals 
In November 2017 EU institutions and Member States agreed the European Pillar of Social Rights. 
The European Semester is the key instrument for monitoring delivery of the Pillar. To date it does 
this through the inclusion of a one-page box in the section on Labour market, education and social 
policies, with an Annex at the end outlining progress on the 14 social scoreboard headline 
indicators that have been adopted to monitor the implementation of the Pillar. 
 
The Better Europe Alliance has highlighted the fact that there is no real mainstreaming of the Pillar 
of Social Rights across the Country Report. This continues to be the case, with the only additional 
references to the Pillar outside the box and annex found in reference to childcare and the 
effectiveness of social transfers in reducing poverty. This is unsatisfactory and the monitoring of 
the implementation of the Pillar of Social Rights should be more integrated throughout the report.  
 
A second issue highlighted by the Alliance is the need to address the method for monitoring 
implementation of the Pillar. This continues to be mainly by comparing progress in Ireland to the 
EU average across 14 headline indicators (p39). While using EU averages is a useful way of 
comparing the situation across Member States the Alliance believes that the Pillar of Social Rights 
needs to be assessed according to the ambition in each Member State to deliver on the 20 
principles/rights.  
 
The Country Report’s overall summary of Ireland’s performance on the Pillar of Social Rights is that 
it performs relatively well on a number of indicators of the Social Scoreboard but that challenges 
remain. For all 14 indicators Ireland performs at the EU average or better. It does particularly well 
compared to its EU counterparts in relation to early school leaving, the net earnings of a full-time 
single worker on the average wage and in using social transfers to reduce poverty. In particular it 
highlights Ireland’s positive performance in relation to education and the level of baseline skills 
attained by those from a disadvantaged and migrant background. 
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On the negative side the section on the Pillar highlights the high gender employment gap, the low 
employment rate for people with disabilities, the falling but still high number of people living in 
low-work intensity households and high levels of child poverty. It draws particular attention to 
high levels of homelessness and focuses on rent increases in big cities and insufficient provision of 
social housing as the main causes and calls for greater effort to address these. The Alliance shares 
these concerns. 
 
Strengthening the role of the Country Reports and the European Semester overall in monitoring 
the implementation of the Pillar of Social Rights needs to be addresses by the European 
Commission as part of its work in 2021 to strengthen implementation of the Pillar. Indeed, the 
recently published EU Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025 notes the role of the European 
Semester in monitoring gender equality in Member States and in particular in their labour market, 
social inclusion and education.30 
 
This is the first year in which the Country Reports covers member states’ performance on the 17 
UN Sustainable Development Goals. In the Irish Country Report, it does so at some points 
throughout the report and there is an Annex E at the end reporting on progress across all the 
indicators the EU has adopted to monitor implementation of the 17 Goals.  
 
In summary the Country Report states that Ireland has made significant progress in addressing the 
United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goals related to SDG1 (‘No poverty’) and SDG8 (‘Decent 
work and economic growth’) but faces challenges in climate action (SDG13), particularly in relation 
greenhouse gas emissions. Ireland is performing badly on SDG7 on affordable and clean energy. 
There is mixed progress on SDG5 on gender equality, doing well on education but not so well on 
leadership positions and most areas of employment. The Report states that Ireland is doing well 
overall on SDG11 - sustainable cities and communities, but that housing affordability is still a 
concern. 
 

8. United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (UN CRPD) 

The Better Europe alliance appreciates the continued focus on people with disabilities in the 
2020 Country Report. We note in particular the focus on people with disabilities in 
employment, an area where Ireland has long been behind the EU average. The specific 
references to disability help to highlight the inequalities faced by people with disabilities in Irish 
society, and push for more action by the Irish Government.  
 
However, while the focus on people with disabilities in employment and education is 
welcomed, we note that there was little discussion of disability in poverty or homelessness. We 

 
30 European Commission (2020). A Union of Equality: Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025.  
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/aid_development_cooperation_fundamental_rights/gender-equality-
strategy-2020-2025_en.pdf  
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urge the Commission to focus on the role of disability in these areas, as there are marked 
inequalities that increase the rate of both poverty and homelessness among people with 
disabilities in Ireland – for example over 25% of homeless people in Ireland have a disability, 
and poverty rates have doubled in the past decade. In addition, it would be helpful if the report 
could take some notice of the lack of services (for example Personal Assistant hours, respite, 
and adult and child therapy, neurology and a range of community services) for people with 
disabilities, which exacerbates all of the inequalities noted in this report. We would like to 
recommend that the Commission works to incorporate the principles and human rights, of 
outlined in the UN CRPD (which Ireland ratified in 2018) into the report, with includes a focus 
on education, employment, independent living, adequate services, and an adequate standard 
of living. In addition to highlighting the needs of people with disabilities in employment, job 
training and education we call on the Commission to also: 
• Return to highlighting the role of disability in homelessness, which was found in the 2019 

Report. 
• Highlight the high and rising rate of poverty and deprivation for people with disabilities, 

which have doubled in the past 10 years. 
• Highlight the need for adequate services for people with disabilities, particularly 

community-based services to support people with disabilities in accessing employment, 
education, and housing. 

The EU Semester is a key tool to help achieving reforms in Ireland, including reforms that 
address the numerous inequalities faced by people with disabilities. By incorporating the 
principles of the UN CRPD more fully into the Country Report, these inequalities, and 
recommendations for addressing them, can be more fully addressed.  

 
31 For more, see How the European Semester Can Help to Implement the UN CRPD 
http://www.easpd.eu/sites/default/files/sites/default/files/easpd_2015_report_on_european_semester_un_crpd
_final.pdf. Specific reference to p. 5 ibid. 

Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland and Ireland’s NRP 
 The National Reform Programme and Country Report should all include specific mention 

of policies and legislation which are key to implementing the UN CRPD as well as the 
relevant provisions of the UN CRPD, under each relevant section. Particular 
consideration should be given to: 

o The rate of poverty amongst people with disabilities in comparison to the wider 
population  

o Living in the Community – Appropriate housing and Community-based Services 
o The impact of homelessness on people with disabilities 
o Inclusive Labour Markets 

 The Country Specific Recommendations should mirror these disability specific 
references. The recommendations should reflect whether or not these national 
measures are meeting the standards of the UN CRPD.  

 The European Semester should collect and reference disability specific data insofar as 
possible.31 
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9. Poverty 

Poverty levels for the general population in Ireland have been falling consistently since 2013. As 
indicated in the 2020 Country Report, data from the EU statistical agency Eurostat shows that 
the percentage of those at risk of poverty and social exclusion32 fell from 22.7% in 2017 to 21.1% 
in 2018. This is below the EU average of 21.6%, the first time since this the new target for 
poverty and social exclusion was set in 2008. However, the at risk of poverty and social exclusion 
rates remain extremely high, and significantly above the EU average, for vulnerable groups such 
as people with disabilities. 
 
Ireland’s contribution to the overall EU target to lift at least 20 million people out of poverty and 
social exclusion by 2020 is to reduce by a minimum of 200,000 the population in ‘combined 
poverty’ (i.e. at-risk-of-poverty or basic deprivation) by 2020. Eurostat shows that despite 
progress, and because of increases in combined poverty after the target was set, Ireland will 
have to lift approximately 174,000 people out of combined poverty in two years if it is to achieve 
that target33. This statistic is reported differently in the Country Report which uses a different 
measure and shows that Ireland is only 23,000 people away from achieving the target (p74).  
 
In the National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-2016 the Irish Government committed itself 
to ‘reduce the number of people in consistent poverty to 4% by 2016 (interim target) and to 2% 
or less by 2020’. Under its successor, the new Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020-2025, this 
target has now been extended to 2025. While consistent poverty reduced from 6.7% in 2017 to 
5.6%, or approximately 280,000 people, in 2018. Taking account of population changes, this is 
well above its lowest levels of 4.2% achieved in 2008, when there were 91,000 fewer people in 
consistent poverty.   
 
While the Alliance welcomes progress in poverty reduction, and the real impact on the lives of 
those in poverty, we continue to call for urgency across the range of policy areas necessary to 
address the causes and consequence of poverty so as the achieve and go beyond the set targets 
and ensure no-one has to live in poverty. This is the commitment undertaken as part of the UN 
Sustainable Development Goal 1 to end poverty in all its forms everywhere. 
 
While recognising the fall in poverty levels, the Country Report does recognise that ‘some 
population groups have yet to reap the benefits of economic expansion’. In particular it 
expresses ongoing concern in relation to child poverty, highlighting that 1 in 4 children living in 

 
32 At risk of poverty and social exclusion is an EU measure and includes anyone experiencing any one of the 
following three – i. is at-risk-of poverty as their disposable income is below 60% of the national median (middle) 
income ii. Is in severe material deprivation as they cannot afford at least 4 out of 9 deprivations defined by EU-
SILC. Iii. Are living in a low-work intensity households as they are aged 0-59 and live in a household where the 
adults (excluding dependent children) worked less than 20% of their total work-time potential during the previous 
12 months.  
33 Eurostat 2020. People at risk of poverty and social exclusion, cumulative difference since 2008. 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/refreshTableAction.do?tab=table&plugin=1&pcode=t2020_50&language=en  
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relative poverty and the ‘NoChild 2020’ initiative involving the Children’s Rights Alliance and the 
Irish Times.  
 
The report also highlights the high level of poverty experienced by people with disabilities and 
that in 2018, 36.9% of people with ‘some or severe’ level of limitation were at risk of poverty or 
social exclusion, compared to 29.3% on average in the EU. The difference in the risk of poverty 
and social exclusion between people with and without disabilities is also much higher that the EU 
average (19.1% difference vs. 9.4% in the EU). 
 
In relation to both poverty among children and people with disabilities it is notable that the 
Country Report highlights the high incidence of ‘low work intensity households’ in Ireland as 
being a root cause of the high levels of poverty among both groups. In doing so it would seem to 
indicate that increasing employment levels of parents and people with disabilities is the key 
solution to poverty for these groups. While work can be a route out of poverty it is important to 
highlight that this will only be a solution for those who can work and who can access a job that 
provides them and their family with access the goods and services that they need to live with 
dignity. For example, people with disabilities, live with a higher cost of living as a result of the 
numerous extra costs associated with having a disability. The economic and social risk involved in 
losing state payments and support in the area of health and transport are often too severe for 
people with disabilities to take up employment.  In reality therefore a much broader approach 
must be taken to tackling the causes and consequences poverty.  
 
The rest of this section on poverty will focus on expanding on the particular groups experiencing 
poverty in Ireland, and on what is needed for an integrated approach necessary to address its 
cause.   
 
Groups experiencing poverty in Ireland 
The most recent Survey of Income and Living Conditions for Ireland for 2018 reinforces our 
understanding of which groups in society experience higher levels of poverty. While unable to 
capture the reality for some risk groups it does show that while consistent poverty for the 
general population is 5.6% the levels for some groups is much higher. For example, children 
7.7%; unemployed people 27.6%; those not at work due to illness or disability 21.3%; households 
with single adults under 65 years 13.6%; households with one adult and children under 18 years 
old 19.2%; households where no-one is working 17.8%; those renting at market rate 11.2%; 
those renting at below the market rate (e.g. in social housing) or rent free 14.2%. 
 
The statistics do not capture other groups with high poverty levels such as Travellers, migrants or 
among the high number of people who are homeless. Poverty is also higher in urban 
disadvantaged areas, while poverty in rural areas has specific characteristics which can often 
make it invisible and harder to address.  Statistics also cannot capture the real impact of poverty 
on people’s lives.  
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Integrated approach to poverty 
An integrated approach is necessary in addressing poverty and in its section on Labour Market, 
Education and Social Policy, the European Commission looks at a range of policy areas linked to 
access to services and quality jobs and to the adequacy of social welfare supports. However, in 
looking at particular groups in poverty, with particular emphasis on children and people with 
disabilities, it focuses on addressing the high levels of low-work intensity households as being a 
key cause, and would therefore seem to prioritise access to the labour market as the main 
solution. 
 
However, addressing the multidimensional causes of poverty for all the groups highlighted above 
must involve an integrated approach ensuring an adequate income whether in or out of work, 
access to quality services, and access to a decent job for those who can work. It should also 
address how these different policy areas interact with each other e.g. how the cost of goods and 
services impacts on the adequacy of incomes and how the quality of work, including pay, impacts 
on poverty. As highlighted previously this is the approach which the Country Report, and national 
policy, should take when assessing poverty and solutions to addressing it. As an example, the 
2013 EU Recommendation for Investing in Children and breaking the cycle of disadvantage 
outlines the integrated approach that is needed to address child poverty. This is also now the 
approach that should be taken to inform the development of the successor to the Better 
Outcomes Brighter Futures children’s strategy in Ireland. 
 
In January 2020 the Government finally published the long overdue Roadmap for Social Inclusion 
2020-2025. Alliance members have raised concerns about the content of the Roadmap, including 
in relation to its definitions, targets and policy measures. The Roadmap does highlight the 
importance of an integrated all of Government approach to addressing poverty and social 
exclusion. However, in trying to highlight the risk of over emphasis on an income centric 
approach, it ends up with a very weak focus on income adequacy as one of the key pillars of an 
integrated approach. This is among the weaknesses that must be addressed within the Roadmap. 
 
Different sections of the Alliance response to the Country Report focus on services and access 
to decent jobs. Therefore, the next section will concentrate on the issue of access to an 
adequate income for those who are not in work.  
 
Access to adequate social welfare supports 
As in previous years the Country Report highlights that Ireland does much better than the EU 
average in its effectiveness in using social transfers to reduce poverty (53% compared to 34% for 
the EU overall). This results in minimum income benefits, or welfare supports, being among the 
most adequate in the EU, achieving 91.3% of the 60% poverty threshold and 70.4% of the income 
of a low-wage earner. 
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However, the objective of social welfare supports, as outlined in the Pillar of Social Rights which 
states that ‘everyone lacking sufficient resources has the right to adequate minimum income 
benefits ensuring a life in dignity at all stages of life’. Many of the Better Europe Alliance members 
have been lobbying for welfare rates to be benchmarked at a level which is adequate to both lift 
people above the 60% poverty line and provide them with a Minimum Essential Standard of Living 
(MESL). The MESL has been developed by the Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice using a 
detailed methodology to identify the real cost of living for different family types and calculate 
what income they need to live with dignity. MESL is important as it takes account of the fact that 
increasing or reducing the cost of goods and services, impacts directly on the amount on money 
an individual or household need to have to live with dignity. Using this methodology to help 
benchmark welfare rates in Ireland would support delivery on the principle in the Pillar of Social 
Rights.  
 
Currently there is a €60 gap between the main social welfare rate (€203) and the 60% poverty line 
of €262.99 from 2018. The 2019 MESL updated report highlights that progress has been made 
over the last six years with adequacy achieved in 82 of the 214 urban family types dependent on 
social welfare in 2019 compared to just 16 achieving adequacy in 2014. However, 63 cases 
demonstrate deep income inadequacy, where income meets less than 90% of MESL need34.  
 
The MESL assessment of Budget 2020 highlights the positive impact of targeted welfare supports 
on some family types. However, it also expresses disappointment that the primary Jobseekers rate 
for working-age households was not increased in Budget 2020. In particular it highlights that a 
working-age single adult consistently demonstrates deep income inadequacy and that this is 
predicted to become more severe in 2020 due to rising MESL costs 35. 
 
The Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) assessment of Budget 2020 shows that those on 
the lowest incomes and dependent on social welfare fared worse, leading to a potential increasing 
poverty rates. This is due to the failure to increase all social welfare rates to mitigate the increase 
in taxes and the cost of living. Benchmarking of social welfare against the poverty line and what is 
adequate to provide for a Minimum Essential Standard of Living is essential.  
 
The above point also demonstrates the critical importance of carrying out poverty impact 
assessment of all Budgetary measures, as committed to by the Government, and then following 
through by implementing policies consistent with achieving our poverty reduction targets.  
 
The Country Report highlights the Minimum Essential Standard of Living (MESL) methodology in 
the context of child poverty, and highlights that the 2019 MESL report shows that the deepest 
income inadequacy is found in single-parent households and households with older children. 

 
34 VPSJ 2019, Minimum Essential Standard of Living Updated Report 2019. 
https://www.budgeting.ie/download/pdf/mesl_2019_update_report.pdf  
35 https://www.budgeting.ie/download/pdf/budget_2020_-_mesl_impact_briefing.pdf 
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While this is true, it is a partial report of the MESL findings and does not mention single working-
age adults who also experience deep inadequacy. This is very relevant as the MESL assesses the 
capacity of 214 urban and 214 rural household types on social welfare to afford a minimum 
essential standard of living and gives a detailed assessment of the impact of policy changes on 
these families. It therefore provides a rigorous system for benchmarking the adequacy of social 
welfare supports for almost all household types across the system. 
 
The Country Report highlights that MESL has gained momentum in policy debate. It also highlights 
that the 2018 Social Welfare, Pensions and Civil Registration Act required that consultations have 
taken place with stakeholders to examine ways in which social welfare rates are increased, 
ensuring through law the adequacy for all recipients. Some form of engagement has taken place as 
a result of this, but it is still not clear what impact this will have.   
 
To date the MESL still has not been adopted by the Government as a benchmark of adequacy for 
social welfare supports. Disappointingly there is no commitment to benchmarking social welfare in 
the new Roadmap for Social Inclusion. 
 
Inequality  
Following an increase in income inequality between 2016 and 2017, it is positive to see a 
reduction in the past year. Between 2017 and 2018 the income of the richest 20% of the 
population reduced from 4.63 to 4.23 times that of the poorest 20%. The EU average is 5.1736.  
 
While the redistribution effect of Ireland’s tax-benefit system plays a crucial role in reducing 
income inequality it is very important to understand why Ireland has one of the highest levels of 
market income inequality in the EU and why our tax and welfare system has to work so hard to 
reduce it.  
 
While income inequality may be reducing, wealth inequality is very high. The wealthiest 10% of 
households in Ireland have a net wealth greater than €835,000 while the poorest households 
have a net wealth less than €1,00037. Wealth inequality needs to form part of the wider policy 
discussion. 
 
The Alliance continues to highlight the major failure on Irish law whereby those who experience 
discrimination due to their socio-economic status are not protected under Irish equality 
legislation. This needs to be addressed with urgency by the incoming Government. 
 

 
36 Eurostat 2020. 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/refreshTableAction.do?tab=table&plugin=1&pcode=tespm151&lang
uage=en  
37 CSO 2020, Household Finance and Consumption Survey 2018.  
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-hfcs/householdfinanceandconsumptionsurvey2018/wealth/   
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Participation 
The Alliance repeats its call for a reinvestment of Government resources to support 
autonomous community development organisations, particularly at local level. These 
organisations are necessary to support the active participation of the most marginalised people 
and communities. They ensure that those impacted on by policies can participate at all stages 
of the policy process and that policies to prevent and address poverty and social exclusion are 
the correct ones and are effective.  Severe cuts and changes to programmes have greatly 
undermined this over many years and resulted in these communities being further 
marginalised. This needs to be reversed as part of the overall policy process.  
 
We welcome the commitment in the A five-year strategy to support the community and 
voluntary sector in Ireland 2019-2024 to a sustainable funding model for ‘core funding for 
autonomous community development and local development at local level, including 
employment of professional community workers’.38 It is important to move forward to 
implement this action immediately. 
 

Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland and Ireland’s NRP 
 The new Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020-2025 must be implemented in an 

integrated manner ensuring an adequate income for all, whether in or out of work, 
access to quality services and access to decent jobs. It must also address poverty and 
social exclusion for all groups in society, ensuring the delivery on the objective of the 
Sustainable Development Goals to leave no-one behind. 

 Under the poverty target introduce ambitious sub-targets across the different 
measures for groups with high levels of poverty. 

 Implement a transparent and effective process for the poverty, equality and gender 
impact assessment of all relevant policy. This includes putting equality proofing on a 
statutory footing as suggested by the Oireachtas Committee on Budgetary Oversight 
and the OECD and building on progress in equality budgeting. 

 Benchmark all social welfare rates at a level which is adequate to both lift people 
above the poverty line and provide them with a Minimum Essential Standard of 
Living. 

 Address the extra cost of disability and the interconnected impact this has on 
poverty and employment rates for people with disabilities. 

 
10. Housing 

The Better Europe Alliance accepts and welcomes many of the pronouncements made in the 
Country Report for Ireland 2020. It is clear that the Commission is keenly aware of the great 
challenges posed by the current housing crisis in Ireland. Key aspects raised in the Report 
include rising rates of homelessness, house price and rental inflation, concerns regarding social 

 
38 Department of Rural and Community Development 2019, Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities- A 
five-year strategy to support the community and voluntary sector in Ireland 2019-2024  
https://assets.gov.ie/26890/ff380490589a4f9ab9cd9bb3f53b5493.pdf  
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housing, the potential impact of housing shortages on our economic competitiveness, and the 
lack of capacity in the construction sector as a result of the Global Financial Crisis.  
 
Homelessness 
Policy measures being taken to tackle homelessness remain insufficient. In July 2016, the 
Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government published its housing and 
homelessness strategy, Rebuilding Ireland, which had as pillar 1, a commitment to providing 
early solutions to family homelessness and the development of interagency supports.  
Unfortunately, this was not sufficiently delivered. In July 2016, when Rebuilding Ireland was 
introduced, 6,525 people accessed emergency accommodation (4,177 adults and 2,348 
dependents).  By January 2020, that number had increased by 60 per cent to 10,271 people 
(6,697 adults and 3,574 dependents).  Family homelessness has increased by 42.5 per cent 
(from 1,130 families in July 2016 to 1,611 in January 2020).39 
 
These are the ‘official’ data on homelessness.  They do not include those staying with family 
and friends, they do not include rough sleepers, they do not include homeless families 
temporarily accommodated in housing owned by their Local Authority, they do not include the 
women and children in domestic violence refuges, and they do not include asylum seekers in 
transitional accommodation.  In 2019, a report commissioned by the European Commission 
referred to the current state of data collection on homelessness in Ireland as “statistical 
obfuscation if not corruption”.40  However, even with obfuscated data, it is clear that Rebuilding 
Ireland has not delivered the promised solutions.    
 
The societal cost of homelessness is, as yet, unknown.  Children born into, or at risk of, 
homelessness are presenting to services unable to crawl or walk due to lack of space and 
unable to chew food because their parents have no option but to maintain a diet of ready-
made pureed food as a source of nutrition far beyond the stage when other children their age 
would have been weaned.  This is also reflected in the concerns reported by Temple Street 
Children’s University Hospital in its report of 842 children being discharged into homelessness 
in 2018 and a study conducted by the Royal College of Physicians of Ireland.41 Time lost in the 
first five years of a child’s development is not easily recovered.  It requires wraparound 
supports, including physical and speech therapies, counselling services and dieticians.  In 
August 2019, Focus Ireland and the INTO jointly published a resource for primary schools to aid 
them in supporting homeless children. The need for this type of resource to be developed at all 
shows just how pervasive our homelessness crisis has become. 
 

 
39 https://www.housing.gov.ie/sites/default/files/publications/files/homeless_report_-_january_2020_1.pdf 
40 Daly, M. (2019):  National Strategies to fight homelessness and housing exclusion, Ireland, European 
Commission: Brussels. 
41 Royal College of Physicians of Ireland (2019):  The Impact of Homelessness and Inadequate Housing on Chlidren’s 
Health, Royal College of Physicians of Ireland:  Dublin. 
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The number of people aged 65 and above who are homeless has almost doubled since the 
introduction of Rebuilding Ireland (from 83 in July 2016 to 164 in January 2020), although there 
were fluctuations during that period.  While there is a relatively low instance of homelessness 
among adults aged 65+, the rate of increase since the inception of the Rebuilding Ireland plan is 
concerning.  Frailty is often a challenge that comes with ageing and is exacerbated by poor 
living conditions.  These are Ireland’s most vulnerable citizens, and we are failing to meet their 
most basic needs. 
 
People with disabilities are another vulnerable group struggling with homelessness – more than 
25% of the homeless population in Ireland have a disability. Many of them have a specific set of 
needs – requiring accessible social housing, increased housing adaption grants, and greatly 
improved mental health supports – which are clearly not being fully met given that one in four 
homeless people are disabled.   
 
Local Authority expenditure on homelessness prevention and tenancy sustainment was just €10 
million in 2018.  Budget 2020 allocated €166 million to emergency accommodation and 
homelessness prevention.  In 2018, the total expenditure to these two budget lines was just 
under €157 million.  In real terms, therefore, the increase amounts to less than 6 per cent, 
whereas the increase in the number of homeless people accessing emergency accommodation 
between October 2017 (when Budget 2018 was delivered) and November 2019 was over 23 per 
cent. 
 
House Prices 
The Country Report states, ‘house price growth has slowed but affordability remains a 
concern’.42A KBC report found that house prices in Dublin are now more than nine times the 
average salary. In the past an ‘affordable’ home was considered to be three to four times a 
person’s income.  The report found that first-time buyers need to be earning €100,000 a year to 
secure a mortgage for a new home in Dublin.43 This is out of the reach for most households 
particularly single adult households servicing a mortgage alone. In addition, the total number of 
household purchases decreased by 0.7% in 2019. This drop in household purchases reflects 
affordability issues related to faster growth in house prices than in average earnings, as well as 
the growing number of non-household buyers in the Dublin market.44  
 
In 2015 the Department of Environment, Community and Local Government published the 
results of the Residential Land Availability Survey 2014, which indicated that Local Authorities 
owned enough zoned land to build 414,712 homes.45 Local Authorities should be prohibited 

 
42 European%20Commission/2020-european_semester_country-report-ireland_en.pdf   
43 https://www.kbc.ie/blog/economic-updates/slower-property-price-increases-and-fewer-purchase  
44 ibid 
45 Department of Environment, Community and Local Government (2015):  Residential Land Availability Survey 
2014, Stationery Office: Dublin  
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from selling land suitable for residential development and instead use it to provide social, 
affordable and public housing.    
 
Rents 
According to the Residential Tenancies Board (RTB), one in seven Irish people live in the private 
rented sector (714,364 tenants across 339,447 tenancies).46 The Daft.ie Rental Report indicates 
that, as of November 2019, there were 3,500 rental properties available on the market, an 
increase of 10 per cent on November 2018 and the first November in a decade that rental stock 
has increased.47  
 
According to the RTB Rent Index, private rents increased by almost 57 per cent between Q1 
2012 and Q1 2019, from €744.72 to €1,169.21. During the same period, average weekly 
earnings increased by just under 10 per cent.48 
 
According to Eurostat, more than one in five tenants spent more than 40 per cent of their 
disposable income on housing costs in 201749, almost one in ten tenants spent more than 60 
per cent, and one in 20 spending over 75 per cent.  With an average of 2.1 occupants per 
tenancy (according to the RTB Annual Report), this equates to 141,320 people with a housing 
cost burden of more than 40 per cent, of which 60,472 people have a housing cost burden of 
more than 60 per cent and 34,430 have a housing cost burden of more than 75 per cent. 
 
About 53% of households that qualify for social housing support are currently in the private 
rented sector.50 Most households which exit homelessness find their new home in the private 
rented sector, usually with the support of the Housing Assistance Payment (HAP). In addition, 
the homeless problem manifests itself in the private rented sector- with 75% of homeless 
families renting their last stable home from a private landlord.51 A joint report by SVP and 
Threshold, The Housing Assistance Payment (HAP): making the right impact?52 found that for a 
family with three children, HAP rent caps ranged between about 60-75% of actual market rents. 
Even allowing for the 20% uplift on rent caps that can be applied on a case by case basis, the 
rent caps means that most tenancies in the private rented sector are simply out of reach of 
those who need them. While homeless HAP can provide a further uplift, this is again 
discretionary and not operational across the whole country.  
 
 

 
46 Residential Tenancies Board (2018):  Annual Report 2017, Residential Tenancies Board: Dublin 
47 Lyons, R. (2019):  Daft.ie Rental Report, Daft.ie:  Dublin 
48 CSO, Quarterly Earnings and Labour Costs and RTB Rent Index 2019 Q1 
49 Eurostat, [ilc_lvho28]   
50 https://www.housing.gov.ie/sites/default/files/publications/files/sha_summary_2019_dec_2019_web_1.pdf 
51 https://www.focusireland.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Focus-Ireland-Submission-to-Committee-on-
Housing-June-19.pdf  
52 https://issuu.com/svp15/docs/hap_survey_report_2019/1?e=25010855/73017298  
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Standards in Private Rented 
The stated objective of national housing policy is that every household should have access to 
secure, good quality housing suited to their needs at an affordable price in a sustainable 
community.53  However, about 600,000 people in Ireland live in a home with a leaking roof, 
damp walls or foundations or rot in windows frames or floors.54 It is estimated that half of the 
private rented dwellings, for which there is a registered BER certificate, have BERs between D1 
and G.55 With regard to Local Authority Housing,  it estimated that approximately 30% of social 
housing stock is more than 40 years old, which would equate to approximately 40,000 units.56 
The condition of the current housing stock has major health, social, environment and economic 
implications for individuals and the state.57 
 
The inspection rate of registered tenancies in the private rented sector is considered very low 
at 7.39% in 2018, although this is an increase on the 4.96% recorded in 2017. The number of 
inspected dwellings that are found not to be compliant with the Standards Regulations 
continues to be high at 82.99% or 19,771 dwellings. The number of non-compliant dwellings 
that became compliant in 2018 was 5,466 an increase on the 2017 figure of 3,329.58  
 
Co-living 
In 2019, the Minister for Housing also introduced the concept of co-living.  An “exciting” 
opportunity to licence an en-suite bedroom with shared kitchen and communal living spaces at 
a reported cost of up to €1,300 per month.  While roundly rejected by advocates for a 
sustainable housing model, CBRE’s Real Estate Market Outlook Mid-Year Review 2019 expects 
to see an increase in planning permissions for “co-living concepts” over the next 12 months.59 
Among the many issues with this model are the lack of security of tenure (co-living units 
operate under licence) and the risk of a return to tenement-style living should the shared 
services contract end in the event of an economic downturn.  This type of accommodation is 
not meant to be long-term.  It is by its nature transient.  Investment in longer-term supply is 
what is needed. 
 
 
 

 
53 https://www.housing.gov.ie/housing/housing-policy  
54 Engineers Ireland ‘The State of Ireland 2019’ A Review of Housing and infrastructure in Ireland 
http://engineersireland.ie/EngineersIreland/media/docs/State-of-Ireland-2019.pdf  
55 ‘A Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty’ Department of Communications and Natural Resources, 
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-
ie/energy/publications/Documents/5/A%20Strategy%20to%20Combat%20Energy%20Poverty%20-
%20Web%20Version.pdf  
56 http://noac.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/NOAC-Management-and-Maintenance.pdf  
57 Engineers Ireland ‘The State of Ireland 2019’ A Review of Housing and infrastructure in Ireland 
http://engineersireland.ie/EngineersIreland/media/docs/State-of-Ireland-2019.pdf  
58 http://noac.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/NOAC-Performance-Indicator-Report-2018-1.pdf  
59 http://cbre.vo.llnwd.net/grgservices/secure/CBRE%20Mid- 
Year%20Review%20of%20Outlook%202019.pdf?e=1578388155&h=970bfc0024a47c17ce6c4342a5c5d500  
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Cost Rental 
With regard to potential solutions to the current housing crisis, the Strategy for the Rental 
Sector, includes a commitment to develop a “cost rental” option for lower income households. 
Cost rental models can involve rents set at approximately 70% of market rent60 and may be 
effective in providing a supply of more affordable accommodation over time.  Notwithstanding 
the above benefits, it is acknowledged that there will be limited capacity to provide affordable 
rents through a cost rental approach in the early stages without the provision of subsidies to 
moderate high initial costs. It should also be noted that the concept of affordability should not 
be linked to discounts on market rents, but rather to the income of the household.    
 
In June 2018, Social Justice Ireland submitted a briefing to the Department of Housing, Planning 
and Local Government to explore the possibility of taking cost rental “off balance sheet”61.  This 
is an area which requires further exploration, in conjunction with the Commission, to provide 
cost and affordable rental to scale. 
 
Social Housing 
The latest data released by the Department show 141,504 homes were let by Local Authorities 
in 2016, a further c.30,000 were rented by Approved Housing Bodies (AHBs).  In total, only 9% 
of all housing stock in Ireland is social housing.62  This is far lower than our nearest neighbour 
the UK (at 18 per cent) and our European peers such as Austria (24 per cent), France (16.5 per 
cent), Sweden (19 per cent) and The Netherlands (30 per cent).63 
 
According to the Rebuilding Ireland Targets and Progress Report, the target to provide 47,000 
social housing units has been revised to 50,483 (Pillar 2), of which just 25,623 had been 
delivered through builds, acquisition and leasing up to Q3 2019.   Just 42 per cent of the total 
build target of 33,617 has been met to Q3 2019, with targets missed for 2018 and up to the last 
reported quarter (Q3 2019).  It is interesting to note that the acquisition target for the whole 
programme has already been exceeded (the target to 2021 was for the acquisition of 6,830 
units, as of Q3 2019, 8,314 units had been acquired).  Speed of delivery is likely a contributing 
factor, however in many areas this would be a more expensive form of housing provision 
compared to direct builds by Local Authorities and Approved Housing Bodies, particularly if 
using State lands.  The continuing cost to the Exchequer must also be a factor in determining 
the best method and it is time that a full comparative long-term cost analysis is developed. The 
Housing Assistance Payment (HAP), a subsidy to landlords in the private rented sector, 
continued to outpace the provision of long-term sustainable homes, accounting for 66 per cent 
of all Social Housing Output in the reporting period.   

 
60http://oireachtasdebates.oireachtas.ie/debates%20authoring/DebatesWebPack.nsf/committeetakes/CHH20160
52600002?opendocument  
61 Social Justice Ireland (2018):  Costing Cost Rental, Social Justice Ireland: Dublin 
62 Cited in https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-country-report-
ireland_en.pdf  
63 http://www.housingeurope.eu/resource-1323/the-state-of-housing-in-the-eu-2019  
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Mortgage Distress 
The Better Europe Alliance welcomes the continued focus on mortgage arrears, and particularly 
long-term mortgage arrears which “remain a persistent challenge for some households”.  At the 
end of September 2019, there were 61,802 accounts in arrears. Some 43,518 accounts (5.9%) 
were in arrears for more than 90 days.64 The availability of schemes to assist people in 
mortgage arrears have not been taken up with the levels anticipated. Two reports published in 
2018, ‘Access to Justice and ECB’65 and HouseHold: Life in Mortgage of Distress66 both have 
similar findings with regard to the number of people with no recorded legal representation 
while in mortgage arrears. Article 40.1 of the Constitution guarantees the right of equality 
before the law. For those families who are at risk of losing their home and do not have the 
necessary financial and legal advice they do not have equality before the law. A household in 
mortgage arrears is at a significant disadvantaged compared to a commercial entity who has 
access to legal representation. There has been inadequate ongoing or continuous evaluation of 
schemes such as Abhaile, which could be improved to assist those households outlined above 
who have no legal representation. 
 
As of Q2 2019, a total of 108,874 home mortgages were in restructured arrangements (a 
decrease of 19.9 per cent on Q2 of 2018), with 32.7 per cent having had their arrears 
capitalised (that is, where the arrears are added to the outstanding balance of the mortgage 
and repayments recalculated based on this higher amount), 6.6 per cent on reduced payments, 
18.7 per cent classified as ‘Other’ (which can include reduced repayment arrangements or 
temporary arrangements) and 20.6 per cent on ‘split mortgages’.  Households with ‘split 
mortgages’ are most precarious where it is unlikely that they will experience a change in 
financial circumstances over the term of the loan and will therefore be dependent on realising 
the equity at the end of the warehoused period in order to pay the amount due. These families 
will then be faced with the prospect of selling their family home when they are at or close to 
retirement age.  
 
Mortgage Arrears – Non-bank Entities 
Non-bank entities held 118,464 family home mortgages, an increase of 92 per cent on all home 
mortgages (PDH and BTL) held by non-bank entities on the same period in 2018.  Of these 
118,464 home mortgages, 29 per cent are in arrears, with 24.4 per cent in arrears of more than 
90 days.  Consumer advocates have expressed concerned about the lack of consumer 
protections for borrowers, particularly those whose loans were performing, while those in 
favour of this strategy cite the high level of NPLs acting as a barrier to accessing better credit 
terms, thereby contributing to Ireland’s high mortgage rates.  Data extracted from the Central 

 
64 https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/statistics/data-and-analysis/credit-and-banking-
statistics/mortgage-arrears/residential-mortgage-arrears-and-repossession-statistics-september-
2019.pdf?sfvrsn=5  
65 Dr. Padraic Kenna and Simon W. Kennedy: Access to Justice and the ECB – A Study of ECB Directly Supervised 
and other Mortgage Possession Cases in Ireland (2018) 
66 Community Action Network (CAN): House Hold: Life in Mortgage Distress (2018) 
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Bank’s quarterly statistical report on mortgage arrears show that while the number of PDH 
mortgages held by non-bank entities has risen by 143 per cent since 2016, the number in 
arrears was decreasing between 2016 and 2018, before increasing sharply in 2019. 
 
Mortgage to Rent 
According to the Housing Agency’s Mortgage to Rent Status Update for Q3 201967, a total of 
4,903 cases have been submitted to date, 3,223 of which were ineligible or terminated during 
the process or were in respect of households deemed to be over- or under-accommodated.  
Since its introduction in 2012, just 586 cases have been successfully completed.   
 
Housing Sustainability    
Energy efficient homes help reduce our carbon footprint as they require less fuel to heat.  
Despite two Government strategies specifically aimed at tackling energy poverty, barriers 
persist to accessing grants for low income households.  These are the households who are most 
likely to use solid fuels such as coal and peat; the very households that policy should be 
targeting.  The upfront costs associated with accessing sustainable energy grants can act as a 
barrier for those on low incomes. Yet with over 230,625 homes having the lowest BER ratings of 
F and G, it is imperative that Government support these households by redesigning these 
schemes to make them more accessible. 
 
One of the most cost-effective measures to promote sustainable development is to increase 
building energy efficiency. Increasing building energy efficiency (through retrofitting, for 
example) is, along with reducing food waste, one of the two most effective means to increase 
sustainability and meet international environmental targets.68 The SEAI estimate that €35 
billion would be needed over the coming 35 years to make Ireland’s existing housing stock ‘low-
carbon’ by 2050.  

Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland and Ireland’s NRP 
 The Irish Government should focus on the provision of housing over housing 

subsidies to address the housing and homelessness crisis. 
 The Irish Government should explore affordable rental options both on and off -

balance sheet to address rent inflation. 
 The Irish Government should increase the proportion of social housing to 20 per cent 

of all housing stock, in line with other European peers. 
 The Irish Government should conduct a full review of late stage mortgage arrears 

options to ensure that they provide the anticipated solutions and value for money. 
 It is recommended that the Department of Justice and Equality commission research 

into the number of lay litigants experiencing mortgage distress, and the barriers 
facing lay litigants without legal representation. 

 
67 https://www.housingagency.ie/housing-information/mortgage-rent-statistics  
68 McKinsey Global Institute (2011) 



Page 39 of 58 

 

 The Irish Government should develop a national retrofitting strategy of sufficient 
scale with an ambitious target to deep retrofit the entire existing housing stock in a 
20-year timeframe.  

 Local Authorities must be financed in order to increase the number and visibility of 
inspections in the private rented sector which would in turn create a culture of 
compliance and ultimately provide savings into the future.  

11. Early Years Education and Care and School Aged Childcare 

1. The Country Report states: ‘Ireland has taken steps to make quality childcare more 
affordable with the universal free preschool programme ‘Early Childhood Care and Education’ 
and the Affordable Childcare Scheme.’   

It is certainly the case that the Early Childhood Care Education (ECCE) programme has been 
successful.  Take up rate is extremely high with free provision being a contributory factor.  
However, the Affordable Childcare Scheme (which was recently replaced by the National 
Childcare Scheme) contributed little to affordability.  A universal supply-side payment (to the 
provider) of €20 per week which amounted to 11 percent of a full-time childcare costs did not 
reduce or stabilise fees.  In the two years following the introduction of the Affordable Childcare 
Scheme full-time and part-time fees increased by 5.9 percent and 11.9 percent respectively.69  
This leaves Irish childcare fees the highest in the EU.70 

The National Childcare Scheme (NCS) replaced the Affordable Childcare Scheme.  A key 
component of the NCS is to deliver means-tested payments to households. 

2. The Country Report states:   Following the recent launch of the National Childcare 
Scheme, net childcare costs fall very substantially for lower-income households    . .  However, 
net childcare costs remain among the highest for middle and higher income households  . . . 
While the still relatively high costs of early childhood education and care provision require 
careful monitoring, the Scheme is expected to significantly improve the incentives to participate 
both at the extensive (i.e. moving into work) and intensive (i.e. increasing working time) margins 
for low-income families helping them to reconcile work and care. 

The expanded means-test under the NCS has yet to be fully embedded (payments only 
commenced in November 2019) so the extent of its impact cannot yet be assessed.  There is 
concern that this demand-side means-tested payment will drive fees as providers take 
advantage of household’s additional cash.  This was the concern of the Interdepartmental 
Report of Inter-Departmental Working Group: Future Investment in Childcare.  It concluded: 

 
69 Annual Early Years Sector Profile Report, 2018/19, Pobal and Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
70 Key Data on Early Childhood Education and Care in Europe; Eurydice Report; 2019 Edition 
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‘Review of international models indicates that direct payment to service providers is 
the preferred option [rather than household subsidies].’71 

Given that childcare is treated as a market good (rather than a public, or publicly-directed, 
service), the impact of demand-side subsidies can be expected to increase fees which will erode 
the gains for lower-income households while impacting negatively on middle-income 
households. 

3. The NCS will do little to improve the supply of childcare (unless providers use the 
scheme to drive up fees/revenue).  There is currently a crisis in the pay and working conditions 
of employees in the sector.  60 percent of employees earn below the Living Wage72 with few 
receiving in-work benefits (e.g. sick pay, pension).  This has led to a staff turnover rate is 23 
percent, rising to 40 percent in full-time care.  This undermines quality and consistency of care 
in the sector.  As the sector is predominantly staffed by women this has the consequence of 
perpetuating negative gendered labour patterns.  In a SIPTU survey of early years’ 
professionals, two-thirds of employees stated they would not be working in the sector if things 
don’t change, while over 40 percent are actively seeking other work.73 

Early Childhood Ireland, the largest providers’ organisation, reports that providers are facing 
into a staffing crisis.  Over a third of providers are unable to recruit employees with half unable 
to retain staff.  A growing number are advertising for staff from overseas.  There is a real 
question mark over the medium-term viability of many provider services.74 

4. The crisis in affordability and service provision is directly attributable to the low level of 
public expenditure on early years’ services.   Ireland spends 0.3 of national income (GNI*75) 
compared to an OECD average of 0.8 percent.  The Government accepts that this level of 
investment is ‘unacceptably low’. 

5. It appears the Government is not fully convinced of the ability of the NCS to address the 
issues of affordability and service provision.  They have recently established an Expert Panel 
that is specifically tasked with developing a new funding model for early years’ service; in 
particular, ‘ . . . examine the current model of funding, its effectiveness in delivering quality, 
affordable, sustainable and inclusive services’.76   

 
71 This working group included representatives from the Departments of Children & Youth Affairs, Jobs & 
Enterprise, Social Protection, Justice, Taoiseach, and Finance. 
72 The Living Wage is €12.30 per hour.  It is approximately equal to the low-pay threshold; i.e. 66 percent of 
median pay. 
73 The Early Years Professionals’ Survey 2019; SIPTU Big Start 
74 Early Childhood Ireland, Research shows depth of staffing crisis, March 31, 2017 
75 Modified Gross National Income is a better measurement of Ireland’s economic capacity as GDP is compromised 
by the impact of multi-national accountancy, legal and tax activities. 
76 ‘Minister Zappone announces Expert Group to develop a new Funding Model for Early Learning and Care and 
School Age Childcare’, Department of Children and Youth Affairs; 18 September 2019 
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6. Ireland suffers from high levels of childcare fees, extremely low pay among employees 
in the childcare sector, a high staff turnover rate and emerging labour shortages, low levels of 
public expenditure on early years’ service and a relatively low employment rate among women 
in a key demographic77 potentially reflecting the current barriers to work:  while the NCS that 
the EU Commission Country Report highlights has the potential to reduce fees for low-income 
groups, it may produce perverse consequences and drive fees higher for middle income 
households.  Further, it will have no impact on the supply-side problems facing the sector – 
namely, low wages and poor working conditions, and the emerging labour shortage. 

12.    Inclusive Labour Market 
Headline figures 
On February 18th, 2020 the Central Statistics Office published the Labour Force Survey (LFS) for 
the Quarter 4, 2019, which covers the months October to December. Unemployment 
decreased by 14% over the year, bringing the figure down to 110,600 people. The 
unemployment rate was 4.5%, a decrease of 0.9 in comparison to the fourth quarter of 2018. 
38,700 people were long-term unemployed in Q4 2019, 11,400 fewer people than in Q4 2018. 
The long-term unemployment rate was 1.6%, 0.5 lower than at the end of 2018.   
 
In Q4 2019, 2,361,200 people were employed, a 3.5% increase on the same quarter in 2018. Of 
this figure, 20.9% or 492,900 were working part-time. And of the people working part-time, 
22% or 108,400 people described themselves as underemployed i.e. they would like to work 
more hours than they currently can acquire.   
 
Looking at these figures from a regional perspective, the West (4%), the Mid-East (4.3%), the 
Border (3.9%), and the South-West (3.7%) had lower unemployment rates than the national 
rate of 4.5%. Dublin (4.5%) and the Midlands (4.5%) had the same rate. While the Mid-West 
(4.9%) and the South-East (6.8%) had a higher unemployment rate. All regions saw the numbers 
of people employed increase. Seven regions saw a decrease in the numbers of people 
unemployed, but there appears to be an increase in the numbers of people in the Border region 
which consists of the counties Cavan, Donegal, Leitrim, Monaghan, and Sligo.  
 
The Participation Rate is the number of people in the labour force i.e. those employed plus 
those unemployed, expressed as a percentage of the total population aged 15 or over. The 
participation rate in Q4 2019 was 62.7%, 0.5 higher than the rate in Q4 2018 (62.2%). %). In 
terms of gender, women continue to have lower labour force participation rates than men, 
with 56.6% of women in the labour force in Q4 2019 compared with 69% of men. Looking at 
this rate from a regional perspective, seven regions saw their participation rate increase, and 
one saw it decrease. 
 

 
77 Irish women aged 25-49 years have the sixth lowest employment rate in the EU:  Eurostat Employment rates by 
sex, age and citizenship, [lfsa_ergan] 
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Looking at these figures from an age perspective: the age group with the highest 
unemployment rate are young people aged 15-19 years of age (14.5%); and the age group with 
the lowest was people aged 65+. As many in this age group, 65+ are already retired it is 
unsurprising that this age group had the lowest participation rate, at 13.1%. The age group with 
the second lowest participation rate were young people aged 15-19 (24.2%), which again is 
unsurprising as many of this age group are in education or training. However, their high 
unemployment rate also indicates that for those young people who are in the labour force, 
securing employment remains a challenge.  
 
Looking beyond the headline figures 
What the LFS does not tells us is the employment / unemployment figures for people who, for 
example, have a disability or are Travellers or are living in areas struggling with socio-economic 
exclusion. It is therefore welcome that on page 5 of the 2020 Country Report the EU 
Commission notes “While employment continues to grow strongly, some population groups 
have yet to reap the benefits of the economic upturn.” Later on, it says “Similarly, gains from 
the economic upturn have not trickled down to all population groups, such as the low skilled or 
those with disabilities.” (p10) While on page 40, the report notes “While the employment rate 
of the highly skilled was 84.7% in 2018, it was only 51.5% among the low-skilled.”  
 
Looking to the future 
Later on, the Report says “The provision of new and more adapted skills could help better 
exploit the job-creation potential and facilitate the labour transition of those at high risk of 
joblessness.” (p39) While in the Executive summary, it notes that “Ireland has also scope to 
address labour shortages by further facilitating the access of women and vulnerable groups to 
the labour market, which although improving, remain relatively low.”  
 
How these labour and skills shortages would be or should be addressed is open to 
interpretation. There is feedback from organisations working on the ground that as courses are 
being set at certain qualification levels, people who are more distanced from the labour 
market, who are living in jobless households are being excluded, not only from Ireland’s current 
labour market, but also its future one.  
 
The Alliance would be concerned that the European Commission does not fully appreciate 
some of the dynamics underpinning exclusion in Ireland’s labour market, perceptions that can 
be exacerbated by unhelpful public announcements on ‘full-employment’. The cold reality is 
that not everyone who wants a job can get one, there is discrimination in Ireland’s labour 
market, and uneven social and economic development leaves many people with little access to 
decent employment.   
 
On pages 41 / 42 of the Report “In the current context, reforms are needed to reach out to 
those furthest away from the labour market. Key challenges include the high reliance on 
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community education and second-chance education initiatives, which create weak linkages with 
work-based vocational training programmes and employers. Secondly, the unresponsive nature 
of ALMP funding to changes in unemployment, which is suggestive of ALMP provision, is 
partially driven by the funding needs of delivery bodies. Then, the need to link monitoring and 
evaluation practices to programme redesign. Lastly, lastly a lack of clarity as to how 
programmes are redesigned with the aim of better reaching out to the long-term unemployed 
and providing them more complex, individualized, services.”  
 
While welcoming the opening and final lines of this paragraph, the Alliance questions much of 
the rest of the paragraph. The reality is that for many people distanced from the labour market 
the only opportunities that are open to people are in community provision, be that education 
and / or employment including employment programmes. There is a challenge is securing 
progression from this type of provision to employment in other sectors, and work remains to be 
done to ensure that employers fully appreciate the skills and learning participants acquire.  
 
Ireland’s public employment service was absorbed by the Department now called Employment 
Affairs and Social Protection (DEASP) over eight years ago. Since that time the focus of the 
service has become one of ‘activation’, driven by the need to reduce unemployment, in 
particular the Live Register, and using a conditionality approach or in an Irish context applying 
Genuinely Seeking Work criteria, which applies to Jobseekers payments. As a consequence, the 
Department has struggled to provide these services to people who are on a different or no 
social welfare payment. Yet the DEASP should be, and is expected to also provide services to 
job changers under Jobs Ireland 2019. So, the costings of such a service cannot be based solely 
on movements in the official unemployment figures, but must take into account the cost of 
providing a truly inclusive person-centred service open to everyone of working age.    
 
Gender proofing Ireland’s ALMP would go some way to addressing the “scope for 
improvement” noted in the Country Report.  A gender analysis of Budget 2019 investment in 
AMLP’s shows clear gender bias in end-recipients of ALMP investment. While 27% of women 
benefitted from such programmes, the majority of beneficiaries, at 73% were men.78 Just 1% of 
women benefited from investment in apprenticeship schemes.  
 
On pages 45 of the Report it says that “The Action Plan for Jobless Households is targeted at 
those excluded from the labour market by extending activation measures beyond the 
unemployed, in particular to improve outcomes for children living in jobless households. While 
the strategy was launched in 2017, to date no update has been given on its effectiveness and 
how such measures can be further bolstered through links with enabling social services.” The 
Alliance’s understanding is that this Action Plan has struggled to deliver as an activation 
approach is inappropriate for many of the households concerned, who would require a holistic 

 
78 Murphy, M. (2018).  No Feminist Budget: Analysis of Budget 2019 for NWCI. 
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cross-services / organisations approach to address the issues these families struggle with on a 
daily basis.  
 
Travellers are amongst the most socially and economically excluded groups in Ireland. A reality 
which some headline facts clearly demonstrates: Travellers live shorter lives; are more likely to 
spend time in prison; achieve lower levels of education; and experience higher levels of inter-
generational unemployment than any other section of Irish society. It is welcome that on page 
42 of the Report that it says “However, certain groups, including Irish Travellers, still face high 
rates of early school leaving”, this comment is made in a paragraph that commences with 
“Quality and inclusiveness of education remain high in Ireland.”  
 
According to the 2016 Census over 80% of Travellers were unemployed; it also found that one in 
eight Travellers was unable to work due to a disability – almost three times the rate in the 
general population. Currently, there are no targets for Travellers in the Public Employment 
Services, so none of the agents of the state are counting whether they are engaging Travellers or 
whether they are successful in moving Travellers into employment. 
 
The National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy (NTRIS) is three years old, and while there 
are excellent proposals put forward by the committee on Traveller Education and Employment, 
few of these have yet to gain any real traction or deliver any tangible results.  
 
Members of the Alliance believe that the following actions are required, actions which could be 
applied to other groups who are excluded from Ireland’s labour market:  

- A national action plan to mainstream Traveller employment across all facets of the 
public service should be established, with targets set for all relevant agencies;  

- Cognisance should be taken of the particular needs of Travellers in all employment 
policy including Future Jobs Ireland, Pathways to Work and implementation of the 
public sector duty;  

- There is also a need to gender-proof policy in relation to Traveller women; and, 
- Specific targets should be set across all policy areas and incorporate mechanisms to 

measure outcomes for Travellers.  
 
Members of the Alliance also note with concern the fact that, as the Report also observes, just 
31% of people with a disability of working age are employed, compared to 71% of the general 
population. This scenario in turn reinforces and perpetuates the high levels of poverty of 
people with disabilities in Ireland already noted in earlier sections of this submission.  
Education, training and employment supports for people with disabilities must be funded, and 
the extra costs involved in living with a disability must also be tackled to make progress on 
these statistics.  
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Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland and Ireland’s NRP 
 Under the employment target introduce sub-targets to address the structural 

inequalities in the labour market.  
 Run a campaign to properly address discrimination and other barriers in the labour 

market facing people because of their age; ethnicity; disability; family status; gender; 
sexual orientation; membership of the Traveller Community and socio-economic status. 

 Equality proof all activation schemes to ensure that everyone who want to can apply and 
participate.  

 Ensure that policy developments, like Future Jobs Ireland, spell out how they will support 
the delivery of an inclusive labour market.  

 Invest in training of Intreo staff so that they can support jobseekers furthest away from 
the labour market appropriately – for example people with disabilities, Travellers, Lone 
parents, people with unmet literacy and numeracy needs and so on. 

 Work to address the cost of disability and the extra barriers to employment this creates 
for people with disabilities 

 

13. Wages and Decent Pay and Precarious Work 
On page 11 of the Report it notes “Nominal wage growth has been contained since 2014 (1.5% 
on average from 2014 to 2017), and often lower than what could be expected from labour 
market conditions, in particular from productivity growth (7.9% on average in the period).” On 
page 39, in box “Box 4.3.1: Monitoring performance in light of the European Pillar of Social 
Rights”, the Report also notes “The share of people living in low work intensity households is 
rapidly decreasing but remains one of the highest in the EU.” While welcoming the challenges 
facing people who are ‘jobless’, the Alliance finds it curious that Ireland scores so well on 
“Dynamic labour markets and fair working conditions” when so many people are concerned 
about the impact of the cost of living on their ability to manage on the wages they receive from 
their work. Alliance members have noted that a large proportion of private sector workers 
cannot afford to take off sick, never mind self-isolate in the current health crisis, due to a weak 
illness benefit system. 
 
Irish domestic employment is highly reliant on low-paid sectors, for example retail and 
hospitality make up 30% of indigenous employment in the market economy. Low pay is a 
gendered issue with an estimated 60-65% of minimum wage workers being women.79  The 
higher the reliance on low paid sectors, the more difficult it is for the rest of the domestic 
economy to absorb substantial wage increases. In the West and Border regions, 45% of market 
employment growth was in these sectors. The 2020 Country Report picks up on the regional 
challenges facing Ireland. On page 7 it says “Regional disparities are among the highest in the 
EU and increasing. Economic growth follows a distinct geographic pattern with particularly 

 
79 The LPC 2016 found 60 per cent of minimum wage workers were female while the NERI (2015) “A Profile of 
Those on The Minimum Wage”, found that 65% of minimum wage workers were women 
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dynamic developments around Cork and Dublin, the location of highly competitive multinational 
companies.” While on page 9 it notes “Regional disparities in Ireland remain significant and are 
increasing. The difference between the richest and the poorest NUTS3 (6) area in Ireland in 
terms of GVA per capita has doubled between 2000 and 2016.”   
 
The Alliance are keenly aware that there are many adults living in poverty despite having a job – 
the working poor.  The latest figures from the Central Statistics Office show that 5.1% 
(approximately 109,000 people) of the population at risk of poverty in 2018 had a 
job.  Improvements in the low pay rates received by many employees offers an important 
method by which levels of poverty and exclusion can be reduced. Paying low paid employees a 
Living Wage offers the prospect of significantly benefiting the living standards of these 
employees. 
 
The work undertaken on the Living Wage highlights the impact of the cost of living, in particular 
housing costs on people’s ability to secure an acceptable standard of living. An issue the 
Country Report effectively picks up on when it notes “While jobs are increasingly concentrated 
locally, high costs of living in cities drive people to reside in the rural hinterland.” (p58) 
 
The growth in the number of individuals with less work hours than ideal, as well as those with 
persistent uncertainties concerning the number and times of hours required for work, is a 
major labour market challenge. Aside from the impact this has on the well-being of individuals 
and their families, it also impacts on their financial situation. There are also impacts on the 
state, given that the Working Family Payment (formerly known as Family Income Supplement 
(FIS)) and the structure of jobseeker payments tend to lead to Government subsidising these 
families’ incomes, and indirectly subsidising some employers who create persistent precarious 
employment patterns for their workers.   
 
The International Labour Organisation says that “Decent work involves opportunities for work 
that is productive and delivers a fair income, security in the workplace and social protection for 
families, better prospects for personal development and social integration, freedom for people 
to express their concerns, organize and participate in the decisions that affect their lives and 
equality of opportunity and treatment for all women and men.”     
 
While in Principle 5 of the European of Pillar of Social Rights: Secure and adaptable employment 
it says that “Regardless of the type and duration of the employment relationship, workers have 
the right to fair and equal treatment regarding working conditions, access to social protection 
and training.” At a recent meeting with people who are long-term unemployed the concept and 
reality of decent work was discussed. Participants noted the challenges facing people trying to 
secure such employment, and questioned the chances of getting these aspirational policies and 
principles put into practice. Participants also raised concerns about the lack of appreciation of 
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transferrable skills and how difficult it can be to change jobs; concerns were also raised about 
the future direction of jobs and Irish employers’ ability to adapt.  
 
On page 4 of the Country Report it notes that “More investment in R&D, digital infrastructure 
and skills would address the lagging productivity of domestic firms and would increase the 
resilience of the economy to external shocks. Substantial investment is also required to address 
rising homelessness and improving access to employment for women and disadvantage 
groups.” It is absolutely critical that decent employment is at the heart of these improvements.  
 

14. Education 
Primary and Secondary Education 
The Country Report highlights that, ‘the share of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion is 
decreasing, but challenges remain for some groups. It remains particularly high for children, 
largely due to the impact of joblessness at household level. Education can be transformative, 
particularly for children and young people at risk of poverty or social exclusion. It is therefore 
imperative that Government continues to prioritise investment in education and education 
related supports. 

Between 2010 and 2015 expenditure per student decreased by 15% in primary to post-primary 
non-tertiary education while the number of students increased by 9%.80  Subsequent budgets 
have not fully restored the value of these cuts. As a result, schools remain underfunded and 
families, particularly low- income households and school staff are impacted as a result.  

Evaluation suggests that the DEIS programme is having a positive effect on educational 
disadvantage81, however a gap continues between educational outcome between DEIS and 
non-DEIS schools. The DEIS programme suffered cutbacks in 2012 which have only been 
partially rolled back thus impacting some of the most vulnerable in our society. There has also 
been little discussion of whether the scale of additional DEIS funding is sufficient to bridge the 
gap in resources between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged settings. Further research and 
policy debate are therefore merited on the appropriate scale of funding required.  

Investing in all schools, both DEIS and non-DEIS should remain a priority as it is estimated that 
two-third of disadvantaged students do not attend DEIS schools where there are additional 
supports.82 This is important in the context of the number of school-aged children that are 
currently experiencing homelessness. It was announced in Budget 2020 a pilot scheme to 
provide free schoolbooks to a selected number of DEIS schools. This is a welcome development 
which should be rolled out in all non-fee paying primary and secondary schools. 

 
80 https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/education-at-a-glance-2018/ireland_eag-2018-51-en#page3  
81 http://www.erc.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Weir-Kavanagh-2018-DEIS-post-primary.pdf  
82 Smyth (2017) Off to a good start? Primary school experiences and the transition to second-level education 
http://www.esri.ie/publications/off-to-a-good-start-primary-school-experiences-and-the-transition-to-second-
level-education  
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Ireland has exceeded its target of 8% in the Europe 2020 strategy for early school leavers. The 
figure for Ireland is now 5%. While this is a welcome development continued efforts must be 
ensured to reduce this figure further. Early school-leaving not only presents problems for the 
school leavers themselves, but it also has economic and social consequences for society. Ireland 
should also further invest in inclusive education, to ensure that children with disabilities have 
equal access to education. 

Higher and Further Education 
Higher education attainment places Ireland among the three best-performing EU Member 
States, according to the Country Report. This is to be welcomed, however, there are still 
significant disparities between those that participate in higher education and those that cannot. 
This is based on broadly economic, cultural and social reason and not just educational. The 
2017 statistics from the Higher Education Authority show that, in Dublin 17, Darndale, the rate 
is just 15% of young people who progress onto higher education. In Dublin 10, Ballyfermot, it is 
16%. In the North Inner City, Dublin 1, the rate is 23% and in the South Inner City, Dublin 2, it is 
26%.83 These figures are low in comparison to more affluent parts of Dublin where the figure 
rises to over 90%.84 
 
Despite the record numbers accessing education, SUSI grant recipient numbers have fallen by 
4,022 (5%) in a period of four years. As a result, SUSI’S expenditure was cut by €2 million in 
2019 as it is deemed to be a demand led service.  In McCoy et al. ‘Hidden Disadvantage?’ 
financial concerns to attend higher education affected all socio-economic groups, however, 
young people from manual backgrounds were more likely to indicate financial reasons for not 
applying.85 McCoy et al (2010b) found that those from lower social classes who participate in 
higher education are heavily reliant on the provision of grants from the state.86 It is therefore 
imperative that financial barriers are not a barrier to low income groups participating in 
education.  

Student grants were cut by 4% in 2011, and again by 3% in 2012. The different between 2011 
and 2016 rates were on average €184.50 per person in receipt of the grant.87 In contrast, from 
April 2011 until April 2019 the CSO Consumer Price Index indicates inflation of 4% on the cost of 
consumer goods and everyday households costs.88 Grants do not come close to covering costs, 
even at the highest rate of €658.00 per month.89 The DIT Campus Living Guide outlines 
conservative estimates for monthly expenditure, excluding fees, for a student living away from 
home at €1,352.90  

 
83 http://hea.ie/2017/11/20/hea-chief-executive-says-colleges-need-to-keep-focus-on-targeting-disadvantage/  
84 www.socialjustice.ie Choices for Equity and Sustainability Securing Solidarity and the Common Good 2016 
85 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2015-07/BKMNEXT146.pdf  
86 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/media/file-uploads/2015-07/BKMNEXT146.pdf  
87 http://usi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Pre-Budget-Submission_compressed.pdf  
88 https://statbank.cso.ie/px/pxeirestat/Statire/SelectVarVal/saveselections.asp  
89 https://susi.ie/undergraduate-income-threshold-and-grant-award-rates/  
90 https://www.dit.ie/campuslife/studentsupport/costoflivingguide/  
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The maintenance grant which assists with a student’s day to day living expenses is calculated at 
two rates: adjacent and non-adjacent, depending on the distance between a student’s home 
and college. The adjacent rate is payable if the student’s home is determined by the awarding 
authority to be 45km or less from the approved institution they are attending. The non-
adjacent rate is payable in all other cases. The change from 24km to 45km for the non-adjacent 
grant rate in Budget 2011 has created great difficulty for students who are already living far 
away from college and who are struggling with the high costs involved. 

In 2011, under the 24km criterion, 77% of those being paid the maintenance grant were eligible 
for the non-adjacent grant rate, which is the higher rate that can support them by enabling 
them to live closer to their college or commute. In 2018, under the 45km criterion, the 
proportion who are eligible have dropped to 52%.91 The situation has not changed for these 
families, the distance they live from college has not changed but the support they are offered 
has. This has a considerable impact on students and their families 

Over 80% of students from 9 different counties travel more than 45km to go to college and are 
therefore eligible for the non-adjacent SUSI rate.92 A study in 2013 examined the impact of 
travel distance on higher education participation, it showed that travel distance has a negative 
impact on the likelihood of school leavers from lower-socio economic backgrounds proceeding 
to higher education.93 For every extra 10 kilometres of travel distance, the likelihood of 
participation decreased by 2.7%. Thus, for a school leaver living 50 kilometres from a Higher 
Education Institute, their probability of higher education participation is lowered by 13.5% than 
if they lived next to the Higher Education Institute. This is most likely because the greater travel 
distances result in a range of higher direct and indirect costs and the impact of these distance-
related costs on participation is likely to be more pronounced for those on lower incomes.  

Very often part-time study is the only viable option for someone with work and family 
responsibilities; however, a disincentive exists in that they are subject to tuition fees. This 
creates unfairness and unequal participation of some groups in education.  For example, it is 
often more viable for lone parents to participate in education on a part time basis because of 
their caring responsibilities to their children. Lone parent participation in education has 
decreased by approximately 20% between 2011 and 2016.94 The unique needs of people with 
disabilities in higher and further education must also be prioritised, also in the context of their 
low employment rate. Greater access to education may support more people with disabilities 
to gain employment and move out of poverty as a result. 

The HEA set up an advisory group to consider part-time and flexible higher education in 2012, 
which, recommended that by 2016, ‘full equality of provision and support will have been 

 
91 http://usi.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/Pre-Budget-Submission_compressed.pdf  
92 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/10/Higher-Education-Spatial-Socio-Economic-Profile-Oct-2019.pdf  
93 http://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/06/How-Equal-Access-to-Higher-Education-in-Ireland-Research-Papers.pdf 
94 http:www.cso.ie/en/databases Census 2016 Profile4-Households and Families. Family Units in Private 
Households 2011 to 2016 by Type of Family Unit, Number of Children, Economic Status of Reference Person and 
Census Year. CSO Statbank  
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achieved in higher education for all students, regardless of time, place or pace of study’.95 
However, this is still not the case.  

Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland and Ireland’s NRP 

Primary and Second Level 
 Provide the requisite level of investment to deliver free primary and secondary 

education. 
 Enhance supports under the DEIS programme to close the gap with non-DEIS schools.   

Third Level 
 Commit to publicly funded higher education including a commitment to annual 

increases to SUSI grants that reflect the cost of living. 
 Extend the SUSI grant for part-time students studying in publicly funded further and 

higher education and training institutions to promote lifelong learning and removing 
barriers to access and participation. 

 
15. Further Education and Training 

Gap in current education target 
The Country Report (page 39) notes that “Ireland is delivering very well on education 
generally.” However, the two examples given are early school leaving and higher education 
attainment and there is no reference to further education and training or adult literacy and 
numeracy skills. This is a worrying omission from this Report, especially considering one in six 
Irish adults, aged 16-64, scored at the lowest level of literacy on a 5-point scale.96. This means 
over a half million adults have difficulty reading and understanding a leaflet, bus timetable or 
medicine instructions. One reason for this is there is no specific target for this in National 
Reform Programme.  
Recommendation: The National Reform Programme should set an adult literacy and numeracy 
target or at least report on the target set out in the National Skills Strategy 2025. 
 
Ireland’s active labour market policies (ALMP) 
The Country Report (page 39) states that “In the current context, reforms are needed to reach 
out to those furthest away from the labour market” and outlines some challenges to this.  
 
1. Community and second-chance education initiatives are part of the learning journey for 
many. For some these initiatives can lead them into vocational training programmes and the 
workplace. For others they will need more intensive tuition hours and support to reach their 
goal. We should look at the impact of these initiatives on health and wellbeing, family, social 

 
95 HEA 2012b, p33 
96 CSO (2013) PIAAC 2012 - Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies: Survey Results from 
Ireland 
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and community life and work. The AONTAS research97 on outcomes and impact of community 
education demonstrates that community education has wide ranging positive outcomes for 
learners, effectively engages some of the groups living with inequality in Ireland, and is very 
positively experienced by learners.”  
Recommendation: The Department of Education and Skills should develop a framework for 
Community and second-chance education and increase resources to these initiatives.  
 
2. The report highlights that ALMP provision must be more responsive to individual needs. For 
many people unmet literacy and numeracy needs are a barrier to participating in ALMPs.98  
Recommendation: All adults with literacy, numeracy and digital needs and or less than a QQI 
Level 4 qualification should have access to a high quality and relevant learning programme with 
a local education and training provider that meets the person’s literacy development needs. 
This would include intensive and flexible options; appropriate supports as required (income, 
transport, child and elder care), work placement where appropriate and progression 
opportunities. In some cases, the services should offer tailored and holistic supports for adults 
with unmet literacy, numeracy and digital skills needs, particularly adults who are long-term 
unemployed, including career guidance and counselling.  
 
PISA 
Under 4.3.2 the Country Report notes “the 2018 PISA results show that Ireland ranks above the 
EU average in reading, maths and science (OECD, 2019).”  While we welcome this, we know 
that one in six Irish adults (16 to 64) struggle with reading and understanding everyday text.99  
The adult skills survey took place in 2012 when the students from the 2000 PISA study were 
adults. There is a lack of research on why the adult skills survey results are weaker than the 
PISA results – why are young people when tested later in life losing their skills.  
Recommendation: The Department of Education should research how and why Irish adults are 
‘deskilling’ and develop solutions to address this.  
 
Targeting priority groups 
The Report also notes that “certain groups, including Irish Travellers, still face high rates of early 
school leaving. This calls for further efforts to close existing educational gaps.” It is 
estimated that half of Travellers have poor functional literacy and only 13% of Travellers 
complete secondary education in comparison with 92% of the general population. 
Recommendation: The Department of Education and Skills should develop an Action Plan 
for Traveller Education in Further Education and Training (FET) in partnership with 
national Traveller organisations. 
 

 
97 AONTAS (2009). Community Education: More than just a course 
98 National Economic and Social Council (NESC) (2018) Moving from Welfare to Work   
99 CSO (2013) PIAAC 2012 - Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies: Survey Results 
from Ireland 
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Digital skills  
The report notes there are “existing challenges to fully exploit the opportunities of the digital 
age.” In 2019, 53% of the adult population had an overall basic or above basic level of digital 
skills, below the EU average (58%). We must close this gap.  
Recommendation: The Department of Education and Skills and other Departments with 
responsibility for digital skills to work together to improve digital skills for adults. 
 
Investing in the furthest behind first  
The report states “further investment in education and training would be still needed to 
provide workers with the skills required, including digital and those for a smooth and just 
transition to a climate neutral economy.” The United Nations 2030 Sustainable Development 
Agenda aims to address this through their commitment to reaching the furthest behind first. 
Ireland should invest in people who have not benefited from our education system during bust 
or boom. 
Recommendation: The Government must prioritise the furthest behind first by identifying the 
groups and putting in adequate resources to support their literacy, numeracy and digital skills.  
 
Currently NALA is working bi-laterally with nine government departments and their agencies on 
policies aimed at building literacy and numeracy competence across a number of areas 
including health and finance. This experience, along with similar recent developments to 
address the literacy issue in The Netherlands, Portugal, Finland and Belgium, has guided NALA 
to call for a Whole-of-Government approach that would bring a coordinated national effort 
to radically reducing the numbers of people with literacy and numeracy needs.  
Recommendation: The Government should develop a Whole-of-Government Strategy for 
literacy, numeracy and digital skills over the next 10 years. 
 

Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland  
 The National Reform Programme should set an adult literacy and numeracy target or 

at least report on the target set out in the National Skills Strategy 2025. 
 The Government must prioritise the furthest behind first by identifying the groups 

and putting in adequate resources to support their literacy, numeracy and digital 
skills. 

 The Department of Education and Skills should develop a framework for Community 
and second-chance education and increase resources to these initiatives. 

 The Government should develop a Whole-of-Government Strategy for literacy, 
numeracy and digital skills over the next 10 years. 

 All adults with literacy, numeracy and digital needs and or less than a QQI Level 4 
qualification should have access to a high quality and relevant learning programme 
with a local education and training provider that meets the person’s literacy 
development needs. This would include intensive and flexible options; appropriate 
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supports as required (income, transport, child and elder care), work placement where 
appropriate and progression opportunities. In some cases the services should offer 
tailored and holistic supports for adults with unmet literacy, numeracy and digital 
skills needs, particularly adults who are long-term unemployed, including career 
guidance, counselling. 

 The Department of Education and Skills and other Departments with responsibility for 
digital skills to work together to improve digital skills for adults. 

 

16. Health 
There will continue to be an increase in demand for healthcare as the Irish population age.  The 
European Commission has recognised the healthcare system as one of the age-related 
expenditures that needs to be addressed and make it more cost-effective as one of its Country 
Specific Recommendations.  However, they have identified that there is limited progress on this 
despite various measures put in place to improve cost-effectiveness of the healthcare system.  

Ireland spends approximately one-fifth more on health per capita than the EU average.  
However, the standard and quality of care lags behind the level in many other EU countries.  In 
2019, there continued to be an overrun in the healthcare budget amounting to approx. €335m.  
While there was an increase of 6.8% for the 2020 health budget to €1bn, we feel this will still 
not be sufficient enough to address the level of investment required to deliver a first world 
level of healthcare. 

The publication of Sláintecare in 2017, the establishment of the Sláintecare Implementation 
Office and the publication of the Sláintecare Action Plan for 2019100 is very welcome but the 
budget and resources must be available to ensure that actions and the direction Sláintecare will 
take can be fully implemented.   

Health inequality impacts on many people in Irish society. This is experienced due to living on a 
low income or in a social group or community that experiences worse health outcomes due to a 
combination of being more negatively impacted on by the social determinants of health or 
having inequal access to health services. For example, men and women in the lower quintile 
have a shorter live expectancy of 5 years and 4.5 years respectively compared to those in the 
highest quintile101. On average Traveller women and men die 15.1 and 11.5 younger 
respectively than their settled counterparts.102 

Sláintecare 
The 2017 publication of Sláintecare by the Oireachtas Committee on the Future of Healthcare is 
welcome.  Sláintecare makes proposals for a ten-year strategy for health care and health policy 

 
100 Department of Health (2019) ‘Sláintecare Action Plan 2019’ https://health.gov.ie/blog/publications/slaintecare-
action-plan-2019/ 
101 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/in/mdi/mortalitydifferentialsinireland2016-2017/ 
102 https://www.paveepoint.ie/resources/our-geels-all-ireland-traveller-health-study/ 
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in Ireland.  The Alliance welcomed, in particular, its recognition that Ireland’s health system 
should be built on the solid foundations of primary care and social care.  The Country Report for 
2020, recognises that the reforms of Ireland’s healthcare system outlined in Sláintecare are 
going in the right direction.  An Implementation Plan was published in Summer 2018 along with 
the establishment of the Implementation Office and the publication of the Action Plan 2019.   
However, there has been very little reform on the ground almost three years into the plan.  Six 
Regional Health Areas (RHAs) will replace the current 9 CHO areas and will align primary care 
and hospital services within each area.  While the areas have been identified, it will be 2021 
before the new system will be in place.  

The required capital allocation of €500 million per year for the first six years to support the 
infrastructure to implement Sláintecare has not been made available in any Budget since the 
programme received cross-party support.  Budget 2019 was the first budget Sláintecare was 
given an allocated budget and this was reduced to €200million. For 2020, the Sláintecare 
budget is €42m and will be €92m in 2021.  In order to deliver the modern, responsive, 
integrated public health system that the report envisages it is vital that the necessary 
investment is made available.   

The implementation of Sláintecare and reform of the health care system will require 
investment before savings can be made. Not undertaking the required prior investment will 
mean that recurring problems in the health service will continue and will be exacerbated as our 
population ages.  The findings of an ESRI report103 in July 2019 suggests that without suitable 
resource allocation measures, the continued inequalities in the healthcare services could hinder 
the implementation of Sláintecare.  
 
Ageing Population and Future Demand 
The Alliance is seriously concerned that the ageing of the population is not being properly 
planned for given that it will result in a steady increase in older people and people with 
disabilities accessing services.  The Country Report highlights this as a CSR and that there has 
been limited progress on this in 2019. 

It is expected that in thirty years the number of people in Ireland over the age of 65 will 
double104.  There has also being an increase in the number of people over the age of 85 and this 
too is expected to double by 2031. 

This will no doubt increase pressure on health and caring services.  In fact, evidence suggests 
that older people are not experiencing better health than previous generations, and that those 
who have experienced disadvantage across their lifetime have a higher risk of poor health. 
Thirty-eight percent aged 50+ have a chronic disease in Ireland, with 62% of those over 65 

 
103 ESRI (2019) ‘Geographic Profile of Healthcare Needs and Non-Acute Healthcare Supply in Ireland’ Research 
Series No.90  https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS90.pdf 
104 ‘Programme for a Partnership Government’ (2016) 
http://www.merrionstreet.ie/MerrionStreet/en/ImageLibrary/Programme_for_Partnership_Government.pdf 
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reports having a chronic disease105. Chronic diseases account for 80% of all GP visits, 40% of 
hospital admissions and 75% of hospital bed days. As the number of older people increase this 
will lead to increase in number of people with a chronic disease and pose challenges to the 
existing model of care which is very much hospital centric106.  

Planning and investment are required to meet the challenges presented by demographic 
change, and also to address the infrastructural deficits created by underinvestment within the 
past decade. Health-promotion measures and actions to facilitate the full participation of 
people with disabilities – including older disabled people - in society are also required, as well 
as a comprehensive approach to care services that would include integrated services across the 
areas of GP care, public health nursing, home care supports, acute hospital care, rehabilitation, 
short-term and long-term care. 

The Government and Health Service Executive (HSE) recognise that moving care out of acute 
and congregated settings and into the community and home is more cost effective, better value 
for money and supports people to remain in their own home.  However, the budget for 
homecare supports and the numbers receiving supports remains far below demand. In 2019, 
approx. 50,000 people received home care support. In 2020 the Budget will be €500m and 19.2 
hours with 53,000 people expected to receive home support. 

A statutory home care scheme was committed in the current Programme for Government, with 
a public consultation held in 2017.  A commitment on this was also made in Sláintecare.  It is 
anticipated that this scheme will be introduced in 2021.  The lack of a statutory scheme 
contributes to the current trolley crisis in that patients cannot be discharged because the 
necessary homecare is not available.   

The testing of the model of care will take place in 2020 with the pilot sites being agreed at 
present.  There will be 4-5 pilot sites within Community Health networks and 230,000 hours 
committed to the pilot. The Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) are currently carrying 
out research on demand and unmet demand for home care supports.  Results of this study are 
due in Q2 or Q3 of 2020.  

There are a number of services in the community for older people and for people with 
disabilities that can help alleviate the pressure on healthcare services and help move away from 
the hospital centric model that currently exists.  These services play a vital role in keeping 
people in their own homes; services like home help, meals on wheels, befriending services also 
help reduce isolation and loneliness among older people. With a proper funding structure in 
place for these services they can play a bigger role in the continuum of care in the community. 

 
105 HSE ‘Prevention and Management of Chronic Diseases’ 
http://www.hse.ie/eng/about/Who/clinical/integratedcare/programmes/chronicdisease/ 
106 Department of Health (2016) ‘Department of Health Statement of Strategy 2016-2019’ http://health.gov.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2016/12/Statement-of-Strategy-2016-2019-English.pdf 
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Health services need to be developed and improved upon to meet future demand for 
healthcare and meet the healthcare needs of an ageing population. 
 
Primary Care 
Ireland is the only EU health system that does not offer universal coverage of primary care107.  
Accessing our complex system depends on whether one has a medical card, a GP visit card, 
private health insurance, private resources to spend on health services, where one lives and 
what type of services one is trying to access; it is also those who are poorest, sickest and those 
with disabilities who find it hardest to pay charges, to negotiate access, and who must wait 
longer for care108.  Those who are poor and sick without medical cards fare worst in terms of 
coverage and access109.   The Country Report now highlights the importance of primary care 
from both an accessibility and cost effectiveness perspective. However, it also recognises that 
while Primary care centres are being rolled out, the Alliance would be concerned at the pace of 
this roll out. More emphasis on health inequalities accessing GP services and the high cost to 
many people should be included in the report.  The Sláintecare Plan will have an important role 
in this and must be adequately financed to do so. 

Countries with a strong primary care sector have better health outcomes, greater equity, lower 
mortality rates and lower overall costs of healthcare110.  The development of primary care teams 
(PCTs) and primary care networks across the country was intended to have a substantial impact 
on reducing problems within healthcare provision, and to shift from over-reliance on acute 
hospital services to a more community-based model of service delivery.  It was envisaged that 
530 Primary Care Teams supported by 134 Health and Social Care Networks would cover the 
country by 2011. At the end of 2018, there were 127 fully operational Primary Care Centres 
across the country with 12 more to be delivered during 2019.  There are a further 70 PPC 
projects that are under construction or development or are in the planning stages111.  However, 
not all PCC’s have full teams in place which impacts on the move towards a primary and 
community-based health service.  

Primary and community care services must be prioritised and invested in so that effective step 
down from acute hospital settings becomes a reality and where effective and efficient treatment 
and rehabilitation can be accessed.  While the ongoing and systemic reform of the financial 
system continue, with the inclusion of activity based funding, the Better Europe Alliance 
understands that these reform levers, cannot be sufficient in themselves to solve the large scale 

 
107 http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/260088/Health-system-responses-to-financial-
pressures-in-Ireland.pdf 
108 http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/futureofhealthcare/Dr-Sara-Burke,-Centre-for-
Health-Policy-and-Management,-TCD.pdf 
109 http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/futureofhealthcare/Dr-Sara-Burke,-Centre-for-
Health-Policy-and-Management,-TCD.pdf 
110 http://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Better-Health-Improving-Health-Care.pdf 
111 Department of Health (2019) ‘Primary Care Centres Progress Report’ 
https://assets.gov.ie/9510/29061fee42564c529864b5ed90fdfea5.pdf 
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deficits in service provision currently evident in primary and community health and social care 
services which hinder effective discharge planning and bed capacity in the acute sector.  

Two-Tier Health System 
The two-tier health system that continues to exist is more evident in specialist healthcare such as 
consultations with a specialist and for some surgeries. The speed of access to specialist 
healthcare continues to be an issue and leads to inequalities based on income.  The report 
highlights that private insurance plays a bigger role in financing healthcare in Ireland than in 
most other EU countries. While this continues to be the case, Ireland will continue to have a two-
tier health system.  

Access must be based on a person’s need and not on their ability to pay or if they have private 
health insurance. People with private health insurance can be fast-tracked to specialist care. 
Those on low or fixed income and who may be in most need of specialist healthcare are often 
the ones most far removed from it.  

Extra costs incurred  
Many patients can incur extra costs of travelling to health-related appointments.  This is a 
particular concern for patients on low income who have to travel long distance to access 
hospitals and clinics.  The cost of travel, parking, food and for some, accommodation, adds 
extra financial pressure on patients.   
 
While the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection there is an Exceptional 
Needs Payment that can be accessed.  This is means tested and is given on a case-by-case basis.  
The Budget for the Exceptional Needs Payment was €80 million in 2008 it has however reduced 
to a half since then and has not recovered.  In 2019, €31m was the spent on EPN as of the end 
of September 2019112.  This has made it more difficult for those with high health and hospital 
related travel costs. This payment is also administered on a case by case basis. 

Medical and Health Care Staff 
Staff shortages across both the primary and secondary health care system and retaining staff 
continues to be an issue and is contributing to the long waiting times to access GP services and 
hospital appointments. There is now a shortage of GP’s especially in rural areas where many 
are due to retire, with very few younger GP’s to replace these.  However, it is not just GP’s but 
also nurses, mental health professionals and other health care practitioners that are in short 
supply and is hindering the move from a hospital centric to a primary and community care 
health system. 
 

 
112 Parliamentary Question 24th October 2019 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2019-10-
24/342/?highlight%5B0%5D=exceptional&highlight%5B1%5D=needs&highlight%5B2%5D=payments&highlight%5B
3%5D=exceptional&highlight%5B4%5D=needs&highlight%5B5%5D=payment&highlight%5B6%5D=social&highlight
%5B7%5D=protection 
 



Page 58 of 58 

 

Prescription Charges 
Measures were made in Budget 2020 to reduce prescription charges for medical card holders 
and the Drug Payment Scheme.  However, changes will not come into effect until July and 
September 2020 respectively.  GMS Prescription charges for over 70’s will be reduced by .50c to 
€1 per item and by .50c to €1.50 for under 70’s.  The income limits for eligibility for over 70’s will 
increase also in July from €500/€900 to €550/€1050 per week.  From September, the monthly 
threshold for the Drug Payment Scheme will be reduced by €10 from €124 to €114. 
 
While these reductions are welcome, the Alliance continues to be concerned at the cost of 
prescriptions in Ireland.  We are very aware that Irish citizens continue to pay much higher prices 
for medication than other Member States.  People on low or limited income, who may not be 
eligible for a medical card, are impacted the most by the cost of medicine, especially people who 
need to take medicine regularly.  The Alliance would call for this monthly threshold to be 
reduced further.  

Proposal for Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland and Ireland’s NRP 
 A health system with equal access for all and based on need rather than ability to pay 

needs to be a priority in healthcare. The two-tier system that currently exists should be 
removed. 

 Resources – both Budget and Staff be made available for the full implementation of 
Sláintecare so that there can be a move towards primary and community care services in 
so that effective step down from acute hospital settings becomes a reality, reduce 
admission to hospital and where effective and efficient treatment and rehabilitation can 
be accessed. 

 The government should in particular plan for, and make available funding, to address the 
health needs of vulnerable groups in society, including a continuously increasing 
percentage of elderly people, and people with disabilities. 

 The implementation of a Statutory Homecare Scheme which will help alleviate the 
problem of delayed discharge from hospital.  

 The budget for Exceptional Needs Payments must be increased so that those who have 
to travel to access healthcare are not prevented from doing so because of travel costs. 

 A review of what specialist treatments could be provided for local hospitals should be 
looked at. 

 Continue to introduce measures which will lead to a reduction in prescription costs. 
 Staffing issues in the health system must be addressed and retaining new graduates 

must become a key objective for Government. 
 
 

 

 


