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Ireland Has One of the Lowest Levels of Public Spending in the Industrialised World 

New CPA commissioned book outlines that wealth inequalities could be countered with higher levels of public spending

Over the past 15 years, public spending by Government has fallen, as a percentage of GNP, by nearly 10%.  Over the same period, reduced tax rates have disproportionately benefited the better off, according to a new CPA commissioned book, Rich & Poor, Perspectives on Tackling Inequality in Ireland, which was launched today (April 26).

In its Foreword to the book, CPA advises the Government that it could redress the widening economic imbalances in Irish society by increasing the proportion of public spending on the areas of education, housing, health, taxation and social welfare specifically.   

Hugh Frazer, Director of CPA, stated that Ireland is now one of the most unequal societies in the EU, with one of the lowest levels of public spending in the industrialised world. This, he said, is in spite of rapid economic growth and revenue buoyancy, as well as significant policy consideration of poverty through programmes such as the National Anti-Poverty Strategy.   

He explained that since the late 1980s, social expenditure had fallen from 33 percent of GNP to approximately 24% today.  In comparison, social expenditure represented nearly 47% of GDP in France, 51.5% in Denmark and 52.2% in Sweden. In addition, he said that Ireland was a low tax economy when compared to other European countries.  The overall burden of tax in the EU is approximately 43% while the tax burden here is just over 34% of GDP.

Rich & Poor , published by Oak Tree Press, was launched by Sr. Stanislaus Kennedy of Focus Ireland.  With contributions from eight of Ireland’s leading social and economic commentators, researchers and policy makers, the aim of the book is to inform and stimulate debate regarding the manner in which social spending creates, reinforces or reduces inequality and poverty.

“This book crystallises a fundamental question about the future of Irish society.  Do we want the future to deliver more or less inequality?” Mr Frazer said.  “Contributors have argued in an unambiguous way for more robust equality objectives in Irish social policy and spending. The Agency’s position is clear.  Inequalities that are unfair undermine democratic society and cause and perpetuate poverty.  A commitment to social justice demands that we work to promote greater equality as a strategy for eliminating poverty.”

He said that the Agency restated its belief that it is the responsibility of government to control and ameliorate the inequalities arising from economic growth and wealth creation through public policy interventions. 

“It is important to acknowledge that public expenditure has increased in many areas such as educational disadvantage, social welfare, health, child care, housing and disability services,” he said.  “However, many of these increases have been from a very low starting base and they 
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have not kept pace with the growth in our economy. The quality and scale of our public services in many areas is still not commensurate with other EU member states nor with the more generous possibilities that now exist arising from our new found wealth. In the long-term our relatively low levels of social spending could be a serious barrier to the elimination of poverty and social exclusion. We need to adjust our expectations and set ourselves higher goals if we are to create a more inclusive and fairer society which is in keeping with our new affluence”.

The Balancing Act – Some Key Points

Rich and Poor examines social spending patterns and analyses spending in key areas including:

Social Expenditure

Social expenditure was 33% of GNP in 1986.  It is now close to 24% of GNP.

Tax and social welfare

It is the welfare system rather than the tax system that carries the primary role of redistributing income.  In 1999 the social welfare system redistributed almost £5 billion, about 8.5% of GNP.  The tax system collected about a third of GNP.  

Education

In 1999, per capita expenditure on a third level student (£4,000) was over two and a half times the expenditure on a primary student (£1,900) and almost 70% higher than a second level student (£2,900).  Approximately 20% of students from lower working class backgrounds go on to third level in comparison with 80% of students from upper middle class backgrounds.

Housing

The proportion of new house buyers who are already owner-occupiers increased significantly between 1994 and 1998 from 36 to 50 percent, indicating that housing is considered an investment opportunity rather than a “social right”.

Health

International research has shown that countries with more income equality will have better health.  The National Health and Lifestyle Survey 1999 showed that medical card holders do worse than non-card holders from health care need and utilisation through to smoking and drinking.
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