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Chambers Ireland, the voice of business throughout Ireland, is an all-island organisation 

with a unique geographical reach. Our 40 members are the Chambers of Commerce in 

the cities and towns throughout the country – active in every constituency. Each of our 

member Chambers is central to their local business community and all seek to promote 

thriving local economies that can support sustainable cities and communities.  

 

In September 2019, our Network pledged to advocate for and support the advancement 

of the Sustainable Development Goals. In doing so, we use the Goals as a framework to 

identify policy priorities and communicate our recommendations, and we have a 

particular focus on five of the goals encompassing decent work and economic growth 



 
 

(SDG 8), sustainable cities and communities (SDG 11), advancements in gender equality 

(SDG 5), viable industries, innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 9) and progress in 

climate action (SDG 13).1 We use these Goals as a lens for interpreting and prioritising 

our policy proposals.  

 

General Overview of Government Response to the 2020 Country 

Specific Recommendations for Ireland  

The most recent Country Specific Recommendations for Ireland were strongly focused 

on guiding our country through the Covid Crisis. In this respect successive 

governments have performed extremely well. Given the robustness of our economy 

overall, Ireland is in a very strong position relative to our peer nations. Certain sectors, 

such as tourism, entertainment, and the arts, have been particularly badly impacted by 

Covid-19. Despite the fact that these sectors may continue to have difficulties into the 

medium term, and that the impact on these sectors will have pronounced regional 

effects, many countries fared worse than Ireland, and few are in as strong a position to 

benefit from a post-covid rebound. This is especially striking in the context of the 

disruption that has been caused to supply changes and distribution networks by Brexit. 

 

On Housing and Infrastructure 

Government have expanded their ambition for the National Development Plan in line 

with the revised Climate Action Plan. The adapted National Development Plan has 

incorporated significant changes to it to respond to the increased pace of 

decarbonisation that is required in light of tighter 2030 limits on greenhouse gas 

emissions. These amendments to the National Development Plan are in line with 

Chambers Ireland’s submission to the “Review to Renew” consultation2, and our 

network commends Government for their willingness to engage. The enactment of 

legislation that will support an offshore renewable energy planning regime is 

 
1 The Chambers Ireland SDGs. Available at: https://www.chambers.ie/policy/sustainable-development-goals/chambers-ireland-sdgs/ 
2 Chambers Ireland Submission on the National Development Plan Review to Renew Consultation | February 2021 https://www.chambers.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2021/02/Chambers-Irelands-Submission-on-the-Review-to-Renew-Consultation-on-the-National-Development-Plan-FINAL.pdf  



 
 

particularly welcome, though significant progress will be needed if we are to ensure 

that the full potential of our national renewable energy resources can reached.3  

 

Within the National Development Plan elements such as public transport networks 

have received greater emphasis. Chambers Ireland also welcomed news that water 

supply and treatment is to be better resourced – this is an area which needs significant 

support, not only to catch up on past underinvestment, but also because adequate 

water resources act as a bottleneck in the creation of new housing, an area where 

Ireland has been especially weak over repeated cycles of the European 

Semesterisation process. The expansion in the capacity of our water treatment, 

distribution and wastewater management systems has become even more critical 

given that the Government has launched a much more progressive policy on housing, 

Housing for All. This programme aims to have in excess of 300,000 housing units 

completed within the next ten years: an increase of circa 15%. Concerns exist about 

the practicalities of delivering such an increased number of dwellings at affordable 

prices. A large proportion of these will need to be built in urban areas if they are to be 

coherent with the Climate Action Plan, the National Planning Framework, and our 

CO2 emission targets, however construction costs are significant in Ireland and 

urban/brownfield/dense housing is typically even more expensive than other forms. 

Current estimates suggest that the capital required to build at the level that Housing 

for All requires will need to double. It is difficult to see how a sufficient number of 

projects can become viable (within the definition applied by financing bodies) within 

this time period allowed. Given the demands that will be placed on the construction 

sector between the private investment demand and the public investment demand, 

including the National Development Plan and Housing for All, it is very likely that costs 

of construction will continue to escalate. Ceteris paribus, this means that fewer of the 

proposed housing projects are likely to be commercially viable. 

 

 
3 Chambers Ireland white paper on maximising the benefit of developing the national wind energy industry and the national grid | December 2020 
https://www.chambers.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Chambers-Ireland-white-paper-on-maximising-the-benefit-of-developing-the-national-wind-energy-industry-and-
the-national-grid.pdf  



 
 

 

On Skills and the Labour Market 

The expansion in the capacity and range of courses that are on offer to both those that 

are in employment and those that are not, through services such as Solas, Springboard, 

and Skillnet are all welcome and will hopefully continue into the future. The shift to 

remote working has resulting in a very welcome increase in female labour market 

participation and it is hoped that this will continue beyond the pandemic. Retaining the 

skills of women who have been excluded from the workforce will be an important 

source of economy growth into the future. However no process is entirely positive, 

remote working is causing a decline in economic activity in some urban areas (though 

this seems to be moderating as a result of the reopening of the economy), it is also 

causing the housing problems in our urban areas to be transmitted to regional areas – 

as those that were working in urban areas now have the option to work remotely but 

change their residence to somewhere cheaper, driving up housing costs in their new 

location – whereas for regional workers, they can benefit from the labour mobility 

associated with remote working because their labour is now far more mobile than it 

had been previously. As a result, current employers in regional areas are having to 

compete with urban firms for talent where the roles involved can be carried out 

entirely remotely. This is likely to have a significant effect on the digitalisation agenda 

where regional based firms will be challenged to compete with urban firms for roles 

that involve nonphysical activities including administration, bookkeeping, accounts 

coding, data, analysis etc.  

 

On Business Supports 

Throughout the pandemic, Government was quick to implement policies that 

supported businesses and employment that were suffering as a result of liquidity crises 

that were caused by the necessary public health restrictions. Considerable resources 

were successfully directed at SMEs and Microbusinesses to help them introduce online 

activities into their core business. A business representative organisation such as 

Chamber Ireland must applaud Government when it treats our members so 



 
 

generously, but it cannot be emphasised strongly enough that they present strength in 

our economy is directly attributable to the Government’s efforts to support businesses 

during the pandemic. Through our activities in international organisations like 

Eurochambres and the International Chambers of Commers we have seen how 

heterogenous Government responses have been at the State level, and what the 

impact of these policy differences have been. We know how profoundly the 

withdrawal of Government has affected local and national economies when it has been 

mistimed. Our members suggest that of the firms that struggled with their financials as 

a result of the pandemic, as few as 10% of them are likely to go under as Governmental 

supports recede. Had such supports not been on offer, or had they been withdrawn too 

early, significant economic scarring would have occurred. Instead, the economy has 

been revitalised and individuals that may have fallen out of the workforce or have 

suffered the skills-atrophy associated with long-term unemployment have been able to 

maintain their abilities, or retrain, or move to more appropriate roles, or all of the 

above.  

 

On Taxation 

Our tax receipts have expanded considerably over the course of the pandemic which 

has greatly strengthened the Government’s freedom of action in the coming years and 

is to be welcomed. Our decision to align with the OECDs framework for international 

tax reform gives certainty to businesses and was broadly welcomed and is coherent 

with our Network’s views4. However, the concentration of Corporation Tax receipts in 

a small number of very large multinational corporates ultimately undermines the 

robustness of our national economy. The increase in Income Tax receipts is another 

area of weakness, because of the extremely progressive nature of Irish income taxes, 

this means that a small proportion of the population account for the majority of income 

taxes. In the event of an economic downturn, particularly one that affects core FDI 

sectors such as Pharma, ICT and Medtech, it is likely that we will see a correlated 

downturn in both Income Taxes and Corporation Taxes at a point when there will be 

 
4 Chambers Ireland Submission on the OECD International Tax Proposals | September 2021 https://www.chambers.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/Chambers-Ireland-
OECD-International-Tax-Proposals.pdf 



 
 

significant demands placed on the Exchequer. Our economy needs to diversify its 

activities if it is to address such a vulnerability.  

This dependency on Corporation Tax and Income Tax is likely to expand over coming 

years as a direct result of decarbonisation. Approximately 8% of government revenue 

is derived from Excise Duty, Motor Tax, Carbon Tax, Vehicle Registration Tax, and 

associated Value Added Tax that is derived from the use of internal combustion engine 

vehicles. Should they be phased out over the coming decade this will narrow the tax 

base further, it is not yet clear how such a revenue gap will be made up. This will also 

have a great effect on Local Government fund which is the main beneficiary of Motor 

Tax. The failure to expand Local Property Tax as a revenue generation mechanism for 

local government is another weakness. As a result of our local government budgeting 

process, our members are forced to subsidise weaknesses in local government funding 

through commercial rates. The levels of Commercial Rates which our members 

experience are a consequence of local governments setting budgets separate to the 

decisions they make to raise revenue. The persistent decoupling of local government 

expenditure from the setting of Local Property Taxes and Commercial Rates continues 

to undermine Local Governments and their activities.  

 

Challenges and Developments 

Throughout the business community, there are concerns regarding the costs of doing 

business. Some of these are Geopolitical (increased energy costs), some of these are as 

a direct result of trade disruption caused by Covid-19, and some are secular in nature, 

such as labour supply.  

 

Energy Concerns 

Energy in Ireland is relatively expensive and unless there is a significant change in how 

we source our energy that is likely to remain the case, particularly if geopolitical 

concerns continue to amplify the volatility in pricing. Our Network has concerns that 

while there are earnest targets associated with introducing renewable energy to our 



 
 

All-Island electricity network, inadequate regulation and planning procedures coupled 

with a lack of grid capacity may prevent us achieving those aims. Furthermore, novel 

technologies such as Green Hydrogen and Green Ammonia are coming closer to 

market. These technologies will play a significant role in helping Ireland and the EU 

decarbonise. It is vital for both Climate Action and our economy that no part of the 

regulatory apparatus of the state prevents the development of these industries (in the 

same way as the lack of a planning regulatory regime has prevented the development 

of an offshore renewable energy industry to date). Should we progress an agenda 

where we can capture the maximum amount of renewable energy available to us, we 

will have far more electricity that we need to meet our demands. By coupling that with 

a long-term energy storage solution (such as hydrogen) this will allow Ireland to 

become net energy exporters and so facilitate the decarbonisation of continental 

European states. The current trajectory of policy suggests that we may fall short of our 

potential.  

 

Competitiveness Concerns 

Businesses, both those operating in the domestic economy and also those in the 

trading economy, are experiencing a significant burden as a result of the increased 

inventory costs. This is being caused by the shortening of supply chains as they seek 

suppliers which are closer to their bases of operation. These costs are arising as a 

result of maintaining higher levels of stock, and also in the direct and indirect increase 

in costs associated with diversifying suppliers of inputs to their businesses. Volatility in 

supply is driving both of these processes which are likely to be persistent. 

Consideration of factors other than price will inevitably reduce productivity in both 

the trading and non-trading sectors. As we know from work conducted by the OECD5 

the most effective way for Irish firms, and particularly SMEs, to improve their 

productivity is to enter into the value chains of internationally trading firms. More 

needs to be done to breakdown the Chinese wall between domestic firms and MNC 

firms which are based in Ireland. Furthermore, supports for businesses that seek to 

 
5Developing innovation capabilities: https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org//sites/66472c4f-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/66472c4f-en#boxsection-d1e26322  



 
 

trade should be extended to firms other than high-potential start-ups if we are to make 

progress at improving the productivity of our domestic, non-trading, SME sector. 

 

With considerable private sector growth projected into the medium term, and with a 

significant reallocation of the workforce to more productive sectors having occurred 

during the Covid pandemic, and with an enormous level of state investment planned 

(between the National Development Plan and the Housing for All strategy) it is likely 

that Irelands labour force supply will tighten in the coming years and so labour costs 

will increase over the 2020s. This is likely to lead to increased migration from other EU 

states which will put further strain on the housing market, particularly in the rental 

sector.  

 

Covid as an accelerator of existing trends 

Our network has the sense that the covid pandemic did not change things in our 

economy so much as it accelerated trends that were already occurring. Issues around 

housing have typically disimproved while the actions that are needed to remedy them 

have been delayed. Social inequality problems will have been amplified as a result of 

the skew between those that have been able to maintain their earning and those that 

were most likely to have been laid off during the pandemic i.e. individuals that were 

able to move to work which could be carried out remotely were able to protect their 

incomes – and in many cases were able to increase their incomes, while those in waged 

labour had fewer options and significant periods of underemployment. For children in 

schooling their ability to engage with digital educational resources will have been 

largely dependent on the economic resources of their parents. For children that ought 

to have been pre-school, those that would have gained the greatest benefit from it, the 

children from disadvantaged backgrounds, are going to be entering the formal school 

setting without having the benefit of that educational foundation. 

 



 
 

In the housing sector, prices rose throughout the pandemic and are now rising at a rate 

which is higher than prior to the pandemic, this can only further entrench inequalities 

and social barriers. We are unlikely to see a significant impact from the Housing for All 

programme for at least five years and so have at least five more years of the situation 

disimproving ahead of us. 

 

The domestic banking sector are seeing two of more banks exit the market which will 

reduces the availability of banking services across personal banking and SMEs, this 

combined with the economic shocks of Covid and Brexit make it harder for SMEs to 

demonstrate the essential robustness of their business plans when they engage with 

credit institutions. Increased economic volatility is likely to result in investment 

scarring where firms defer necessary investments in their business as a result of their 

concerns about yet another series of lockdowns, meanwhile other SMEs may be 

seeking investment but are unable to demonstrate the viability of their businesses to 

credit institutions.  

 

The delay in Climate Action arising out of Covid-19 means that we are under greater 

pressure to ensure that our National Development Plan is delivered on time but within 

a shorter timeframe. This constraint is likely to increase the costs of delivering these 

projects. Unfortunately, because of the lack of prioritisation within the National 

Development Plan it is hard to know what will be delivered within that timeframe and 

whether these projects will be queued in line with their effectiveness, their 

deliverability, or some other criterium. With so many of these project decisions being 

deferred to the planning system this confers onto the courts the responsibility to 

select which projects are to be completed, effectively turning the political decision of 

prioritisation into an administrative/legal one. This has traditionally been a useful 

strategy (c.f. moving the location of the children’s hospital) when it comes to deferring 

the costs associated with building infrastructure. It remains to be seen how the 

political/economic/sustainability necessities of delivering National Development Plan 

projects which catalyse the decarbonisation of our society, and our economy, will 



 
 

compete with the financial/administrative/legal-capacity constraints that State 

institutions operate under.  

 

 

The Sustainable Development Goals 

The five Sustainable Development Goals6 that are most relevant to our Network’s 

members are: 

 Sustainable Cities and Communities (Goal 11) 

 Climate Action (Goal 13) 

 Gender Equality (Goal 5) 

 Decent Work and Economic Growth (Goal 8) 

 Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure (Goal 9) 

 

It would be unfair to consider the Government’s accomplishments over the last two 

years with the counterfactual of where we would be had the Covid Pandemic not 

occurred, and yet it is difficult not to do so. While the aim is that the Sustainable 

Development Goals are to be accomplished by 2030 it is difficult to see how any of 

them could have been addressed in the ten years to 2030, and so it is harder to see 

them being attained within eight years.  

 

Chambers Ireland’s baseline assessment is that Ireland is unlikely to accomplish the 

Sustainable Cities and Communities Goal, the Climate Action Goal, nor the Industry, 

Innovation and Infrastructure Goal. However, our view is that Ireland is, all things 

being equal, likely to accomplish the aims of the Decent Work and Economic Growth 

Goal and the Gender Equality Goal. 

 

 
6 we do not order them in terms of priority 



 
 

While the focus of Government has rightfully been directed towards the immediate 

pressures that arose from the Covid Pandemic the consequence is that many decisions 

were deferred. Every decision deferred makes it less likely that a related Goal will be 

attained.  

 

The strength that our Network sees in the Sustainable Development Goals is that they 

help us understand the linkages between policy alternatives, and see how actions can 

build on each other, and reinforce each other. There isn’t a similar view of these goals 

at the level of public administration. Given that they are a tool for de-siloing thinking, 

there is considerable institutional resistance to incorporating them into the actions of 

Government Departments and Agencies. A case in point is the distance that existed 

between the “Town Centre First” initiative, and “Housing for All” while the “Town 

Centre First” concept is strongly supported within the “National Development Plan”, it 

is only referenced twice in “Housing for All”, despite the need for urban development 

which is at the core of the “National Development Plan”, and regardless of the fact that 

what everyone means when they talk about “Town Centre First” is that people should 

be living there, in the hypothetical “flat above the shop”. This disarticulation of 

essentially integrated processes ensures that where synergies between processes 

occur, it is largely a matter of chance. 

 

The funding which is being provided for town centre living is a concern, it is not 

sufficient to make significant differences to our town centres. Unless our town centres 

become attractive places to live and work, Ireland will not make significant gains on 

Climate Action goals.  

 

Building Sustainable Cities and Communities is a Climate Action, but it is also one that 

is founded in Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure. The reason why Chamber Ireland 

cares about housing is because the existing housing crisis hurts our members by 

hurting their staff. It is increasingly difficult to find staff that are willing to move to 

Ireland from abroad, meanwhile the staff that are here are either in a yearly 



 
 

productivity-crushing cycle of increasing rents and changing homes, or they are 

emigrating.  

 

Government policies such as “Housing for All” may in 5+ years begin to improve this 

situation, investments that arise from the “National Development Plan” may deliver on 

Climate Action and Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure, but we are very far from 

realising those gains and it is hard to see how we are closer to those goals than we 

were two years ago.  

 

Our attainment of Climate Action is reliant on decarbonisation and while we have 

made significant gains there (through the publishing of the Climate Action Plan in 

2019, and its revision in 2021) our success here is entirely reliant on the 

decarbonisation of our electricity networks. Our achievement of that aim is a function 

not of political will, or financing, but rather our planning processes. Chambers Ireland’s 

concern is that Government will seek to by-pass planning problems by enacting 

legislation for a new Judicial Review system. This will put the right to a Judicial Review 

in conflict with constitutional rights and Aarhus Convention rights, such a decision to 

legislate a solution will inevitably see such legislation challenged through the Supreme 

Court and the European Court of Justice. Even if well crafted, this legal process will 

delay infrastructure related Climate Action. As a consequence, projects that rely on 

that Judicial Review legislation are unlikely to be completed before 2030. Our 

Network argues that it would be far more useful to continue the process of upskilling 

and resourcing our planning agencies (throughout every level) and also by created a 

dedicated Environment and Planning Court that could treat infrastructure and housing 

with the importance that it deserves.  

 

With Decent Work and Economic Growth there have been many gains particularly 

around upskilling and retraining, the news of women’s participation in the workforce 

improving during the Covid pandemic is, again, welcome. However, childcare issues 

have become more pronounced over the pandemic.  



 
 

 

Sustainable Cities and Communities Assessment 

On Sustainable Cities and Communities, Chambers Ireland’s assessment is that we are 

slightly less likely to accomplish this goal than we were in 2020, as a result of losing 

those two years, but that there are significant upside risks that may make attaining 

that goal more likely. Specifically, there are risks that Housing for All will not meet its 

aims, and that the underpowering of Town Centre First will result in too little action to 

see the kind of progress that our urban areas need. 

 

Climate Action Assessment 

On Climate Action, Chambers Ireland’s assessment is that we are more likely to 

accomplish this goal than we were in 2020, as a result of update significant policy 

measures and through the passage of the Climate Action Bill, and the Maritime Area 

Planning Bill. However, there are significant downside risks to this assessment as if 

planning decisions do not align with the significant infrastructural investment that this 

Goal demands we are unlikely to accomplish it in the time needed.  

 

Gender Equality Assessment  

On Gender Equality, Chambers Ireland’s assessment is that we are more likely to 

accomplish this goal than we were in 2020, and that there are significant upside risks. 

We do not yet know what the full impact of remote working will be for women, but as 

the national conversation shifts towards flexible working it is likely that more 

opportunities will emerge for women regardless of where they are, or what point they 

are at in their lives. We are neutral on the childcare issue, relative to 2020. The neglect 

of childcare in the 2021 budget was concerning and retrograde, but the government 

seems to have addressed concerns in the 2022 budget and so we will be meeting the 

childcare issue post-covid at approximately the same point as we left off in 2020.  

 



 
 

Decent Work and Economic Growth 

On Decent Work and Economic Growth, Chambers Ireland’s assessment is that we are 

more likely to accomplish this goal than we were in 2020, and that there are significant 

upside risks. The 2020’s are likely to be a good time for employees relative to 

employers, our significant concern – with respect to labour force developments – is 

that there will be a skills shortage which will inhibit growing to our full potential.  

 

Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure 

On Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure, Chambers Ireland’s assessment is that we 

are slightly more likely to accomplish this goal than we were in 2020, but there are 

significant downside risks. Planning is the problem here. We are not convinced that the 

administrative, planning, and judicial systems are capable of delivering the degree of 

infrastructure development that the National Development Plan demand. Concerns 

about security of electricity supply are already leading to FDI focussing on other 

jurisdictions.  
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INTRODUCTION  

The Community and Voluntary Pillar is a long-established national body comprised of a range of 

organisations and networks within the community and voluntary sector in Ireland.  It has over twenty 

five years of experience, expertise and engagement with Government across a wide spectrum of policy.  

It is a key mechanism for engaging with the community and voluntary sector, its seventeen members 

work directly with the tens of thousands of people experiencing social and economic exclusion and 

inequality and represents thousands of organisations across the country.  

The Pillar is committed to playing a major part in building a fair, equal and just society. In this 

submission we will cover key issues of concern for Pillar members and how they should be addressed in 

Ireland’s submission to the National Reform Programme. In particular the challenges facing people and 

communities whose resilience is tested by structural and emerging inequalities, socio-economic 

exclusion.   

LEAVE NO-ONE BEHIND 

Leave no one behind is the central, transformative promise of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Ireland has said that in implementing the 

seventeen SDGs it will be guided by two key principles: 

− That every person is entitled to a life of dignity in which they can fulfil their full potential; and 

− That the economic, social and environmental requirements of such a life are fundamentally 

linked and interdependent on each other. In putting these principles into practice, Ireland 

pledges that no one will be left behind and that we will endeavour to reach the furthest behind 

first. 

During the COVID-19 crisis Ireland demonstrated how quickly we can change and adapt to new 

circumstances.  It will be important to build on this adaptability to address the challenges that have 

persisted over many years in terms of poverty and inequality, housing, access to healthcare which were 

exacerbated by the pandemic and now compounded by the emergence of significant inflationary 

pressures. We must use this capacity to address our challenges and build a better, sustainable, truly 

inclusive future for all.   

As Ireland’s writes its National Reform Programme for 2022 it is important to realise that:  

− Ireland is not a poor country.   

− Ireland’s total tax-take remains one of the lowest in the European Union.  

− It is both essential and possible to protect the vulnerable in the choices Government makes.  

− An integrated approach to meeting our country’s challenges, national and international 

commitments on social and environmental issues and developing a long-term coherent strategy 

for Ireland is essential.    

− Investment on a sufficient scale is essential if Ireland’s services and infrastructure are to reach 

EU-average levels that most Irish people would expect and that are sustainable in the face of 

increasing demand due to population increase and ageing.  

− A guiding vision of where Ireland could be in a ten to fifteen-year timeframe is also essential.  
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− How policy decisions are linked to achieving this guiding vision should be clearly outlined by 

Government at all times.  

− A long-term socio-economic strategy to move Ireland towards meeting its commitments under 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) would ensure sustainable development for all for the 

long-term.   

− The European Pillar of Social Rights delivers results that improve people’s lives and builds 

support for a more social, inclusive and fairer European Union, characterised by less socio-

economic inequalities. 

PROGRAMME FOR GOVERNMENT OUR SHARED FUTURE 

In the Programme for Government, the section entitled Mission: A New Social Contract states “Ireland 

requires a new national social contract between citizens and the State. The ambition of this Government 

is to provide each citizen with accessible and affordable health care, housing, education, childcare and 

disability services, as well as a living wage, upskilling, and a dignified retirement. It will provide greater 

security for individuals and communities and will be founded on the principle of equality and ensuring 

that every citizen can achieve their full potential.”  

It is vital that the word ‘citizen’ is used in the broadest sense, so that everyone living and working in 

Ireland feels truly welcome and included in the country’s social and economic development. To that end 

it is good that the Government acknowledges “Ireland has benefited immeasurably from a growing 

diversity over the past several decades. These new communities have an invaluable role in our economic, 

cultural and social life.” And goes on to state that “This government will ensure that new and minority 

communities are fully recognised and integrated in Irish life with equality at its core.” 

The Community and Voluntary Pillar welcomes commitments in the Programme for Government to 

“recover our economy, rebuild our society, renew our communities”, to “improve the wellbeing of the 

Irish people and society” and to “build a fair, prosperous, caring and sustainable society”1.   

The Pillar also welcomes Government’s recognition of the importance of regular engagement with all 

sectors of society and the commitment to social dialogue.  Social dialogue is a critically important 

component of any effective decision-making in a modern democracy and it will be essential if we are to 

build a resilient, fair and inclusive Ireland.  The Community and Voluntary Pillar seeks real, inclusive, 

effective and on-going engagement with Government on the key economic, social and sustainability 

challenges currently facing Irish society – an engagement that ensures that resources are used more 

effectively to realise justice, human rights, equality and social inclusion.    

CONTEXT FOR IRELAND’S NRP 

The COVID-19 emergency has highlighted the impact of inequality in both health and socio-economic 

terms. These in turn have made coping in this period much more difficult for those affected by these 

issues.  The crisis has also shone a light on the major role and value of the community and voluntary 

 
1 Programme for Government - Our Shared Future 2020: p9, p.12 and p.18 
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sector in the social and economic fabric of our country. Prior to COVID-19 Ireland was experiencing 

several significant crises – particularly in the areas of housing and healthcare – and these have simply 

been exacerbated by the pandemic.  The on-going uncertainty of the full impact of Brexit is already 

having negative economic and social effects in Ireland.  The effects will be felt most acutely in areas 

outside of Dublin, with increasing pressure on jobs, services, infrastructure and housing.  We know, for 

example, that trade will be a significant issue, employment and migration will be affected, and this will 

have broader implications for the economy as a whole.   

Consecutive Country Reports2 from the European Commission and EU Country Specific 

Recommendations3 have recommended that Government take action to broaden the tax base, invest in 

public and affordable housing, accessible healthcare and childcare and labour market activation.  

Housing, healthcare, education, demographic changes, employment patterns and climate change were 

features of Ireland’s National Risk Assessment 2017-2019. Amongst the social risks identified in the 

National Risk Assessment 2021/2022 were social cohesion; housing and sustainable development; 

migration and integration; demographic change; and digital exclusion. While under economic risks 

inflation is named, an issue that has grown since this NRA was published. On page 31 of the report it 

states “As measured by the harmonised index annual inflation reached 5.1% in October, the largest 

annual change in prices since April 2007.” In December 2021 this figure was 5.7%. 

According to the Survey on Income and Living Conditions4 (SILC), in 2020 15.6% of the population were 

defined as living in enforced deprivation, that is to say experiencing two or more of the eleven types of 

deprivation: the deprivation rate for those at risk of poverty was higher at 38.3%. The group with the 

highest deprivation rate were people parenting alone, usually women, with a rate of 47.8%. Three 

groups had a rate of over 30% and they were people unable to work due to illness and disability, 39.3%; 

people who were unemployed, 35.3%; and people whose housing tenure is described as rented or rent 

free, 35.2%. Pillar members believe that investment in one-off infrastructural projects could pay 

dividends in the long run by redressing some of the damage caused during the years of austerity, 

providing a base for the provision of decent services and infrastructure development that will not only 

benefit society, but our economic position both at home and internationally.   

INCOME ADEQUACY  

Inflation is now at 5.5%, the highest in over 20 years and it is set to continue to increase or remain at 

this rate for the coming year.  The rising cost of fuel, electricity prices and rent is putting more financial 

pressure on those individuals and households on low income or receipt of social welfare payment with 

people having to make hard choices on whether to heat their home or feed themselves.   

The COVID-19 emergency has highlighted the impact of inequality in both health and socio-economic 

terms.  As we now emerge from the pandemic, there is the risk of a two-tier recover; with those who 

 
2 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/2020-european_semester_country-report-ireland_en.pdf 
3 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0507&from=EN  
4 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-
silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditionssilc2020/povertyanddeprivation/  
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were already struggling financially prior to the pandemic or lost their job during this time impacted 

more. The Survey of Income and Living Conditions 2020 (SILC) showed that the at-risk of poverty rate 

remained unchanged from 2019 at 13.2%.  People unable to work due to illness or disability were most 

at-risk of poverty at 33.7%, with those who were unemployed the next group of people most affected at 

32%.  SILC data also shows that people renting continue to be more at risk of poverty with those in 

receipt of HAP, Rent Supplement or RAS most at risk of poverty when rent is deducted from income. 

When income is deducted from rent, half of one parent families are at risk of poverty (50%). The 

consistent poverty rate was 5.0% in 2020.  One-parent families had the highest consistent poverty rate 

at 21.6% with people with long-term illness or disability at 17% and the unemployed at 16.5%. Looking 

at SILC data from an age perspective it shows that children are most vulnerable to poverty, with 8.0% of 

children living in consistent poverty, while 16.9% of children were at risk of poverty5.  

The VPSJ MESL report for 2021 supports the findings of the SILC report, with households with older 

children (aged 12 and over) and one adult headed households, i.e. lone parent households and single 

working-age adult households experiencing greater income inadequacy.  The MESL also highlights the 

greater energy and transport costs for households in rural areas mainly due to higher energy and 

transport costs6.  With the continued rising prices of essential goods and services, CVP members expect 

increases in income inadequacies among the people we represent in the coming year.   

CVP members note that the EU Commission’s 2020 Country Specific Report7 for Ireland noted that “the 

challenges facing Ireland in regard to poverty and employment quality and support, including for people 

with disabilities, remain and they are likely to be exacerbated by the pandemic”8.  

In the National Reform Programme 2022  it will be important to develop specific and concrete plans, 

targeted measures and supports to address poverty, and to ensure that the high rates that affect 

particular groups and individuals are properly addressed. Otherwise there is a real danger that people, 

for example, who parent alone, have a disability, are Travellers or from another ethnic minority, are 

long-term unemployed will find themselves continued to be ‘left behind’ during the post-COVID-19 

recovery period.  

To that end CV Pillar members believe that it would be important to benchmark social welfare rates to 

lift people above the poverty line, ensure they can live life with dignity, and meet a minimum essential 

standard of living. Pillar members are keenly aware that there are particular challenges facing people 

with a disability, and that the associated costs of living and seeking to participate must also be taken 

into account.  In the most recent EU AROPE data, 37.8% of people with disabilities are deemed to be at 

risk, with Ireland ranking a dismal 23rd out of the EU279.  A report commissioned by the government on 

 
5 CSO (2021) SILC https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-
silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditionssilc2020/povertyanddeprivation/   
6 https://www.budgeting.ie/publications/mesl-2021/ 
7 Most recent Country Report published.  
8 European Commission, Recommendation for a COUNCIL RECOMMENDATION on the 2020 National Reform 
Programme of Ireland and delivering a Council opinion on the 2020 Stability Programme of Ireland 20.5.2020, p 5. 
9 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Tab_1_at-risk-of-
poverty_or_social_exclusion_AROPE_by_level_of_activity_limitation,_2019_v3.png 
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the additional cost of having a disability and published in December 2021 concluded that people with 

disabilities live with significant extra costs across a number of areas including mobility, transport, and 

communications, care and assistance services, equipment, aids and appliances, and medicine. These 

costs can range from €8,700 to €12,300 per year.10 It recommends a multi-faceted approach to 

addressing this, including increased cash payment, enhanced access to services and targeted grant 

programmes. Disability and anti-poverty organisations have long called for a €20 weekly Cost of 

Disability payment as an acknowledgment of these extra costs.  

The initial Pandemic Unemployment Payment of €350 highlighted the inadequacy of current social 

welfare rates which saw €5 increase in Budget 2022.  With entry to this payment now closed, recipients 

who remain on the PUP will be asked to apply for a Jobseekers or other working age payment, payments 

which are considerably lower, and on which so many people continue to struggle. It should also be 

borne in mind that not everyone will make this transition as they may not meet the eligibility criteria 

and hence their household will be down this entire income. The issue of inadequacy and the resulting 

poverty is an issue Ireland must address in any meaningful recovery.  The €505 million support package 

announced by the Government to mitigate the cost of living will not go far enough to ensure that the 

most vulnerable and marginalised people in our society will have adequate income to meet rising prices 

and will continue to have to make hard choices.   

INCLUSIVE EMPLOYMENT  

Ireland entered the COVID-19 pandemic with many people commenting that we had ‘full employment’ 

and ‘anyone who wanted a job, could get one’. CVP members know from our work that there are many 

people for whom this was not true: the employment and unemployment figures for people with 

disabilities and Travellers were in stark contrast to the national ones. Many people living in rural areas 

found little decent or sustainable employment in their area, and less commensurate with their skills and 

aspirations. Disadvantaged and marginalised communities in both urban and rural areas faced the 

challenges of ‘postcodeism’, a lack of affordable and accessible transport and childcare, inadequate 

broadband, a poor match between their existing skills or work experience and available employment.  

Socio-economic cohesion and decent jobs must be an integral part of Ireland’s National Reform 

Programme. This would be in keeping with the UN SDG 8 which seeks to "Promote sustained, inclusive 

and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all". The 

International Labour Organisation definition of decent work states: “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.”       

It will be essential that employment supports are available for everyone of working age, and that the 

employment needs of people who are particularly distanced or excluded from the labour market are 

 
 
10 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/1d84e-the-cost-of-disability-in-ireland-research-report/ 
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properly addressed. There are particular issues that face people at both ends of the age spectrum: for 

older people it can be the issue of ageism and an assumption that their skills and experience are no 

longer relevant; while for younger people it can be difficult to access their employment of choice 

without the relevant experience; and for others the cumulative impact of socio-economic exclusion, 

often seen in educational attainment, impacts negatively on their employment prospects.   

Pathways to Work 2021-2025 notes that prior to the pandemic, the intention was to prioritise 

marginalised groups such as lone parents, disabled people, Qualified Adults but COVID-19 has changed 

the context.11 Groups who were already more marginalised before the pandemic cannot afford to be left 

further behind. With the focus of the spending on community based employment services changing in 

2022, CVP members are concerned that this will impact on people more distant from the labour market, 

with particular implications for women who are parenting alone, are qualified adults, carers and people 

with disabilities. Supporting women, and particularly the most marginalised women, post-Covid requires 

a greater tailoring of active labour market policies toward the needs of women. 12 

CVP members feel it will also be important to support a range of training and apprenticeships, including 

the trades, ensuring that they are accessible and affordable for people who may not otherwise secure 

such opportunities. Such a development could support access to, for example, construction employment 

which will be in demand as Ireland seeks to address its housing and retro-fitting challenges. To that end 

it will be important that the skills attained are transferable to a green and more sustainable economy.   

Consideration must be given to facilitate people to make the welfare to work journey in as supportive a 

way as possible. Good information is critical to guarantee that people are aware of what entitlements 

they may hold on to, what supports are available to them, and support them to make informed choices 

about their own futures. Given the costs of taking up employment it will also be important to ensure 

that people do not experience a net loss of income, that services such as transport and childcare are 

available, accessible, and affordable, that existing supports are tapered and new supports developed to 

support people to access decent and sustainable work.  

The Living Wage remains significantly beyond the National Minimum Wage. Addressing the inadequacy 

of the minimum wage contributes to gender equality, closing the gender pay and pension gap and 

elevates women out of poverty, according to the EU Commission who have estimated that Ireland’s 

gender pay gap could decline by almost 10% if the minimum wage were to reach 60% of median 

wages.13 

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION AND DIVIDE  

The economic and social impact of the response to the COVID-19 health pandemic has highlighted the 

digital divide in Irish society. Many Pillar organisations are concerned at the long-term impact on 

learners of all ages who cannot access online learning to maintain and improve their educational 

 
11 DSP (2021). Pathways to Work 
12 NWCI (2021). Gender analysis of Budget 2022. https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/Budget_2022_Gender_analysis_final.pdf  
13 EU Commission. COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT IMPACT ASSESSMENT Accompanying the document Proposal for a Directive of 
the European Parliament and of the Council on adequate minimum wages in the European Union SWD/2020/245 final.  
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=SWD:2020:245:FIN  
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attainment and skills. Lack of access to broadband, the necessary equipment, suitable accommodation 

exacerbated existing inequalities and creating new ones. Most people who could work from home did 

not see their income drop during this time, while those for whom this was not an option had a very 

different experience.  As restrictions are lifted and people return to the office, hybrid or remote working 

will continue.  However, significant reskilling is required for those people who were unemployed prior to 

the pandemic, lost their jobs during the pandemic or job no longer exists, to be able to learn new skills, 

secure and maintain employment, employment that must be decent if social and economic inclusion are 

to be realised.  

The continued delays in the roll out of the National Broadband Plan (NBP) continues to make it more 

difficult for these people in rural areas to access online resources and remote working job opportunities.  

The experience of the past year has also shown that while investment in supporting everyone, 

irrespective of economic or social background, to have access to digital resources and the broadband to 

operate it is essential, replacing face to face access to essential services with solely digital access will 

result in many people in society being permanently excluded and disadvantaged in their participation in 

society.  This must be a central consideration in the Government’s policy for digital transformation. 

In 2019 and 2020 amongst the Country Specific Recommends were that the Government were to:    

− “Provide personalised active integration support and facilitate upskilling, in particular for 

vulnerable groups and people living in households with low work intensity. Increase access to 

affordable and quality childcare.”  

− “Support employment through developing skills. Address the risk of digital divide, including in the 

education sector. Increase the provision of social and affordable housing.”  

It will be essential that in addressing the unemployment challenges created by the pandemic and as we 

move to a greener more digitised society, that the issues facing people who are more distanced from 

the labour market, people who face exclusion and discrimination are also properly addressed. A person 

centred, fully accessible public employment service for everyone of working age must be resourced, 

otherwise inclusive growth and social cohesion, parts of Pillars 3 and 4 above will be meaningless for 

many people and communities.     

CLIMATE CHANGE MITIGATION 

The implementation of an Intergovernmental Just Transition plan for climate change mitigation 

encompassing green transport, the circular economy, bioenergy, sustainable housing development, 

energy poverty and employment is needed. Those most impacted by climate change must not be left 

behind and supported to make the changes needed.  People cannot be made worse off due to the cost 

of making changes or penalised if greener alternatives are not available.  

Those whose jobs will be made obsolete or those making a livelihood from farming, transport etc. where 

radical changes are needed to be made to reduce carbon emissions, must be able to avail of all 

upskilling, retraining to move seamlessly into new employment or adapting new practices.  



 

CVP Submission to Ireland’s NRP 2022   8 | P a g e  

New Government grants announced in February 2022 to improve energy efficiency of homes must 

ensure that those in need of it most have access to these grants.  With the private rental sector still used 

to meet housing needs of many of the people CVP members represent, engaging with Landlords is 

needed to improve their properties while at the same time ensuring it does not increase rent or 

terminate tenancies for works to be carried out.  

INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICE DEVELOPMENT  

COVID-19 has exacerbated the infrastructural challenges that have persisted over many years. 

Investment in one-off infrastructural projects would now pay dividends in the long run by redressing 

some of the damage caused by substantial underinvestment since the financial crisis period. The post-

covid recovery period gives us the opportunity to invest in building back better and to invest in capital 

projects at a time when the cost of financing is lower. This in turn could help to provide an improved 

base for the provision of decent and sufficient public services and  for infrastructure development that 

will not only benefit society, but also our economic position both at home and internationally. Such 

investment can also focus on the need for carbon emissions reduction, support a just transition and 

deliver an increased focus on wellbeing, health and social transformation.   

Ireland requires a multi-faceted, inter-Departmental strategy to address the many interconnected 

infrastructural and societal deficits for all inhabitants of the State:  

− A housing system that addresses the ongoing and severe housing crisis, by providing for all 

affordability levels, family types and age groups (including the ability to age in place through the 

adoption of a lifecycle approach to housing development, and sufficient accessible housing for 

disabled people), both in urban and rural areas;   

− A progressive universal healthcare system that incorporates primary healthcare teams 

embedded within communities and provides a ‘spectrum of care’ to cater for the needs of a 

growing and ageing society, with particular supports for vulnerable groups, persons with 

disabilities, including the full implementation of the UN Charter for Persons with a Disability, 

people experiencing mental health issues and the elderly;  

− The Sláintecare programme and strategy has broad support across Irish society and the Irish 

political system, so investment should be prioritised in this area in order to deliver on this vision, 

especially given the gaps in the Irish healthcare system that the experience of the pandemic has 

highlighted; 

− A properly funded, fully accessible and environmentally sustainable public transport system that 

connects the whole of the country and ensures that the problems experienced by those living in 

remote areas are not further compounded by inability to access basic services and community 

supports; 

− A professional, well-regulated, accessible, sufficiently resourced and quality early childhood 

care and education sector that provides equality of opportunity for parents on low incomes, 

particularly women and lone parents, to access the labour market. A public model of childcare is 

elaborated on later in the document (page 12); 
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− A properly funded education and training system that takes a lifecycle approach to learning, 

from early years to adult education, training, community, and non-formal learning, to allow for 

the upskilling and reskilling of people in the labour force. In particular there should be a focus on 

people whose jobs are most at risk of obsolescence in the era of disruptive technologies, and 

people working in vulnerable, invariably poorly paid employment which have been particularly 

badly hit by the current pandemic, as well as those who experience more obstacles in accessing 

the labour market such as disabled people and single parents; 

− A functioning, country-wide broadband system that meets the targets set in the Digital Strategy 

for Europe. This is all the more important in the context of the transformation to remote-

working that the pandemic has enabled, and the potential revitalisation of towns and rural areas 

that remote working may enable;  

− The development of sustainable, renewable energy sources to reduce Ireland’s reliance on 

energy imports and fossil-based fuels that remain affordable for those in poverty; and, 

− An Intergovernmental Just Transition plan for climate change mitigation encompassing green 

transport, the circular economy, bioenergy, sustainable housing development, energy poverty 

and employment.  

− Care infrastructure: As per the requirements of the RRF, the first objective of Ireland’s RRP is to 

ensure that Ireland introduces innovative and radical ways to decarbonise society. However, the 

plan fails to apply a gender lens to climate policy. A key omission is the failure to invest in the 

care economy which can help deliver on gender equality and climate action goals, and thus to 

deliver progress across a number of the Sustainable Development Goals. While Ireland’s 

National Economic Recovery Plan notes that changing demographics will mean additional 

demands for skills related to healthcare and social care, without significant investment in the 

care economy, it is not clear how these skills gaps will be addressed.  

Implementing such a strategy of course would come with a cost – both financial and social, although as 

interest rates remain low it seems timely to invest in capital projects. Moreover not  implementing such 

a strategy also involves significant costs - , research in Ireland has estimated that the hidden cost of 

poverty to public services at €4.5 billion a year14.  Thus investing in better and more effective delivery of 

public services could in fact save the state money over time, in reducing this area of cost.  

Government must capitalise on resources available and ensure that this funding is invested strategically 

to deliver social, economic and environmental returns whilst simultaneously moving us towards meeting 

our national and international environmental obligations.  Supplemented by broadening the tax base 

and increasing the tax take, the Community and Voluntary Pillar believes that this is achievable. The 

European Commission’s fourth Country Specific Recommendation in 2020 advised Ireland to “Broaden 

the tax base. Step up action to address features of the tax system that facilitate aggressive tax planning, 

including on outbound payments. Ensure effective supervision and enforcement of the anti-money 

laundering framework as regards professionals providing trust and company services.”  

 
14 https://www.svp.ie/getdoc/4402a3ee-b65d-41a2-9e18-662c90b36046/the-hidden-cost-of-poverty.aspx 
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ROLE OF THE STATE  

When it comes to prioritising resources it is crucial that Government make decisions that are equitable, 

fair and just, that protect the vulnerable, address structural inequality and promote the wellbeing of this 

and future generations.  The choices made, and outcomes produced, will impact some cohorts of society 

more than others.  Decisions made to cut public expenditure in the previous crisis, the Great Recession, 

had a disproportionate effect on poorer areas who relied on the provision of essential public services. 

The importance of and gaps in public services has been particularly evident during the COVID-19 health 

pandemic and the socio-economic crisis responding to it has created.  

Over a number of decades a two-tiered system has emerged where private interests are bid against 

public responsibilities. This is  particularly evident in housing, where private rents and house market 

prices are unaffordable, and the need for social housing and homeless services has increased. Efforts 

have been made by Government to contain housing costs during the current pandemic, but the Pillar 

remains concerned that very serious issues will arise quickly once the health crisis ends.   

Though COVID-19 has put on hold many health services that are not related to its containment and 

treatment, the lengthy waiting times affecting the lives of poorer populations and those without private 

health insurance, remains in stark contrast to those who can afford to be treated privately. As Ireland 

emerges out of this pandemic, the demands on an already over stretched health system will be 

significant, and the negative long-term consequences for the health and wellbeing of the most 

vulnerable in Irish society considerable. In the EU Commission’s 2020 Country Specific Recommendation 

1 they say “Improve accessibility of the health system and strengthen its resilience, including by 

responding to health workforce’s needs and ensuring universal coverage to primary care”.   

Secondary education provides another example of the public and private divide, where private fees 

continue to increase while schools in underprivileged areas struggle for funding. The requirements of 

the policies introduced and practices required to address COVID-19 resulted in a broad range of 

education provision, from primary schools to further education and training to higher education to other 

adult and community education, taking place on-line. This alternative provision has worked for some 

people, but it has highlighted the impact of poor broadband access, the limits of mobile phones, the cost 

of securing on-going access to this type of learning, and the need for appropriate accommodation that 

facilities home learning.  

With regard to childcare, access and affordability are on-going issues. Notwithstanding the impact of 

COVID-19 on this sector, Pillar members are concerned that subsidies are invariably subsumed into 

private rate increases and those who cannot access sparse community childcare schemes or family care 

have no alternative but to remain outside the labour force. This in turn denies them, predominantly 

women, opportunities for economic advancement that might stop, or at least slow the pace of, the cycle 

of poverty for their family.   

When determining what choices to make, Government must focus on securing a viable, sustainable, just 

and fair future for all.  To reach such a future will require decisions on the levels of taxation, investment 

and services, how these are to be structured, paid for and delivered – you cannot have European levels 
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of services without European levels of tax.  The Community and Voluntary Pillar recognises that all 

sectors of society have a responsibility in shaping the future. The Pillar is glad and willing to play its role 

in both shaping and delivering such a future.  The vision of a fair and just society, where all are cherished 

equally, can be implemented by a collaboration between all sectors with appropriate checks and 

balances in place to ensure that no one is left behind. 

ECONOMICALLY SOUND AND SOCIALLY FAIR  

As Ireland plans for its post-covid recovery, it is crucial to learn from the experience of the past two 

years. We have been reminded of the crucial role that the state can play in protecting and supporting its 

citizens, and the importance of a strong and proactive public health and social protection system, and of 

community level action and support. We must apply these lessons in considering the role of the State in 

moving society towards a future that is economically sound and socially fair. Instead of being an 

observer of market forces, reliant on the private sector to drive social and economic growth, the CV 

Pillar believes that the state should be a more active participant in shaping the society we live in, 

ensuring the provision of a floor of basic essential services for all, and focusing on social and 

environmental progress as much as (or even more than) economic growth. The past two years have 

shown the vital role of the State and public services in addressing the health, social protection and other 

needs of the Irish population which were highlighted and exacerbated by the impact of COVID-19, and 

what can be achieved by an approach that provides additional resources, learning from the failure of the 

austerity approach during the financial crisis.  Every sector has a part to play in shaping this country’s 

future, and the community and voluntary sector is willing and able to contribute substantially towards 

this process, as it did to the successful handing of the pandemic in Ireland since 2020.  

We welcome the commitment to the use of wellbeing indicators as well as economic indicators in the 

Programme for Government.  Checks and balances should be reflected in Key Performance Indicators 

(KPIs) on important social issues.  The Community and Voluntary Pillar is well placed to lead the 

development of these KPIs which would include the number of people living in poverty; the employment 

and poverty rates of people with a disability; experiencing social exclusion; low levels of participation; 

long-term unemployment; low-paid employment; and the accessibility of essential services to 

marginalised communities.  These KPIs could be a valuable tool to inform the budget and policy proofing 

process and strengthen economic and social rights. A substantial amount of data on poverty and 

inequality is also already available to the state through existing sources including work by the Central 

Statistics Office, SILC data, ESRI research etc, but it is often not sufficiently considered or prioritised 

when making budgetary and financial decisions.    

It is disappointing that the Roadmap for Social Inclusion published at the beginning of 2020 did not 

contain adequate poverty targets (in particular sub-targets focusing on those most at risk of poverty), 

and that the actions that are intended to deliver the given poverty reduction targets are not clearly laid 

out. Indeed the Government’s first Progress Report shows that Ireland’s EU ranking disimproved on 5 

measures (including severe material deprivation and risk of poverty for people with disabilities) and 

remained the same on 6, with only 3 measures seeing improvement in 2020. It is clear that more 

resources, focus and actions will be required even to deliver the fairly meagre poverty reduction targets 
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committed to in the Roadmap by 2025. The forthcoming mid-term review of the Roadmap provides the 

opportunity for a strengthening of resolve and commitment in this area. 

It will be essential that ambitious poverty reduction targets and sub-targets form part of the  proposed 

Anti-poverty, Social Inclusion and Community Development Action Plan15.  The sub-targets are 

particularly important as the exclusion facing, for example urban and rural disadvantaged communities; 

Travellers and other ethnic minorities; and people with disabilities are rarely captured in headline 

averaged statistics. The social scoreboard which is part of the European Pillar of Social Rights should 

form part of these KPIs and enable comparability across the European Union. Proper and meaningful 

social dialogue would greatly enhance the development of these KPIs and secure their broad 

implementation. 

TAXATION AND EXPENDITURE  

As we face into a future where we must deal with the fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic it is 

important that Government decisions on taxation are linked to the demands on its resources.  Ireland is 

facing new expenditure demands to address current infrastructure and service deficits in areas such as 

housing, healthcare, public transport, broadband, poverty, disability, water and climate. There is the 

need to really address structural and emerging inequalities in the labour market, a critical issue as 

Ireland looks to the jobs of tomorrow, and the impact of COVID-19, automation and digitalisation on the 

world of work. There are also growing requirements to ensure an appropriate response is put in place to 

the country’s growing older population especially in the areas of pensions and healthcare. Government 

will also be facing additional costs in the years ahead to pay EU contributions and to fund any pollution-

reducing environmental initiatives that are required by European and International agreements.  

The EU Commission has made CSR’s on the need to limit the scope and number of tax expenditures. The 

State spends approximately €2.4 bn per annum in private pension tax relief. This is well above the OECD 

average with Ireland spending the equivalent of 3.23% of total annual tax revenue compared to an 

OECD average of 1.23%.16 The bulk of the tax benefit and associated social transfer is received by those 

on already high incomes. In 2014, 72% of pension tax relief went to the top 20% of earners with 50% 

going to the top 5% of earners.17 As women tend to be lower earners, these tax reliefs also widen rather 

than narrow the gender pension gap. Men benefit from two thirds of the fiscal support offered by this 

system.18 CVP members have noted that taking equality and poverty proofing into account, expenditure 

on tax reliefs would be better invested in sustaining an adequate first tier State pension.  

The Community and Voluntary Pillar believes 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. Ireland needs to move in that direction by broadening the tax-

 
15 Our Shared Future 2020:91 
16 Collins, M. (2020). Private Pensions and the Gender Distribution of Fiscal Welfare. Social Policy & Society: (2020) 19:3, 500–516 
17 Collins, M.L. & Hughes, G. Supporting Pensions Contributions through the tax system. IEA Conference 2017 
18 Collins, M. (2020). Private Pensions and the Gender Distribution of Fiscal Welfare. Social Policy & Society: (2020) 19:3, 500–516 
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base as recommended by the European Commission and others and should do so in a just and fair 

manner.  

A PUBLIC MODEL OF CHILDCARE  

The current crisis has highlighted the importance of public services and reinforced the centrality of 

childcare to a functioning society and economy. Childcare remains the single most significant barrier to 

women’s equal participation in all aspects of society, but particularly employment, education and 

training. Those working in the sector are predominantly women (98%) and are among the lowest paid 

workers in the economy, a key contributor to the gender pay gap. 

The EU second Country Specific Recommendation in 2019 advised that Ireland increase access to 

affordable and quality childcare. Ireland’s 2020’s Country Report notes that since the launch of the 

National Childcare Scheme (NCS), childcare costs have fallen substantially for low income households.19 

While the NCS has had largely positive impacts, the removal of targeted supports has disadvantaged 

some lone parent families who have specific additional childcare needs.  

In addition, while the NCS is aimed at addressing the issue of affordability, it does little to address 

sustainability or workforce pay. According to the latest available data, 5 out of 10 childcare workers earn 

less than the living wage20, Ireland has the most expensive childcare in the EU and investment in 

childcare, at 0.2% of GDP, is well below both the EU average of 0.8% and the UNICEF recommended 1% 

of GDP. These factors signify that there is an urgent need to develop a public, affordable and accessible 

early years and school age childcare infrastructure.  

Investment in a public model is crucial. Countries with public provision tend to have childcare services 

that are more affordable, accessible, and of higher quality than countries with private service 

provision.21 Across European countries, the single most important factor in lowering the pay and 

conditions of care workers is the extent to which it is marketized. Better pay and conditions can only 

come about through an increase in public resources.22   

Investment in care has been shown to act as a better post-pandemic economic stimulus than investment 

in traditional economic recovery approaches, such as construction. Producing significantly less emissions 

than construction, care jobs are also green jobs.23 With a requirement that a minimum of 37% of 

expenditure on investments and reforms in the NRRP should support climate objectives, investment in a 

public model of childcare could help to align our economic recovery with our climate goals.   

Because the sector is comprised predominantly of low paid women workers, investing in care could 

reduce the gender pay gap significantly (by an estimated 5% in a UK context24), helping to address the 

 
19 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/2020-european_semester_country-report-ireland_en.pdf  
20 Pobal (2021). Annual Early Years Sector Profile Report 2020  
21 https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-06-16_l-rs-note-public-provision-of-early-childhood-
education-an-overview-of-the-international-evidence_en.pdf  
22 TASC (2020). Cherishing All Equally – the Care Economy.  
23 https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Care-led-recovery-final.pdf  
24 WBG (2020). A care led recovery from Coronavirus.  
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requirement set out in the EU Guidelines that the NRRP should address gender equality as set out in 

Principle 2 of the European Pillar of Social Rights.  

Delivering a public, universal model of childcare would also help Ireland to meet our requirements 

under the European Child Guarantee, which is expected to be included in the next EU budget (2021-

2027). 

While being constrained by their Terms of Reference, the Expert Group on a future funding model for 

childcare noted that there Ireland is a clear outlier in having virtually no public provision of Early Years 

and that public provision may be the only way to deal with some gaps in the sector. The Expert Group 

notes that the introduction of a public model would need a clear political decision to underpin it.  

A public childcare system should be supported by adequate paid parental leave. However, provision of 

paid statutory leave for parents in Ireland is much lower than EU norms and there is a larger gap 

between the end of paid leave and the start of ECEC services. The income replacement rate of paid leave 

is a key factor in whether it is possible to take the leave, particularly for fathers in low incomes families25 

and for lone parents who are solely responsible for their household income. Extensions in both the 

duration and income replacement rate of paid leave is needed.  

CV Pillar members call for a public model of childcare to be a key area for investment and reform in 

Ireland’s NRP. To that end increase investment in early years to 1% of GDP over the next decade; and  

introduce a Living Wage for all Early Years Educators as a matter of urgency as a first step towards 

professional salary scales. 

EU CHILD GUARANTEE 

The Child Guarantee is a recommendation put forward by the European Commission that aims to 

prevent and combat child poverty and social exclusion in the European Union (EU) by supporting the 27 

Member States to make efforts to guarantee access to quality key services for children in need.26 

The Guarantee focuses on a number of key commitments: 

− Providing free access to early childhood education and care  

− Providing free access to education (including school - based activities)  

− Providing free access to a healthy meal each school day and effective access to nutrition  

− Providing free access to healthcare  

− Ensuring effective access to adequate housing 

The EU Child Guarantee provides the Irish government with the opportunity to leverage support through 

the ESF+ funds to ensure that children in need in Ireland can access key public services in Ireland. Each 

State will have to submit its national plan to the Commission within six months of the adoption of the 

 
25 Oireachtas Library & Research Service (2021). L&RS Bill Digest: Family Law Bill 2021  
26 European Commission, Proposal for a Council Recommendation establishing the European Child Guarantee, 
Brussels, 24.3.2021 COM(2021) 137 final, 1.  
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recommendation. The plan will cover the period up to 2030 and will require States to set quantitative 

and qualitative targets for the implementation of the Guarantee, and to appoint a national Child 

Guarantee Coordinator with adequate resources for the implementation of the Guarantee. 

The Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth has lead responsibility for the 

development of the national plan and has appointed a co-ordinator to lead this work. It is positive that 

the Roadmap of Social Inclusion review in 2022 will also include a review of the child poverty target in 

line with commitments under the European Child Guarantee.  

Member States can apply for EU funds to support the implementation of the European Child Guarantee 

through the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+). To access EU funding, Member States need to develop a 

policy framework at national level to address the social exclusion of children, focusing on breaking 

intergenerational cycles of poverty and disadvantage and reducing the socio-economic impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

Member States that have a rate of children at risk of poverty or social exclusion higher than the EU 

average (in 2017-2019), which currently includes Ireland, will have to earmark five per cent of their ESF+ 

allocation to combat child poverty or social exclusion and will have to provide match funding. 

This presents an important opportunity to align ongoing work to reduce poverty and social exclusion 

with the aims as set out in the European Child Guarantee.  

RECOGNITION AND RESOURCING OF THE COMMUNITY AND VOLUNTARY SECTOR  

Community and Voluntary organisations have a long history of providing services and infrastructure at 

local and national level. They are engaged in most if not all areas of Irish society.   The sector has put 

great resources and effort into promoting and securing community engagement and ownership as well 

as empowerment of individuals and communities. It provides huge resources in energy, personnel, 

finance and commitment that can never be replicated by the State. It has developed flexible approaches 

and collaborative practices that are responsive and effective. In addition, many organisations are subject 

to the Governance Code for Charities and considerable investment of time and energy has been made in 

the sector to achieve highest governance standards. These are strengths that must be nurtured and 

supported, particularly in light of the challenges thrown-up by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

These challenges come on top of cuts and changes to programmes since before the last economic crisis, 

that have reduced funding for autonomous community development, particularly at local level. This 

impacts directly on the capacity of marginalised communities to have a real say in decisions that impact 

on their lives. There is an urgent need to implement the recommendation in the Five-Year Strategy to 

Support the Community and Voluntary Sector 2019-2024 and develop a sustainable funding model of 

core funding for autonomous community development. 

The community and voluntary sector played a crucial role in supporting people and communities all 

across the country during the COVID-19 crisis – indeed the crucial, and very positive, co-reliance of the 

state and the voluntary sector in supporting communities came to the fore.  Additionally many service 
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providing organisations reported a positive experience during the early phase of the crisis working in 

partnership with their statutory counterparts. Although worryingly many advocacy organisations 

reported a far less positive experience, with reports that they were not included in important decision-

making.   

Many organisations were also hit hard financially by the impact of COVID-19 on their finances in a 

context where demand for their services, supports and advocacy increased very significantly. The 

community and voluntary sector has a crucial role to play in continuing to support communities in 

general and in living with COVID-19 in particular.  If the sector is to maximise the role it can play in 

improving wellbeing in Ireland, building recovery and resilience, then the sector needs to see:  

− greater recognition and respect afforded the sector and the thousands of organisations that 

comprise it. 

− Provision of adequate and sustainable funding for the sector. 

⬧ Despite carrying out essential and ongoing work on behalf of the state, many sector 

organisations in receipt of statutory funding face serious financial precarity problems.  

⬧ Statutory funders should restore funding reductions initiated in 2008/2009, and provide 

additional funds to meet the COVID-19 challenge and ensure budgets meet the full costs 

of services. 

− Streamlined regulatory and funding-related compliance requirements with provision for the 

costs of compliance. 

⬧ Many charities, community and voluntary organisations, and social enterprises are 

struggling to provide vital services and supports as resources are being diverted to 

fulfilling regulatory, service-agreement and compliance requirements for which no 

funding is provided. This is further exacerbated by the requirement of duplicate reporting 

information across state bodies. 

⬧ To address these issues we need funding bodies to 

- Commit to provide for the cost–of compliance (and good governance) in funding 

agreements in recognition that these costs are necessarily incurred by funded 

organisations in the course of their work; 

- Undertake a comprehensive review of all funding agreements and existing 

compliance and regulatory requirements, with the aim of simplifying agreements, 

respecting autonomy, and streamlining procedures to reduce duplication and make 

better use of resources; 

- Facilitate improved information sharing and communication systems between state 

bodies to reduce duplication of information requests and increase efficiency. 
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ABOUT THE COMMUNITY AND VOLUNTARY PILLAR 

The Community and Voluntary Pillar consists of seventeen organisations who provide voice and 

representation for vulnerable people and communities in developing Ireland’s social and economic 

policies.   

The members of the Pillar are: 

− Age Action Ireland       

− Children’s Rights Alliance    

− Community Platform   

− Congress Centres Network      

− Cooperative Housing Ireland    

− Disability Federation of Ireland     

− Family Carers Ireland   

− Irish Council for Social Housing    

− Irish National Organisation of the Unemployed         

− Irish Rural Link       

− National Women’s Council of Ireland    

− National Youth Council of Ireland     

− Protestant Aid       

− Social Justice Ireland       

− The Irish Senior Citizens Parliament     

− The Society of St. Vincent De Paul 

− The Wheel 

 



1 
 

 

 

 

 

DISABILITY FEDERATION OF IRELAND 

 

 

 

 

 

Submission on Ireland’s National Reform 
Programme 2022  

 
 

 

 

 

 

February 2022 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

The Disability Federation of Ireland (DFI) is a federation of disability 
organisations that represent and support people with disabilities and 
disabling conditions. For over 60 years DFI has worked to create an 
Ireland where everyone can thrive and is equally valued. Over 120 
disability organisations across Ireland are affiliates or associates of DFI. 
DFI welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to Ireland’s National 
Reform Programme (NRP), at this important juncture in Ireland’s history.  

For the past two years Ireland has been experiencing an unprecedented 
challenge that continues to test individuals, families, community and the 
state itself, as we collectively respond to the many impacts of COVID-19. 
The short-term impact of this public health emergency has been severe, 
but the longer-term impacts, socially and economically, are also likely to 
be seismic. As we hopefully move towards a post-COVID recovery phase, 
it is important to ensure we prioritise the need of certain groups in 
society, including disabled people.     

People with disabilities, who were already living with significantly higher 
levels of poverty and social isolation, have been very severely impacted 
by COVID-19. The health crisis has seen our society take extreme steps 
to try to protect the lives of those more vulnerable to the virus.   

We must take that commitment to support all people equally, according to 
their needs, forward into the coming post COVID-19 phase. A renewed 
focus on recovery, and on rebuilding a more supportive, inclusive society 
must be harnessed.   

 

Investing in People with Disabilities is Investing in Ireland’s 
Future    

According to the 2016 census, there are 643,131 people with disabilities 
living across Ireland, making up 13.5% of the population. This number is 
likely to have increased in the intervening period, and we await updates 
from the forthcoming census. Each of these people are members of 
families and communities, therefore disability touches almost every family 
and community in Ireland. These families deal with the same challenges 
as everyone else in society. But they also face the added weight and 
challenge of dealing with disability in a society that provides insufficient 
supports.  

The last time Ireland faced a systemic financial crisis the vulnerable and 
the poor suffered, with severe austerity wreaking havoc on living 
standards and pushing a cohort of people into, or further into, poverty. 
People with disabilities were particularly vulnerable to the impact of these 
austerity measures, and even now 17% of those unable to work due to 
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longstanding health problems live in consistent poverty, a rate which is 
more than three times higher than that of the general population (5%)1. 
As the CSO noted in its publication of the 2020 SILC data, “those most at 
risk of poverty in 2020 were individuals who were Unable to work due to 
long-standing health problems (33.7%) and Unemployed (32.0%). This 
compares with an at risk of poverty rate of 6.3% for those that described 
their principal economic status as Employed”2.   

As a nation we can learn from this. Ireland must now, in its planning for 
the post-covid future and development of the 2022 National Reform 
Programme, focus strongly on those with the greatest need. Disability 
affects more people in the lower socioeconomic groups than others, and 
over time it further erodes income and opportunities for the families who 
live with it. To avoid a further slide into poverty, the state must urgently 
act to support people with disabilities. The NRP should actively prioritise 
the needs of the 13.5% of people in Ireland who have a disability, and 
must invest significantly in health, social and community services and 
supports. While this may involve a short-term cost, it will prevent many 
further economic and social costs in the long term and thus ultimately be 
value for money3.  

 

People with Disabilities live with consistent poverty and exclusion  

People with disabilities did not benefit from the post financial crisis 
economic recovery in Ireland. As underfunded and overstretched disability 
services (both voluntary and public sector) try to support them, people 
with disabilities continue to live with very low incomes and a high risk of 
poverty. Moreover, they constantly live with, and absorb, the extra cost of 
disability - spending more on heating, travel, healthcare, mobility aids 
and home adaptations, amongst many other areas of expenditure.   

Disabled people continue to struggle with a lack of sufficient support from 
the state, and due to the lack of a consistent inter-Departmental 
approach to disability issues. To understand their status, it is important to 
consider some statistics. For example:  

 According to the most recent EU SILC data, Ireland has the highest 
percentage of people with disabilities at risk of poverty in Western 

                                                             
1 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-
silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditionssilc2020/introductionandsummaryofmainresults/ 
2 Op. Cit. 
3 See for example https://www.svp.ie/news-media/publications/social-justice-publications/the-hidden-cost-of-
poverty.aspx for the hidden public service cost of poverty and exclusion 
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Europe (37.8%)4. This is one of the highest percentages in the EU, 
almost 10% higher than the EU average.    

 A striking 39.5% (CSO SILC) of people not at work due to illness or 
disability live with deprivation, while 17% live in consistent poverty. 
These rates are 2-3 times higher than those for the general 
population.  

 A recent INDECON report for the Department of Social Protection 
concluded that disabled people live with extra costs that “vary from 
€9,600 - €12,300 per year for people with severe disabilities to 
€8,700 - €10,000 per year for those with limited disabilities”5 

 27% of the homeless population have a disability, double the rate 
among the general population (Census 2016).  

 Only about 9% of people with disabilities, circa. 56,000 people, are 
supported through specialist disability services (Department of 
Health, Disability Capacity Review to 2032, 2021)  

 Ireland’s rate of employment for people with disabilities is almost 
20% lower than EU averages (EDF 2020).  

 By 2026 the number of people with a disability will have increased 
by approximately 20% (NDA). 
 

The Devastating Impact of COVID-19 on Services that Support 
People with Disabilities and the need for Recovery  

While people with disabilities were already struggling before the 
pandemic, the further impact of COVID-19 has been huge on their lives. 
Many services and supports were greatly reduced or changed (e.g. moved 
online) in 2020 and 2021, although over time they have re-opened, 
although still not to pre-pandemic level. Disability organisations and the 
health service responded creatively to try to continue to support their 
service users during the lockdown, but the negative impact of the 
lockdown on the physical and mental health of people with disabilities has 
been significant. More recently the loss of home support and PA hours due 
to an ongoing recruitment crisis in the home care sector has been 
devastating for some disabled people. The recruitment crisis exists 
primarily due to issues with insufficient pay and working conditions. The 
lack of pay parity for staff in Section 39 organisations, with staff receiving 
better pay and conditions in similar roles in Section 38 organisations or 
the HSE is extremely challenging for voluntary disability organisations. 
This is against a background of already falling living standards and 
services incapable of meeting existing needs over the past decade.   

                                                             
4 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Tab_1_at-risk-of-
poverty_or_social_exclusion_AROPE_by_level_of_activity_limitation,_2019_v3.png 
 
5  https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/1d84e-the-cost-of-disability-in-ireland-research-report/ 
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Disability organisations had to completely re-imagine their ways of 
working to adhere to social distancing guidelines. Innovative approaches 
were put in place, but a huge cohort of disability services are in-person, 
and cannot be delivered any other way. The transition back to delivering 
these post-covid is ongoing.  

Disability organisations continue to be extremely concerned about their 
financial situation and viability. Before COVID-19 they were already in 
financial crisis, operating with significant and growing financial deficits of 
more than €40 million. In 2020 a survey of DFI members showed that 
almost 70% of members were extremely worried about ongoing access to 
HSE funding, with 58% also very worried about loss of fundraising 
income.  

It is crucial to remember that almost 70% all services to support people 
with disabilities are provided by voluntary disability organisations.6 Many 
disability organisations may not be financially viable into the future if they 
are not supported. And many people with disabilities will slide further into 
poverty if they are not supported during the post COVID-19 period.   

 

The UN CRPD – A Framework for Recovery   

The Dáil unanimously agreed to ratify the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, UN CRPD, in March 2018. It 
commits states to a comprehensive set of actions which set out the 
changes necessary to support the equal participation, rights and inclusion 
of people with disabilities in Irish society.   

Since the ratification we have seen strong commitments to improve 
disability supports, particularly in the run up to the general election. The 
government also put in place a range of changes, including new 
Ministerial positions, the new Department of Children, Equality, Disability, 
Integration and Youth, the Disability Matters Committee in the Oireachtas 
and the creation of the Disability Participation and Consultation Network.  
However, DFI still believes that it would be optimal if the Department of 
An Taoiseach had overall responsibility for UN CRPD implementation, to 
ensure the necessary whole of government approach is adopted.  

We believe that the UN CRPD offers a framework for recovery, and that 
resources under the NRP should be allocated to strengthening the ongoing 
work in Ireland to implement the UN CRPD. This would also be consistent 
with delivering on Ireland’s Sustainable Development Goals and on the EU 

                                                             
6 Disability Capacity Review https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/d3b2c-disability-capacity-review-to-2032-a-
review-of-social-care-demand-and-capacity-requirements-to-2032/ 
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Pillar of Social Rights. A critical part of the UN CRPD implementation is the 
change needed within and across public service culture, planning and 
service provision. COVID-19 has forced reflection and change in these 
areas, with public and voluntary social services being required to operate 
differently.  

The standout positive side-effect of this crisis has been the huge level of 
societal and community mobilisation. It has been very positive to see the 
level of support across the public, voluntary and private sectors to act 
jointly to protect and support people with disabilities - in particular the 
care and love shown to families by neighbours and local communities. 
These heartfelt and innovative actions demonstrate that the core 
ingredients needed for implementation of the UN CRPD are in plentiful 
supply throughout Ireland, giving the country a strong mandate to 
prioritise it in the post COVID-19 recovery phase.   

 

Prioritising Disability in Ireland’s NRP: Leave No-one Behind 

As previously documented, many people with disabilities lived precarious 
lives, struggling with poverty, lack of employment, unsuitable housing or 
lack of housing options and insufficient health and other public services, 
even before COVID-19. The experience of the pandemic has only further 
exacerbated these challenges.  

In mapping out Ireland’s post covid-period, we have the positive 
opportunity to build in specific supports, reforms and resources to support 
the 13.5% of people in Ireland who live with a disability, and their 
families, and to build a system that plans for the predicted 20% increase 
in numbers of people with disabilities by 2026. By prioritising and 
considering disability throughout Ireland’s NRP, Ireland can show 
commitment to making progress on the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs).   

The central and transformative promise of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
is to “leave no one behind”. In committing to the SDGs Ireland has 
promised to be guided by two key principles: 

 That every person is entitled to a life of dignity in which they can 
fulfil their full potential; and 

 That the economic, social and environmental requirements of such a 
life are fundamentally linked and interdependent on each other. In 
putting these principles into practice, Ireland pledges that no one 
will be left behind and that we will endeavour to reach the furthest 
behind first. 



7 
 

The crucial commitment to leaving no-one behind, and in particular to 
reach the furthest ‘behind’ first, necessitates a strong focus on disabled 
people, given the statistics mentioned above and below.  

 

DFI Recommendations for NRP 

Key General Recommendations 

 The needs of specific groups who are furthest behind, like people 
with disabilities, must be considered and prioritised in the NRP. 

 The NRP should not just focus on economic growth and 
employment, but also on social development and progress on 
poverty. 

 Use the NRP to resource and progress full implementation of the UN 
CRPD. 

 Invest in better and more comprehensive disability supports across 
a range of policy areas including employment, poverty, health, 
housing, education and community services, as a means of future-
proofing and building resilience in Ireland. 

 Ensure all budgetary and other decisions are subject to meaningful 
and consultative equality proofing, including taking into account the 
cost of disability and other related disability issues. 

 
Specific Policy Area Recommendations 

Health and Disability Services 

Ireland must commit to investing in community-based and person-
centred services that enable people to live independently in their own 
homes. COVID-19 has further highlighted the issues with congregated 
living. The core health disability budget has long been orientated towards 
the traditional models of service. 85% of the specialist disability health 
budget funds residential and day services,7 which support approximately 
5% of people with disabilities.  

More funding is needed for services like PA services, home support, 
respite, personalised budgets etc. It is also time to consider new models, 
like local area co-ordination, as a way of supporting people to participate 
in services and supports.  

Another key concern is the over 1,300 people with disabilities under the 
age of 65 inappropriately placed in nursing homes. This has been further 
highlighted by COVID-19, with these individuals ending up in the eye of 

                                                             
7 Department of Health (2021). Disability Capacity Review to 2032: A Review of Social Care Demand and 
Capacity Requirements up to 2032.  
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the storm of the pandemic and facing further restrictions on their 
independence. The Ombudsman’s Wasted Lives report, published last 
year, highlighted the experiences of some of these individuals and made 
recommendations to address this8. While Budgets 2021 and 2022 made 
some investment in this area, significantly more is needed. 

Voluntary disability organisations have long been underfunded. Many are 
not funded to meet the full costs of the services they provide, and rely 
heavily on fundraising income to provide essential services. They carry 
rolling historic deficits of over €40m.9 The loss of fundraising income due 
to COVID-19 and additional costs faced by organisations to respond has 
made this situation worse. The ongoing underinvestment in voluntary 
organisations that provide the majority of services to people with 
disability contributes to the high levels of unmet need.  

The inequality in pay between Section 39 staff and equivalent staff 
working for Section 38 organisations and the HSE is making it increasingly 
difficult for Section 39 organisations to recruit and retain staff, which is 
detrimental to the people these organisations support. This is despite the 
fact that in many cases Section 39 are doing the exact same work as their 
Section 38 and HSE colleagues. The high staff turnover in Section 39 
organisations as a result of this HR crisis is detrimental to the important 
relationship between the adult or child with a disability and their support 
staff, which takes time to build up. It also leads to additional costs for 
service providers due to recruitment and training costs. This longstanding 
issue has challenged the ability of voluntary disability organisations to 
respond to COVID-19. It has contributed to staffing challenging for 
organisations at a time when COVID-19 has also been affecting 
availability of staff, for example due to redeployment, illness with COVID-
19 or requirement to isolate.  

Over 90% of people with disabilities are supported through mainstream 
health and community services, rather than specialist disability services.10 
Almost all people with disabilities will depend on access to mainstream 
health services as part of the management of their disability or health 
condition at some point. Ensuring integration between specialist disability 
services and mainstream health services so that the person’s needs are 
responded to will be key in the context of the transfer of the HSE 
Disability Services programme to DCEDIY. There are ongoing issues with 
access to mainstream health services including staff shortages, long 
waiting lists and lack of funding and resources. Some of these issues have 
been exacerbated by COVID-19. Both mainstream health and specialist 

                                                             
8 https://www.ombudsman.ie/publications/reports/wasted-lives/ 
9 Joint Oireachtas Committee on Health, 2019.  
10 Capacity Review 
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disability services have been suspended at different points due to COVID-
19 restrictions. The redeployment of staff such as physiotherapists, 
occupational therapists, audiologists etc. to COVID-19 related roles such 
as contact tracing was understandable but had a negative impact on 
capacity in other areas and exacerbated pre-existing staffing shortages in 
these areas.  

Early neuro-rehabilitation is vital to long-term recovery. The recovery 
window is at its optimum within the first two years for conditions such as 
acquired brain injury. Full implementation and resourcing of the 
Neurorehabilitation Strategy to create an integrated system that supports 
people throughout all stages of their journey should be a priority. 
Neurological services were already under-resourced prior to COVID-19, 
which has increased the pressure on waiting lists. As of the end of 
January 2022, 23,674 people were awaiting an outpatient appointment 
for neurology. This is an increase since the end of January 2021. 10,960 
of these individuals (46% of those on the waiting list) have been waiting 
for longer than 12 months.11 According to the Neurological Alliance of 
Ireland, Ireland has only half of the rehabilitation beds needed for a 
population of its size, all of which are concentrated in the Dublin area. 
Waiting lists for the only National Rehabilitation Hospital in Dún Laoghaire 
frequently exceed 300 patients at any one time, with waiting periods of 
up to six months.  

The NRP should address these issues. In particular, Ireland should:  

 Fund the implementation of the Disability Capacity Review, which 
found that to address both demographic changes, and unmet 
needs, disability spending would need to be €800m-€1,250m 
higher than 2018 levels by 2032. It made recommendations for 
increased funding in a range of areas, which can be seen on the 
below tables found on p.29 of the Review.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                             
11 https://www.ntpf.ie/home/pdf//2020/09/nationalnumbers/out-patient/National02.pdf 
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 Provide pay parity to staff working in Section 39 organisations.  
 Implement the Catherine Day Report, addressing existing deficits 

and multi-annual funding requirements. A 2020 HSE report 
confirmed the alarming fact that voluntary disability services are not 
currently sustainable, due to underfunding.12  

 €26m to fully roll-out Specialist Clinical Rehabilitation Networks in 
every Community Health Organisation. 

 Address growing waiting lists for neurology services including 
funding integrated pathways. 

 €17m funding for targeted community support packages to support 
people under-65 out of nursing homes13. 

                                                             
12 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/health/hse-says-provision-of-disability-services-by-voluntary-bodies-not-
sustainable-1.4320197 
13 For more detail see DFI’s 2022 Pre Budget Submission - https://www.disability-
federation.ie/publications/dfi-pre-budget-submission-2022/ 
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Poverty, Cost of Disability and Employment  

The EU Commission’s 2020 Country Specific Report (CSR) for Ireland 
raised specific concerns about both the employment and poverty rates of 
people with disabilities, concerns which DFI and other disability 
organisations have been highlighting for a long time. The 2020 report 
noted that “the challenges facing Ireland in regard to poverty and 
employment quality and support, including for people with disabilities, 
remain and they are likely to be exacerbated by the pandemic”14. These 
challenges were indeed exacerbated as the Commission anticipated. 

Even before COVID Ireland ranked amongst the lowest 5 EU countries in 
these areas. The European Disability Forum’s (EDF) 2020 comparative 
report on poverty cited Ireland’s (EU SILC) at risk of poverty rate for 
people with disabilities as 38.1%. This was one of the worst rates across 
the whole EU, with only Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Bulgaria having 
worse statistics. In the most recent EU AROPE data, 37.8% of people with 
disabilities are deemed to be at risk, with Ireland still ranking a dismal 
23rd out of the EU2715. As the recently published First Progress Report on 
the Roadmap to Social Inclusion highlights, in 2019 Ireland’s poverty 
rates for disabled people actually disimproved.  

The most recent CSO Irish SILC data shows that people with disabilities 
continue to have poverty and deprivation rates 2-3 times higher than the 
general population, with 39.5% living in deprivation, and those unable to 
work due to long-term illness having the highest at risk of poverty rate by 
economic status (33.7%).16 Last year, a study by Saint Vincent De Paul 
highlighted the fact that 42% of people unable to work due to illness or 
disability reported going without heating due to cost due to Covid-19, 
compared to 18% of people at work17. This was before the many fuel 
price increases over the past 6 months. 

While on average EU countries spend 2% of their GDP on social protection 
expenditure for disability, Ireland’s expenditure is just 0.8%, the second 
lowest in the EU – only Malta spends less18. The same EDF report 
highlights the fact that Ireland also has the lowest employment rate for 

                                                             
14 European Commission, Recommendation for a COUNCIL RECOMMENDATION on the 2020 National Reform 
Programme of Ireland and delivering a Council opinion on the 2020 Stability Programme of Ireland 20.5.2020, p 
5. 
15 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=File:Tab_1_at-risk-of-
poverty_or_social_exclusion_AROPE_by_level_of_activity_limitation,_2019_v3.png 
16 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-
silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditionssilc2020/povertyanddeprivation/ 
17 https://www.svp.ie/news-media/news/one-in-four-people-report-cutting-back-on-food-and.aspx 
18 European Disability Forum, Poverty and Social Exclusion of People with Disabilities: European Human Rights 
Report: Issue 4 – 2020, p26. 
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people with disabilities across the whole EU - 32.3%. This is almost 20% 
lower than the EU average of 50.8%.19  

The ESRI also published two relevant studies last year. A report on the 
dynamics of child poverty found that children with disabled parents are 
more likely to live in persistent poverty, and this is especially true where 
the parent cannot work due to their disability, particularly where the 
mother is disabled.20 The report also found that children living in poverty 
are twice as likely to have a chronic condition or disability. It concludes 
that families where the primary caregiver is disabled “are at a high risk of 
becoming trapped in poverty and this warrants additional policy 
intervention”21.  

A second report, published by IHREC and ESRI, highlights the significant 
employment gap people with disabilities continue to live with. It shows 
how people with disabilities are at much higher risk of employment 
disadvantage and have less access to decent work. The report highlights 
the discrimination disabled people experience in attaining employment, 
and that they are less likely to secure high-skilled positions22.  

Another issue that perpetuates poverty is the additional cost of disability. 
A report commissioned by the Department of Social Protection on this 
issue and published in December 2021 concluded that people with 
disabilities live with significant extra costs across a number of areas 
including mobility, transport, and communications, care and assistance 
services, equipment, aids and appliances, and medicine. The report 
concluded that “there are significant additional costs faced by individuals 
with a disability which are currently not met by existing programmes or 
by social welfare payments. The analysis outlines shows that the actual 
costs faced by individuals on an annual basis will vary from €9,600 - 
€12,300 per year for people with severe disabilities to €8,700 - €10,000 
per year for those with limited disabilities.”23 It recommends a multi-
faceted approach to addressing this, including increased cash payment, 
enhanced access to services and targeted grant programmes. Disability 

                                                             
19 Op. Cit., p.48. 
20 ESRI, The dynamics of child poverty in Ireland: Evidence from the Growing Up in Ireland survey, 2021, p42 
https://www.esri.ie/publications/the-dynamics-of-child-poverty-in-ireland-evidence-from-the-growing-up-in-
ireland. “The model allows us to differentiate between different types of non-employment and reveals that 
the mother’s inability to work due to illness or disability is the strongest predictor of both transient and 
persistent EV. While this is a small group (circa 1 per cent of families in wave 1), their very high risk of poverty 
is of policy concern”. 
21 ESRI, op cit, p 74.  
22 ESRI and IHREC, Monitoring decent work in Ireland, 
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/BKMNEXT414%20%281%29_0.pdf 
23 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/1d84e-the-cost-of-disability-in-ireland-research-report/ 
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and anti-poverty organisations have long called for a €20 weekly Cost of 
Disability payment as a first step in acknowledging these extra costs.  

The inadequacy of current social welfare rates was highlighted in 2020, 
when the Pandemic Unemployment Payment and Enhanced Illness Benefit 
were increased from an initial €203 a week (the standard social protection 
rate, which people with disabilities received) to €350 a week, due to 
strong criticism of the payment’s adequacy. Disability and anti-poverty 
organisations have for years been calling for a Minimum Essential 
Standard of Living so that those relying on social protection are not 
condemned to poverty. 

The NRP should address these related issues, which are also relevant to 
to Core recommendation 2 in the CSRs for 2020 and 2019, as well as the 
disability specific recommendation cited above. In particular we would call 
for it to:  

 Develop specific and concrete plans, and allocate funding, for 
targeted measures and supports specifically for disabled people in 
the area of poverty and employment, to both  

o address the disproportionately high poverty and to ensure 
disabled people do not fall further behind. 

o address the very low levels of employment of people with 
disabilities in Ireland.  

 Benchmark social welfare rates to a level above the poverty line, 
while taking the cost of disability into account. Use the Vincentian 
Partnership for Social Justice Minimum Essential Standard of Living 
(MESL) recommendations as a guide for the level of social 
protection needed, i.e. raise core social welfare rates by €9.80 per 
year until 2026. 

 Introduce a €20 Cost of Disability payment as an initial step to 
addressing the numerous extra costs associated with having a 
disability. 

 Ensure employment supports for people with disabilities are not 
deprioritised due to broader employment support needs of the 
general population post-COVID-19, and are instead improved and 
strengthened. 

 Address issues of digital poverty and the digital divide by reviewing 
the Household Benefits package and Telephone Support Allowance 
to include support for internet services, broadband and hardware 
such as laptops and tablets.  

 Bring forward targeted measures to support disabled people with 
the cost of living crisis. 

 Increase Ireland’s expenditure on disability social protection to 2% 
of GDP, in line with the EU average. 
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 Develop a tailored, comprehensive and personalised package of 
supports addressing the extra cost of disability, that can be availed 
of according to people’s unique circumstances and needs. 
 

Housing 

The experience of COVID-19 has further reinforced and highlighted the 
importance of independent living space, and of moving away from 
congregated and institutional living for all in Ireland, including people with 
disabilities. Ireland is in an ongoing process of de-congregation and de-
institutionalisation, though it has not been able to deliver this to its 
original deadline. This work needs to be further strengthened. However, 
the vast majority of people with disabilities in Ireland live in the 
community, and experience many housing challenges in this context – 
mostly related to lack of sufficient resources, universally designed housing 
and of joined up policy-making. People with disabilities should have the 
same options and opportunities to live in and be part of a community as 
everyone else (this right is outlined in Article 19 of the UN CRPD). This is 
still not a reality for many people with disabilities in Ireland, who have 
very narrow and limited housing choices, if they have any choice at all.  

Moreover, given the ongoing demographic trends that will see the number 
of people with a disability increasing by approximately 20% by 2026, 
ensuring that all housing policy factors in disability will be crucial to 
delivering sustainable development, effective strategic planning and the 
efficient delivery of well-planned homes in vibrant communities. Well 
planned homes will be suitable for the whole life cycle, and accessible to 
all, and vibrant communities must include people with disabilities.  

In this context, and given the Commission’s focus on fairness, social 
inclusion and future-proofing, and Core Recommendation 2 (2020) and 3 
(2019) on housing, the NRP should:  

 Increase the funding available for the building of fully accessible 
wheelchair liveable social housing for people with disabilities, and 
for the adaptation of existing homes in which people live. 
Sufficiently fund, resource and implement the new National Housing 
Strategy for Disabled People 2022-2027. 

 Increase the pace of decongregation of people with disabilities. 
 Address the problems in the system which prevent people from 

living independently, including the lack of funding for sufficient 
Personal Assistant and home support hours.  

 Consider disability across all planning and housing initiatives and 
treat disability as a cross-cutting issue and objective, rather than a 
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separate ‘inclusion’ objective. This should be continuously 
considered when delivering Housing For All. 

 In particular, a move towards Universal Design+ and wheelchair 
liveable housing, and reform Part M of the Building Regulations to 
set requirements for universal design will help to future-proof 
Ireland’s housing stock.  
 
 

Education and Skills, Young People 
 
According to Census 2016 amongst people with disabilities aged 15 to 50, 
13.7% had completed no education higher than primary level, compared 
to 4.2% of the general population. Also, 37% of people with disabilities 
aged 15 to 50 had completed third level education, compared to 53.4% of 
the general population. Research by AHEAD shows that in the last ten 
years the number of students with sensory disabilities has grown by less 
than half the rate of students with disabilities generally, so there is a need 
to focus on the barriers facing this particular cohort of students.  
 
There are ongoing issues with significant delays in assessments of need, 
which prevents children from getting the supports that they need. It also 
means that children of parents who can afford private assessments are 
more likely to get special education resources.  
 
Ensuring that Further Education is accessible to students with disabilities 
is also a key concern. Further education courses are sometimes more 
accessible to students with disabilities when transitioning from secondary 
education. For adults who acquire disabilities further education courses 
can be a valuable way of retraining and regaining confidence, and can 
also offer a route back into education. However, supports for students 
with disabilities in further education are often underdeveloped in 
comparison to higher education.   
 
Points of transition are a particularly challenging time in the lives of 
people with disabilities, as services and supports are not delivered in a 
joined-up way. Transitioning from early years education to primary school 
to secondary school to further/higher education to employment means 
having to reapply for the same supports over and over again. A more 
joined up system is needed.  
 
The financial barriers to engaging in education for people with disabilities 
also need to be overcome. There is a higher prevalence of students with 
disabilities in DEIS schools than non-DEIS schools, primarily due to the 
fact that people with disabilities are approximately twice as likely to suffer 
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from poverty or social exclusion than the rest of the population. Students 
with disabilities face additional costs to access education such as 
specialist transport, equipment, assistive technology etc.  

The NRP should address these issues. In particular, it should:  

 Invest €10m to establish an assistive technology pathway that 
follows the person. 

 Fund a staff member at every Education and Training Board with 
the role of promoting disabled students’ participation (cost: €1m). 

 Extend the Fund for Students with Disabilities to students at all 
levels of Further Education, including part-time students. 

 Invest €1.6m to appoint 20 additional National Educational 
Psychological Service, NEPS, psychologists. 

 Invest in an education, training and employment support fund.  
 Extend the SUSI grant to part-time and postgraduate students. 
 Resource full implementation of the Education of Persons with 

Special Needs (EPSEN) Act 2004. 

 

Regional and Community Development and Services 

Facilitating people with disabilities to live equally in communities is just 
one part of an overall process towards equality and inclusion. Bricks and 
mortar, while necessary to achieve this, are not the only consideration. 
There is a real difference between living in the community and being part 
of the community.  

Organisations who support these moves have reported an increase in 
social isolation for some people with disabilities now living in the 
community. There is also a balance to be struck between fulfilling health 
and physical care needs and ensuring that the recipients also have the 
same opportunity as others to influence and affect key decisions in their 
lives - both inside and outside the home.  

Key funding decisions which shape the community we live in are 
increasingly being made through, and in partnership with, local 
government. The Reform of Local Government Act in 2014 opened the 
door to new decision-making structures at local level, tasked with the 
economic and community development of all 31 local authority areas in 
Ireland. These include decisions on how key rural and local development 
funding is spent, how local actions to address social exclusion are rolled 
out, as well as strategic decisions around infrastructure such as accessible 
public transport, employment training and education opportunities, as 
well as social and leisure activities.  
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Local Government is responsible for ensuring the participation and 
engagement of all local citizens in these decisions, and the ratification of 
the UN CRPD and Public Sector Duty requirements serve to reinforce 
those duties. To help make this a reality DFI recommends that;   

 Increase the funding available both to Local Authorities and to 
community and voluntary groups to fund work to support people 
with disabilities at community and county level. 

 Ireland should develop and implement participation and 
engagement strategies to support the inclusion and engagement of 
local citizens with disabilities in all plans and in local decision 
making. 

 All plans and actions at local level should be disability proofed from 
point of development through implementation and evaluation. 

 Implement the recommendations of the Loneliness Taskforce Report 
2018 to combat social isolation. 

 Fully implement the work of the Inter-Departmental Group at 
national level to support more joined up approaches locally. Greater 
connectivity and collaboration across all local agencies can 
maximise positive impacts at local and national levels.    

 Stronger more focused interagency actions and interventions will 
better address the ‘whole life’ experiences and needs of people with 
disabilities living in the community.    

 

Transport 

As the world responds to climate change, there will inevitably be changes 
to our transportation networks. Some likely changes are fewer private 
cars, greener forms of public transport, and policies and designs 
encouraging active travel. As these changes are made, and while current 
transport remains in place, it is important that accessibility and universal 
design guide the process. Moreover, given ongoing accessibility issues, 
disabled people sometimes cannot use public transport, and face 
significant extra costs due to, for example, needing to take an accessible 
taxi. DFI in particular recommends that: 

 Increase accessibility of Local Link transport (cost: €20m). 
 Urgently establish a Transport Support Scheme to replace the 

Mobility Allowance and other transport schemes as per the 
Ombudsman’s recommendation24. 

 All major changes to roads, footpaths, bike lanes and public 
transport should involve true consultation with stakeholders, 
including people with disabilities. 

                                                             
24 https://www.ombudsman.ie/news/ombudsman-says-personal-t/index.xml 
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 Such changes should reflect best practices of accessibility and 
universal design. 

 All forms of public transport should be fully accessible and disability 
friendly. This includes training for staff on how to assist people with 
a wide variety of disabilities. 

 

UN CRPD 

Ireland has fallen behind many of its peer countries in ensuring the rights 
of people with disabilities. In particular, this gap can be seen in 
employment, poverty, education and the digital divide. The UN CRPD can 
be used as guidance to correct these inequities in Irish society, and 
delivering on it will help us achieve our Sustainable Development Goal 
targets also. In particular, Ireland should focus on implementing the parts 
of the UN CRPD that address employment, an adequate standard of living, 
education, and independent living. Many of the other recommendations in 
this submission would contribute to this implementation. In addition, we 
recommend that Ireland: 

 Pass and commence the Disability (Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill 
2016. 

 Requires each Department to prepare a plan to fully implement the 
UN CRPD in the policy areas within their remit. 
 

Conclusion  

The social barriers that exist for people with disabilities are a societal 
responsibility, rather than one solely for the disability sector and the 
people affected.  

The devastating impact of COVID-19, the flexibility and new modes of 
working it has opened up, and the need to reconstruct and adapt our 
state approach, offers opportunities as well as challenges. We have the 
chance learn lessons from previous disaster recovery experiences 
worldwide, and from the financial crisis and austerity years, in order to 
build back better.   

COVID-19 has given us the opportunity to reflect on, and fully appreciate, 
what matters, and what are the fundamental values in our society. In the 
post COVID-19 period, we must build a better Ireland that supports and 
cherishes all people equally. The UN CRPD gives us a framework and 
action plan to do this for people with disabilities, and the NRP should be 
used to deliver on these commitments for the 13.5% of people in Ireland 
with a disability, and their families and communities.   
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DFI is about making Ireland fairer for people with 
disabilities. 

 
We work to create an Ireland where everyone can thrive, 
where everyone is equally valued. 
  
We do this by supporting people with disabilities and 
strengthening the disability movement. 
 
There are over 120 member organisations in DFI. We also 
work with a growing number of other organisations that 
have a significant interest in people with disabilities. 
 
DFI provides: 
• Information 
• Training and Support 
• Networking 
• Advocacy and Representation 
• Research, Policy Development and Implementation 
• Organisation and Management Development 
 
Disability is a societal issue and DFI works with Government, 
and across all the social and economic strands and interests 
of society. 
 
DFI, Fumbally Court, Fumbally Lane, Dublin 8 
Tel: 01-4547978, Fax: 01-4547981 
Email: info@disability-federation.ie  
Web: www.disability-federation.ie  
Disability Federation of Ireland is a company limited by guarantee 
not having share capital, registered in Dublin. 
Registered No 140948, CHY No 6177, CRA No 20010584 
 
 

 

   

 



 

European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN) Ireland  

100 North King Street, Smithfield, Dublin 7  

 

National Reform Programme Submission 2022 

EAPN Ireland welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the National Reform Programme 
2022. 

The Government has in the past year introduced a number of policies and strategies, including the 
National Recovery and Resilience Plan and the Economic Recovery Plan, in response to the COVID-19 
crisis. These strategies focus primarily on economic recovery with references to social reform and 
progress.  EAPN Ireland believes that Ireland’s post covid recovery moving forward must be built 
upon a foundation of equality and social inclusion. It is not possible for the aims of current 
Government recovery strategies to be met unless the fundamentals of inequality are addressed, 
providing robust social structures upon which the economy and society can grow and develop.  The 
National Reform Programme must be adequately resourced and represent a whole of Government 
approach in order to implement current aims and ambitions, this is particularly important in relation 
to the anti-poverty commitments the Government has signed up to.  

Honouring Ireland’s Anti-Poverty Commitments  

Ireland has signed up to a range of anti-poverty commitments including the European Pillar of Social 
Rights, the Sustainable Development Goals, as well as the Roadmap for Social Inclusion, which aims 
to reduce consistent poverty to 2% or less by 2025. This is alongside aims within the Implementation 
plan for the European Pillar of Social Rights, including Ireland’s contribution to reducing the number 
of people at- risk- of -poverty or social exclusion by at least 15 million by 2030, (5 million of these 
should be children.) In order for Ireland to meet these commitments it will take significant 
investment in a range of anti-poverty measures including adequate and accessible public services 
such as housing, health, child-care, and education, in addition to decent work and income adequacy. 
Much of this is also reflected in the EU Country Specific Recommendations to Ireland over a number 
of years.1 

Ireland is now entering its post-COVID recovery phase, we are also in a period where households are 
baring the burden of increased living costs.2 Ireland's Central Bank has hiked its inflation forecast for 
2022 to 4.5% from 2.9%.3 The EU also increased its forecast for inflation in Ireland for 2022 to 4.6% 
from the 3.1% prediction.4 In December inflation in Ireland increased to 5.5 percent its highest rate 
in two decades.5  This economic uncertainly is entwined with the impacts of the COVID crisis which 
research has shown disproportionately impacted those who are most marginalised across Europe6 
and particularly groups who were already living in poverty pre-pandemic.  

 
1 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-8426-2020-INIT/en/pdf 
 
2 https://www.cso.ie/en/statistics/prices/consumerpriceindex/ 
3 https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2022/2022-01-13_inflation-issues-for-ireland-
2022_en.pdf 
4 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/14233881/2-02022022-AP-EN.pdf/ae797c3b-899c-8d61-afd6-

a08eb5f086f6  
5 https://www.cso.ie/en/statistics/prices/consumerpriceindex/ 
6 https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/sites/default/files/jrc121598.pdf 



The economic aims as represented within our National Recovery and Resilience Plan and the 
Economic Recovery Plan, around a green economy, jobs creation and a digital transition, as well as 
wider objectives regarding taxation and welfare policy, and decent living standards, will be very 
difficult to achieve if government policy does not take action to address the impacts of the cost of 
living as well as the increased pressure on social structures and supports, including a lack of housing 
supply and large waiting lists within our health services. It is essential that that the National Reform 
Programme recognises the importance of addressing poverty as an intrinsic aspect of Ireland’s social 
and economic policies moving forwards.  

Increasing the provision of Social Housing by Local Authorities and Approved Housing 
Bodies 

One of the recent EU country recommendations for Ireland was to address the housing crisis by 
increasing the availability of social and affordable housing. In the past 18 months the Government 
has introduced a number of legislative measures seeking to address the housing and homelessness 
crisis in Ireland. This includes the Land Development Agency Act 2021 and the Affordable Housing 
Act 2021 as well as Government housing strategy Housing for All.  Ireland’s housing policy since 2009 
has represented and overinflated dependence upon the private sector in order to respond to social 
housing need. This has resulted in a steady increase in homelessness In Ireland since 2013.  In the 
past 12 months, alongside the social and economic uncertainty of the pandemic, we are also seeing 
an increase in rents and house prices across Ireland in addition to housing supply reaching close to 
an historic low.7 

House prices are also close to levels not seen since “Celtic Tiger” days In Ireland.8 The Housing 
Assistance Payment cannot respond to the level of housing need for low-income households within 
the private rental market. The need for an increase in access to differential rent options, in order to 
respond to the housing needs of those living in poverty, including single parent households and 
people with disabilities, cannot be underestimated.  

The role of private developers in the provision of social and affordable housing supply must be 
examined in Ireland. Questions need to be raised around a “for-profit” approach to social inclusion. 
This is particularly pertinent to the Land Development Agency Act 2021 and the introduction of the 
Shared Equity Scheme as part of the Affordable Housing Act 2021. We must ensure that this 
approach to social and affordable housing provision doesn’t in fact result in additional price and rent 
increases in an already dysfunctional housing market. The Cost Rental Scheme, whilst a welcome 
addition to the provision of affordable housing, is dependent upon costs incurred during the 
construction of housing as a means of rent setting. Given that construction costs are on the rise 
(99% of builders reported a year-on-year increase in the cost of raw materials, and nearly all expect 
that trend to continue.9), it is clear that it is not a housing option currently fit-for-purpose for 
households living in consistent poverty.  It is important to note that CSO SILC 2020 results show that 
the cost of renting has a major impact on the risk of poverty with almost half (49.8%) of those who 
rented from a local authority and 55.9% of those renting in the private rental sector -(i.e. accessing 
housing supports such as the Housing Assistance Payment, Rent Supplement, or the Rental 

 
7 https://ww1.daft.ie/report/ronan-lyons-2021q4-daftrental/infographic?d_rd=1   
8 https://www.ipav.ie/sites/default/files/ipav_barometer_report_19.08.20b_web.pdf   
9  https://www.rte.ie/news/business/2022/0117/1274063-building-costs-survey/ 
 
 
 
 
 



Accommodation Scheme) are at-risk-of poverty after the cost of rent was deducted from their 
income. 

The legislation in Ireland regarding the state provision of social housing is strong as it is relevant to 
Local Authorities and Approved Housing Bodies. Both Local Authorities and Approved Housing 
Bodies must be at the forefront of provision for groups most at-risk-of poverty if we are to prevent a 
further escalation in the housing crisis. There is a need for the state to provide direct and adequate 
funding to Local Authorities and Approved Housing Bodies in order to provide extensive social 
housing, offering affordable, and specifically differential rent options, if the overall aims of Housing 
for All are to be met at any significant level.  Ireland’s housing and homelessness crisis clearly 
requires immediate and decisive wide-ranging interventions if is not to entirely impede our 
economic and social recovery from COVID-19, preventing Ireland from meeting its anti-poverty 
commitments any time in the near future. 

Climate Action via a Just Transition for all 
 

The Irish Government has recently announced its National Retrofitting Scheme, (seeking to achieve a 
target of 500,000 home energy upgrades, to B2 Building Energy Rating (BER) standard, by 2030). This 
represents the commitments highlighted within Ireland’s National Recovery and Resilience Plan 
around retrofitting as part of the Green economy. However, questions have been raised regarding 
the implications of this scheme for HAP recipients within the private rental sector. Will the costs of 
insulation be passed from landlords to tenants? How can evictions be prevented where a landlord 
decides to retrofit a rental unit? The retrofitting scheme must all be extended to benefit low-income 
groups renting in poorly insulated private rental accommodation, who are most at-risk-of poverty 
and will face greater negative impacts of increasing fuel prices. Budget 2022 saw the fuel allowance 
increased by €5 to €33 per week. The 18% increase contributes towards offsetting at least some of 
the current exceptional increases in household energy costs. However, it does not match the 
increase in prices of electricity, gas and fuel in Ireland of 19.6% in the last year, according to the 
CSO’s Consumer Price Index, with even further increases anticipated in 2022.  The questions raised 
regarding the focus of and implementation of  Ireland’s National Retrofitting Scheme and the 
impacts on and the benefits for those most at risk of poverty in Irish society, highlight a wider 
discussion and ongoing consultation that must be had around Ireland’s Just Transition and how we 
can ensure it is integrated with wider ambitions relating to  social inclusion, avoiding unintended 
consequences for marginalised groups by enabling and facilitating anti-poverty policies and 
initiatives.  
 

The Economic Recovery Plan and Recovery and Resilience Plan for Ireland has a definitive focus on 
the need for a move to a Green Economy and a Just Transition. It is important the Ireland’s 
commitment to our climate change targets has a cohesive approach and is not just a number of 
disjointed or disconnected aims and commitments, given that a total of 37% of the expenditure from 
the Recovery and Resilience Plan is dedicated to climate and other environmental objectives.  There 
is no doubt around the urgent need to move to a green economy so Ireland can meet its climate 
change targets, however we believe that advancing the Green Transition must involve an integrated 
approach which combines moving to a green economy with progressive social policy that seeks to 
address poverty. The onus must be on the industries and corporations, which contribute most to 
climate change, to bear the burden of impact in the move towards a carbon neutral economy.   
 

Within the regions in Ireland most likely to experience high rates of unemployment due to the green 
transition, for example the midlands counties, the focus must be on high quality retraining and 
learning opportunities that provide secure long-term jobs with adequate income. A focus on 
contractual, temporary, or seasonal employment, in place of the employment security and 
associated benefits provided by companies such as Bord Na Mona, does not represent a Just 



Transition or an equitable transition for those most impacted. An integrated approach to a Just 
Transition should align the climate action targets with socially inclusive measures to ensure Ireland 
can meet its anti-poverty targets. This approach is emulated in countries such as Scotland10 where a 
Just Transition has been placed on a statutory basis, encompassing a whole of Government approach 
that aims to progress a green transition while addressing poverty and social exclusion. In addition, 
there is ongoing and widespread consultation with the Community and Voluntary Sector, civil society 
and local communities, to ensure the move to a greener economy also represents a move to a more 
equitable society for all. This provides a template for the Irish Government regarding how Climate 
action and a Just Transition represents an opportunity to address inequality.  
 

A Government Commitment to Bench marking Social Welfare to adequacy 
 

As highlighted , the rising costs of living is placing significant pressure and strain on households 
across Ireland, specifically households most likely to be living in consistent poverty (single adult 
households and particularly those headed by a lone parent, those who are unemployed, people with 
disabilities). A vital part of ensuring Ireland reaches its target of 2% or less consistent poverty by 
2025, is access to income adequacy. This is also part of the Europe Pillar of Social Rights, which the 
Irish Government committed to in 2017, recognising the right of people to access adequate 
minimum income, social protection, and unemployment benefits.  
 
The Recovery and Resilience Plan specifically emphasis the need to promote “good living standards”, 
in the current climate of inflation and strain upon public services, what does this mean? One way of 
ensuring good living standards, as well as addressing the regional discrepancies highlighted within 
the EU country Reports for Ireland, is for the Government to officially commit to ensuring 
households have an adequate income that enables them to purchase all the goods and services 
required to lift people above the poverty line and meet a minimum essential standard of living. The 
Minimum Essential Standard of Living (MESL) is based upon research conducted by the Vincentian 
Partnership for Social Justice, and represents the standard of living below which people should not 
have to live. This is a standard of living that meets all basic and essential physical, social, and 
psychological needs. The MESL for 2021 recognises that while social welfare rates have been 
gradually moving closer to adequacy there a still a number of households living in what the report 
describes as “deep inadequacy”, meaning household income meets less than 90% of a household 
composition’s MESL expenditure need. Deep income inadequacy is associated with single adult 
headed households, when of working-age and dependent on social welfare, as well as Households 
with older children (age 12 and over) which comprise a majority of cases demonstrating deep 
income inadequacy.11 

 
The role social protection plays in ensuring good living standards and lifting people above the 
poverty line is further highlighted in the recent CSO SILC results for 2020. An analysis of the results of 
this survey highlights for us that with the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (which at €350 per 
week was significantly higher than other working age welfare payments such as job seekers) the at-
risk-of-poverty level for 2020 was 13.2%, slightly down from 13.4% in 2018. However, without 
COVID-19 income supports the at-risk-of-poverty rate in 2020 would have been 20.9%.  Income 
adequacy is fundamental to Ireland progressively moving beyond the social and economic impacts of 
COVID-19 and our commitment to reduce the consistent poverty rate to 2% or less by 2025.  
 

 
10 https://sites.uef.fi/cceel/just-transition-in-national-climate-law-lessons-from-

scotland/#:~:text=The%20just%20transition%20principles%20are%20defined%20in%20the%20Scottish%20legislation%20a
s%3A&text=Under%20the%20legislation%2C%20the%20government,and%20sectors%20of%20the%20economy. 
11 https://www.budgeting.ie/download/pdf/mesl_2021_annual_update.pdf 
 



Decent work and a living wage 
 

The National Recovery and Resilience Plan seeks to reflect the critical role employment plays in 
supporting Ireland’s economic recovery and advancing social inclusion. Ireland’s Economic Recovery 
Plan states an overarching ambition to exceed pre-crisis employment levels by reaching 2.5 million 
people in work by 2024. The nature of a sustainable and inclusive recovery is not only dependent 
upon significant increases to employment levels it much also reflect the nature and conditions of 
“decent work”, if we are to achieve a sustainable and equitable recovery. We are now coming to 
terms with the negative impacts of COVID-19 on different groups in society including the groups who 
were most likely to experience unemployment, including women, migrants and younger people.12  
The research emerging regarding the impacts of COVID-19 must form an important part of Ireland’s 
policies as they relate to employment conditions and job creation, ensuring labour market access for 
marginalised groups.  The Pathways to Work Strategy 2021 to 2025 will be a key part of Ireland’s 
recovery. This strategy will focus on range of employment activation measures, for example 50,000 
additional places in further and higher education, as well as increases in funding to support an extra 
3,000 places for those facing labour market disadvantage, including members of the Traveller and 
Roma communities and people with disabilities. The Recovery and Resilience Plan acknowledges the 
need for employment and economic policies that complement those to reduce inequality, and 
promote sustainability, inclusivity and good living standards. However, the Government now needs 
to define how this can be achieved, including an integrated whole of Government approach to 
economic growth that promotes and ensures social inclusion. It is essential that measures and 
initiatives introduced to address inequality receive ongoing and adequate funding in order to 
address the needs of marginalised groups seeking to secure access to decent employment.  

The nature and conditions of work are intrinsic to ensuring households can meet the cost of living 
and provide jobs that represent quality of employment and not merely quantity. Decent work 
represents secure working conditions, regular hours, in an environment that respects and enables 
the rights and dignity of employees while providing access to a living wage. The Programme for 
Government has committed to the introduction of a living wage, currently at €12.90 per hour for 
2022 as indicated by the Living Wage Technical Group.13 However, as of yet a living wage has not 
been introduced with no indication regarding when or if this will happen, despite the ongoing 
increases in living costs which households are facing. The importance of a living wage in providing 
decent living standards and lifting people above the poverty line is reflected in MESL research 
conducted by the Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice, the findings of which reveal that a Dublin 
single adult earning minimum wage in 2022 would need to work 60 hours of minimum wage 
employment per week to afford a socially acceptable minimum standard of living.14  In addition to 
the need for a statutory living wage, it is also important to note that people with disabilities face 
extra costs of €9,482-€11,734 extra a year on top of everyday expenses.15 This is in tandem with the 
reality that Ireland has one of the highest rates of unemployment for people with disabilities in 
Europe.16  As such we see it is not enough to have general aims and ambitions regarding 
employment creation as a response to Ireland’s economic recovery, instead a targeted integrated 
approach is necessary involving the provision of funding and resources to ensure access to the 
labour market for marginalised groups,  alongside a commitment to income adequacy and access to 
affordable and accessible public services and supports. Only then will we have a sustainable recovery 

 
12 https://www.esri.ie/publications/covid-19-and-non-irish-nationals-in-ireland 
13 https://www.livingwage.ie/ 
14 https://www.budgeting.ie/publications/budget-2022-1/ 
15  https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/1d84e-the-cost-of-disability-in-ireland-research-report/ 
16 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/2020-european_semester_country-report-ireland_en.pdf P39 
 



that generates employment but also assists in meeting Ireland’s anti-poverty commitments and 
promotes social inclusion in addition to economic security.  

 Ensuring Digital Equality and Accessibility  
 

Ireland’s Recovery and Resilience Plan and the Economic Recovery Plan aims to accelerate digital 
reform and transformation in Ireland. It must be ensured that the digital transition is utilised as an 
opportunity to address digital inequality. The Recovery and Resilience Plan includes some welcome 
measures, including a move to distribute laptops to disadvantaged students in further and higher 
education. However, this initiative cannot be merely be viewed in terms of a necessary and 
emergency response to the pandemic lock downs but instead must be implemented on an ongoing 
basis, this is especially important during times of increased inflation as is currently being 
experienced in Ireland. Recent research from SVP indicated that more than 1 in 5 people are 
struggling to make ends meet, an issue which existed pre-pandemic but has almost doubled since, 
with the number of people reporting that they are experiencing financial difficulties increasing since 
the start of the pandemic in 2020, from 9% to 18% in January 2022.17 For people struggling to pay for 
basics such as heating, food and rent, purchasing digital devices and consistent quality internet 
access represents a luxury item for low-income households. The Government must ensure that 
initiatives are introduced and adequately funded to ensure that the digital transition includes access 
to digital devices for those in need of support and affordable quality broadband via the National 
Broadband plan, for marginalised groups and low-income households, including Travellers and 
people living within direct provision. An important part of our digital transition will also be 
guaranteeing adequate funding for the duration of and objectives within the Adult Literacy, 
Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy.  

 
 

 

EAPN Ireland receives core funding from the Scheme to Support National Or-

ganisations (SSNO) which is funded by the Government of Ireland through the 

Department of Rural and Community Development 
 

 

 
17 https://www.svp.ie/getdoc/46ee6f34-44ef-4e3f-9c1b-9661c16d8cbd/number-struggling-financially-has-doubled-since-
be.aspx 
 



 

  
 

Mr. John Shaw 

Assistant Secretary  

Department of the Taoiseach 

Government Buildings 

Merrion Street Upper 

Dublin 2 

 

15 February 2022 

 

Dear John, 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to engage in the European Semester Programme process on behalf of 

the Environmental Pillar. Our last specific engagement on the semester programme in early 2020 

focused on the Climate Action Plan 2019; draft National Energy and Climate Plan (NECP); Ireland’s 

performance in relation to UN Sustainable Goals 14 and 15 (life under water and life on land); and  the 

transition to a circular economy. Since then, a number of major policy initiatives, programmes and 

legislation have been launched, including the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development 

(Amendment) Act 2021, the Climate Action Plan 2021 and the Circular Economy Bill 2021 which we 

have welcomed and on which we will comment more below. However, we would like to draw your 

attention to the relative lack of progress in tackling biodiversity loss in this intervening period. While 

addressing the drivers of this loss will require better regulation, particularly in land-use and land-use 

change, we believe that reforms to decision-making in the budgetary process can also play an 

important role.  

Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals 

SDGs as a Framework for decision-making 

We welcomed the public consultation for Ireland’s second National Implementation Plan (NIP) on the 

SDGs, which closed in September 2021. However, we lament the glaring lack of the NIP’s publication 

to date and the lack of any indication as to when it might be published. The NIP acts as a framework 

for ensuring accountability and tracking progress towards the 169 targets contained within the SDGs, 

hence why over 75 organisations under the umbrella of Coalition 20301, of which the Environmental 

Pillar is a member, are emphatic in the need for the NIP to be published promptly. 

It should be taken as given that all economic growth should pay its full social and ecological costs, and 

the utilisation of the Sustainable Development Goals as a framework for decision-making can be useful 

in this endeavour.  

  

                                                
1 Coalition 2030 is an alliance of civil society organisations working together to ensure Ireland keeps its 
promise to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), both at home and abroad, 
https://www.ireland2030.org/ 



 

 

As part of the work towards building such a framework, the Environmental Pillar welcomes the 

commitment to develop “set of wellbeing indices to create a well-rounded holistic view of how our 

society is faring” and a “balanced scorecard for each area of public policy, focused on outcomes and 

the impact that those policies have on individuals, education, and health.2 It has also committed to 

“ensure that it [wellbeing index] is utilised in a systematic way across government policymaking at 

local and national levels, in setting budgetary priorities, evaluating programmes and reporting 

progress.” In addition to this, the Government is developing a model of Green Budgeting for decision-

making. All of these initiatives are to be welcomed; however, it is important for progress towards the 

SDGs that all aspects of the environment are included in these frameworks. 

With the current momentum towards climate action, there is a danger that budgetary reforms on the 

environment will be confined to that issue and that integrating other environmental concerns such as 

water quality, waste and biodiversity into these reforms will be slow. Green budgeting for example 

seems to be focused purely on climate change.3 The report on the Wellbeing Framework recently 

published by Government on the other hand explicitly includes environment, climate and biodiversity 

in its conceptual framework.4 We look forward to seeing how the integration of the Well-being 

Framework into expenditure policy will be taken forward by the Department of Public Expenditure 

and Reform. To increase policy coherence on the environment and the SDGs, the Pillar believes that 

the Green Budgeting reforms should explicitly include biodiversity and other environmental issues. 

Indeed, the greatest threat to Ireland’s implementation of the SDGs is a pronounced lack of Policy 

Coherence for Sustainable Development (PCSD). Amendments to the Multiannual Financial 

Framework (MFF) could provide a unique opportunity to match policies and initiatives with budgetary 

frameworks to ensure delivery on SDGs is part and parcel of national budgeting. 

SDGs and ODA 

An area of concern with regard to Ireland’s implementation of the SDGs is the continuing shortfall in 

budgetary allocations to overseas development assistance (ODA). The SDGs were negotiated with a 

view to facilitating sustainable development “both at home and abroad”; and Ireland’s ODA is a key 

mechanism for promoting the latter. While it must be recognised that Ireland’s strategic prioritisation 

of Least Developed Countries (LDCs) in this arena coheres well with the promise contained within the 

SDGs to ‘leave no- one behind’, and the Government has reaffirmed its commitment to the United 

Nations target of allocating 0.7 percent of Gross National Income (GNI) to Official Development 

Assistance (ODA) by 2030, Ireland’s current fiscal commitment to ODA does not indicate that this 

target will be reached, since as of 2021 it was merely 0.32% of GNI, a mere 0.01% increase from 2020.5 

 

 

                                                
2 Programme for Government (2020), p. 12 
3 https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/The-Implementation-of-Green-Budgeting-in-Ireland.pdf 
4 https://www.gov.ie/ga/preasraitis/fb19a-first-report-on-well-being-framework-for-ireland-july-2021/ 
5 https://www.dfa.ie/news-and-media/press-releases/press-release-archive/2020/october/ministers-
welcome-increased-allocation-for-overseas-aid.php  



 

 

SDG Communications and Stakeholder Involvement 

The inclusion of a National Stakeholder Forum (NSF) on the SDGs is laudable; however, it is with regret 

that the NSF has not been convened since 2019. It is our view that a National Stakeholder Forum 

process should be re-started and progressed by the Department. 

We are also concerned that the Interdepartmental Working Group on the SDGs has not met since 

September 2020,6 and the minutes for meetings post 2019 are not available for stakeholders to view.7 

This is worrying. We would like to see increased frequency of IDWG meetings and an upload of all 

documents to the relevant webpage. 

Additionally, we welcome the creation of a hub for SDG related data in Ireland, however we wish to 

draw attention to the fact that it is severely outdated, with the most recent data updated being from 

August 2020.8 We are also concerned that it is very challenging to find any information on the SDGs 

on the homepage of the department responsible,9 despite the fact that the Government committed 

to publishing details of lead and stakeholder Departments for each SDG target on 

www.dccae.gov.ie/SustainableDevelopmentGoals, and update as necessary, taking into account any 

changes in departmental configurations. 

 

SDG 13 - Climate Action 

 

As mentioned above, since our last specific engagement with the semester process there have been a 

significant number of legislative and policy actions on the issue of climate which we broadly welcome. 

We would like to focus in this engagement on one of the current pressing issues in the climate policy 

debate, namely carbon budgets. The Environmental Pillar recently took part in the Department of the 

Environment, Climate and Communications consultation on carbon budgets, which we believe is 

relevant to progress towards SDG 13 and the semester process in general.  

In particular, we are concerned with the debate around the fair allocation of targets across the sectors 

and the process for agreeing the target for the 2031-2035 carbon budget. The paragraphs below 

reflect parts of that submission, which we would be happy to supply you with if needed. 

 

The Paris Agreement requires that Ireland do its fair share of emissions reductions in order to 

contribute to the global effort to limit warming to 1.5°C and is consistent with the principle of 

“common but differentiated responsibility and respective capabilities”. Given Ireland’s status as a 

wealthy country and its responsibility for its historical emissions, the 2030 target of halving emissions 

is open to challenge under the principle of fairness and global justice.10  

                                                
6 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2021-02-24/3/  
7 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/9418b-sustainable-development-goals-interdepartmental-working-
group/    
8 https://irelandsdg.geohive.ie/   
9 www.dccae.gov.ie/SustainableDevelopmentGoals/ 
10 See statement of the Environmental Pillar to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Environment and Climate 
Action 13 January 2022. See also Joint Oireachtas Committee on Environment and Climate Action debate 12 
January 2022. For an alternative Paris Test basis for Ireland see B. McMullin and P. Price, (2018) Synthesis of 
Literature and Preliminary Modelling Relevant to Society-wide Scenarios for Effective Climate Change 
Mitigation in Ireland, Chapter Seven:  https://www.epa.ie/publications/research/climate-
change/Research_Report_352.pdf  



 

 

 

Bearing this in mind, the Pillar asks that the Government (through the Minister) formally request the 

CCAC to review Ireland’s fair share and the indicative targets for 2031-2035 of 3.5%. By law, Ireland is 

to reach net zero by 2050 at the latest. Ireland should set an earlier target for achieving net zero, one 

which would be consistent with our responsibility to do our fair share and the principle of climate 

justice.  

Fairness between sectors is essential to ensuring a more effective and efficient transition across the 

whole of the economy. This means that while some sectors will move faster than others, all sectors 

will do their fair share in reducing emissions. The challenge of reducing emissions by 51% by 2030 is a 

difficult one and any diminution of effort in one sector will necessarily require increased effort in the 

other sectors. As such, all sectors must be held to the upper ranges of their sectoral reduction 

targets.  

 

SDG 1 - No Poverty 

To ‘leave no one behind’ and ‘reach the furthest behind first’ are  the overarching themes of the Irish 

Government’s 2018-2020 SDG National Implementation Plan. As such, Coalition 2030 calls upon the 

Government to take a systemic approach to mainstreaming the SDGs across all policies and  

departments, with a focus on a system-level approach and just transition, ensuring that no one is left 

behind. To this end, we would encourage an examination of the impacts of the recent retrofitting 

scheme on populations already marginalised, and ensure adequate funding is deployed in order to 

protect the elderly, disabled, vulnerable in terms of health, those in precarious employment, migrants 

and renters. To quote Social Justice Ireland, “Too often subsidies are only taken up by those who can 

afford to make the necessary investments. Retrofitting is a prime example. As those who need them 

most often cannot avail of them due to upfront costs, these subsidies are functioning as wealth 

transfers to those households on higher incomes while the costs (for example carbon taxes) are 

regressively socialised among all users.”11 

 

SDG 14 - Life under Water 

The ocean supports over 90% of the habitable space on the planet and contributes almost half of the 

annual primary production on Earth, forming the basis of the ocean food chain and gifting us every 

second breath. The ocean is a key driver of global weather patterns and through the cycling and 

sequestration of carbon the ocean continues to help to stabilise our climate. A healthy ocean is also 

essential to the wellbeing of human societies and our economies. For example, marine fisheries are 

crucial to the subsistence and livelihoods of coastal communities around the world, underpinning the 

ocean economy. Our treatment of the ocean does not reflect our dependence on it. Marine 

ecosystems are under unprecedented pressure from overfishing, climate change and pollution12. 

These stressors may have synergistic effects on marine ecosystems and their ability to deliver 

ecosystem services.  

                                                
11 https://www.socialjustice.ie/article/retrofitting-must-be-priority-move-low-carbon-economy  
12 European Environmental Agency (2019) Marine messages II Navigating the course towards clean, healthy and productive seas through 
implementation of an ecosystem‑based approach ISBN 978-92-9480-197-5 ISSN 1977-8449 doi:10.2800/71245 
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/marine-messages-2/ 



 

 

There is a serious risk that these stressors will result in tipping points resulting in cascading impacts 

that could accelerate biodiversity loss and critically impair the functioning of ecosystems. 

The Irish Government has repeatedly committed to the implementation of the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goal 14 Life Under Water,13  which is further underpinned by its 

international legal commitments to end overfishing under the Common Fisheries Policies legal 

obligations,14 15 the United Nations Law of the Sea Convention16 and the Marine Strategy Framework 

Directive.17 The objectives of setting fishing limits not exceeding the Maximum Sustainable Yield by 

2020 and ending discarding by 2019 are complementary measures designed to restore the EU’s 

marine environment, improving the status of fish stocks as well as ensuring a sustainable and 

profitable fishing sector moving forward.18 It remains a legally binding obligation to achieve the MSY 

exploitation rate for all stocks as of 2020 at the latest. 

 

Overfishing and destructive fishing practises have been the main cause of marine biodiversity loss, 

undermining the capacity of marine ecosystems to deliver essential planetary functions and 

undermining the ability of marine ecosystems to mitigate and adapt to climate change. The most 

recent Scientific, Technical and Economic Committee for Fisheries (STECF) report19 on the 

performance of the CFP confirms that in the Northeast Atlantic and North Sea overfishing rate 

increased from 38% in 2018 to 43% in 2019. For 2020, when the legal deadline to end overfishing 

should have been met, fisheries ministers still set 46% of Northeast Atlantic Total Allowable Catches 

(TACs) exceeding scientific advice.20 

 

The evidence clearly indicates that it is in the best interests of all stakeholders that marine 

ecosystems are managed sustainably, and that the biomass of fish stocks are restored to levels that 

can support Maximum Sustainable Yield. Ending overfishing of all harvested fish stocks is critical for 

the conservation and restoration of the marine environment. Ensuring that MSY is an upper limit for 

fishing mortality is one of the cornerstones of sustainable fisheries management, upon which many 

stakeholders, especially coastal communities, and the broader blue economy depend. In view of the 

Government's declaration of a biodiversity and climate emergency it is appropriate that fisheries 

management and marine conservation are further integrated through the adoption of an ecosystem-

based approach. 

 

 

                                                
13 United Nations (2015) Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development https://bit.ly/2U4kTNk 
14 Irish Government (2020) Programme for Government – Our Shared Future https://bit.ly/3j6s2rk 
15 Irish Government (2012) Harnessing Our Ocean Wealth – An Integrated Marine Plan for Ireland https://bit.ly/2rBHFAM 
16 United Nations (1982) United Nations Law of the Sea Convention https://bit.ly/303AX5V 
17 Directive 2008/56/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 June 2008 establishing a framework for 
community action in the field of marine environmental policy (Marine Strategy Framework Directive) 
https://bit.ly/3gQnbJO 
18 Joint NGO Position (2018) Recovering fish stocks and fully implementing the Landing Obligation https://bit.ly/2WCOrTM 

19
 STECF. 2021. Monitoring the performance of the Common Fisheries Policy. 

20
 The PEW Charitable Trusts (2020) https://www.pewtrusts.org/-

/media/assets/2020/05/080520_analysis_of_fisheries_council_agreement_on_fishing_opportunities_in_the_nea_for_202
0.pdf?la=en&hash=BC14BCD5CD129EF3BD6759654F896C7E7C4F2F50 



 

 

The Irish Programme for Government (PFG) states that the Government supports the principles and 

ambition of the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030 and will develop comprehensive legislation for the 

identification, designation, and management of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in Irish territorial 

waters. This is supported by Irish citizens over 90% of whom strongly agree that more action needs 

to be taken to improve the health of the ocean.21 

Looking beyond sustainable fisheries management, we call on the government to expand Ireland’s 

network of MPAs such that it is coherent, representative, connected and resilient and meets 

Ireland’s commitments under the Marine Strategy Framework Directive, the OSPAR Convention, the 

UN Convention on Biological Diversity Aichi target 11 and the UN Sustainable Development Goal 14, 

Life Below Water amongst others. 

We eagerly await action from the Irish Government to fully implement our international obligations 

to protect and restore marine ecosystems and end the destructive practises of overfishing and illegal 

discarding.  

 

SDG 15 - Life on Land  

 

Ireland is in the midst of a twin ecological crises of both climate and biodiversity, yet, we continue to 

see less consideration given to biodiversity loss than to other policy areas. Over the preceding decades 

we have seen catastrophic declines in biodiversity with the main drivers being agricultural 

intensification, the expansion of an unsuitable forestry model, the unregulated destruction of our 

wetlands and overfishing. In most instances these activities have been encouraged by government 

policy. We have engineered our landscape in a way that leaves very little space for nature, or diversity 

in land uses. The pace of this change has also meant that many species cannot adapt.  

Policies that focused on specialisation and intensification in the pursuit of short-term profits have in 

the main created a race to the bottom when it comes to the environmental but also when it comes to 

the socio-economic wellbeing of the majority of fishers and farmers, with the number of small family 

farms and smaller fishing boats in decline.  

 

The National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 2019 report22 found that 85% of habitats are in 

Unfavourable status and 46% are showing declining trends. Furthermore, 30% of species assessed 

are in Unfavourable status and 17% show declining trends. This includes priority habitats like raised 

bogs where only 1% of the habitat remains in a healthy actively growing state.  

 

The latest review of the Birds of Conservation Concern in Ireland by BirdWatch Ireland and RSPB23 

found that there has been a 46% increase in the number of Red-listed species, those of highest 

conservation concern. An alarming 63% of Irish bird species are ranked as a high to medium 

conservation concern.  

 

 

                                                
21 Marine Institute (2020) Perceptions of the Irish public on priorities for the protection and sustainable use of 
the ocean https://bit.ly/3laeCOJ 
22 NPWS (2019). The Status of EU Protected Habitats and Species in Ireland 
23 Gilbert et al (2021) Birds of Conservation Concern in Ireland 4: 2020–2026, Irish Birds 43: 1–22  



 

 

 

Approximately one third of Ireland's ninety-seven wild bee species are close to national extinction,24 

and almost half of Irish rivers have ‘unsatisfactory water quality levels’ and only 21 (1.4%) sites in the 

country are considered pristine.25  

 

While we welcome the recent funding increases to the NPWS, the continued low level of spending on 

biodiversity, understood to be approximately 0.13% of GDP,26 is ineffective in helping to tackle 

biodiversity loss. In addition, funding for biodiversity in Ireland has been historically heavily weighted 

towards DAFM schemes, leading to a situation between 2010-2015 where 80% was allocated to 

agriculture and only 10% to the NPWS.27 The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) 

has previously called for OECD countries to spend at least 0.3% of GDP on biodiversity.28 This impact 

of this continued low level of funding for biodiversity can be seen in the declining quality of our 

habitats and species.  

 

If the Government is serious about tackling the biodiversity crisis it must increase its investment in 

nature both in terms of the nominal allocation to biodiversity and the ratio to spend on DAFM 

schemes.  In addition, it should set out  a plan to examine biodiversity spending and the level needed 

to ensure Ireland meets its legal obligations on habitats and species protection.  

 

We call on the Government to significantly step up efforts to fully implement our legal obligations 

under Irish and EU environmental law as well as our international commitments under the Convention 

on Biological Diversity. The government must mainstream biodiversity into decision-making across all 

sectors and eliminate government policies which are actively damaging to biodiversity. We must 

invest in the protection and restoration of habitat and species  both within protected sites and also in 

the broader countryside, including the delivery of the EU Biodiversity Strategies targets, including the 

protection of at least 30 percent of our land and sea by 2030 with at least 10 percent highly protected.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
24 Fitzpatrick et al (2006) Regional Red List of Irish Bees 
https://www.npws.ie/sites/default/files/publications/pdf/Fitzpatrick_et_al_2006_Bee_Red_List.pdf  
25 EPA (2021) Water Quality in 2020 https://www.epa.ie/publications/monitoring--assessment/freshwater--
marine/EPA_Water_Quality_2020_indicators-report.pdf  
26 R Morrison and C Bullock (2018), A NATIONAL BIODIVERSITY EXPENDITURE REVIEW FOR IRELAND, 
https://research.ie/assets/uploads/2018/05/NBER-FINAL-COPY.pdf 
27 NPWS (2021), Review of NPWS 
28 https://www.weforum.org/press/2020/01/half-of-world-s-gdp-moderately-or-highly-dependent-on-nature-
says-new-report 



 

 

 

 

Circular Economy 

 

The current Circular Economy Bill provides us with an opportunity to drive progress in creating a truly 

circular economy which will help create jobs in the sector and fundamentally change how we consume 

in order to protect the environment.  

 

We were encouraged by the pre-legislative report of the Oireachtas Committee on the bill and urge 

Government to accept the recommendations outlined therein. 

 

If you have any questions or need further clarification on any of the points above, please do not 

hesitate to contact us.  

 

Kind regards,  

 

 
Karen Ciesielski  

Coordinator, Environmental Pillar 
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Executive Summary 

The forthcoming National Recovery and Resilience Plan (NRRP) will be instrumental in mitigating 

against the substantial economic and social impact of COVID-19 and in addressing specific challenges 

identified in the relevant country-specific recommendations received by Ireland in 2019 and 2020, as 

part of the European Semester process.  

 

To date, the outbreak of COVID-19 has already had a profound impact on the economic wellbeing of 

our regions. As of the end of January 2021, 244,094 residents of the Eastern and Midland Region were 

in receipt of the Pandemic Unemployment Payment, with the corresponding totals for the Southern 

and the Northern and Western Regions being 149,576 and 83,648, respectively1. As of December 

2020, the total number of employees that were in receipt of the Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme 

and working for an employer based in the Eastern and Midland Region amounted to 189,902, with the 

equivalent totals for the Southern and the Northern and Western Regions being 86,713 and 48,436 

respectively2. Given that the 2020 European Semester report for Ireland noted that regional disparities 

in Ireland are growing and amongst the highest in the EU, it is imperative that the NRRP aims to 

support appropriate priorities that have been outlined in Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies 

(RSES) and that can be implemented by 2026. 

 

Within this context, the three Regional Assemblies of Ireland are submitting a joint response on the 

specific investments and reforms that warrant inclusion in the NRRP, resources which ultimately will 

support effective regional development in Ireland. The investments and reforms noted in this 

submission would be aligned to the four dimensions outlined in the 2021 Annual Sustainable Growth 

Strategy, namely environmentally sustainability, productivity, fairness and macroeconomic stability. 

Specifically, our priorities have been categorised under the following six pillars, namely “Green 

transition”, “Digital transformation”, “Smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, including economic 

cohesion, jobs, productivity, competitiveness, research, development and innovation, and a well-

functioning single market with strong SMEs”, “Social and territorial cohesion”, “Health, and economic, 

social and institutional resilience, including with a view of increasing crisis reaction and crisis 

preparedness” and “Policies for the next generation, children and youth, including education and 

skills”.  

 
1 https://data.cso.ie/table/LRW03 
2 https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/documents/statistics/registrations/covid-19-support-schemes-
statistics-14-january-2021.pdf 
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Based on these six pillars, the Regional Assemblies of Ireland feel that the following investments and 

reforms should be prioritised and included in the NRRP. 

Green Transition 

• Support the Just Transition in the Midlands. 

• Invest in the electricity transmission and distribution network. 

• Improve energy efficiency in the built environment.  

• Strengthen biodiversity, green and blue infrastructure.  

• Enhance water supply, flood relief and coastal defence infrastructure. 

• Deliver sustainable and active modes of transport. 

 

Digital Transformation 

• Support the delivery of the National Broadband Plan. 

• Enhance the use of smart technologies in public services. 

 

Smart, sustainable and inclusive growth including economic cohesion, jobs, productivity, 

competitiveness, research, development and innovation, and a well-functioning single market with 

strong SMEs 

• Deliver enterprise infrastructure that supports Smart Specialisation and Clustering. 

• Reform funding mechanisms of the Project Ireland 2040 funds. 

• Support sustainable sectors in rural economies. 

• Ensure there is a regional approach to Smart Specialisation Strategies. 

• Enhance human capital levels across our Regions. 

• Support and expand the network of co-working hubs in Ireland. 

 

Social and territorial cohesion  

• Invest in infrastructure and services to build socially inclusive communities. 

 

Health, and economic, social and institutional resilience including with a view of increasing crisis 

reaction and crisis preparedness. 

• Deliver investment to enhance the health and wellbeing of our citizens. 

 

Policies for the next generation, children and youth, including education and skills  

• Deliver education and childcare services and infrastructure that caters for future populations. 
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• Enhance the capabilities of Higher Education Institutes. 

 

Introduction  

The three Regional Assemblies (EMRA, NWRA and SRA) in Ireland welcome the opportunity to respond 

to the public consultation on the National Recovery and Resilience Plan. The Assemblies welcome the 

political agreement reached on the Recovery and Resilience Facility in December 2020 between the 

Council and the European Parliament on the draft regulation establishing the Recovery and Resilience 

Facility and looks forward to the final adoption of the Regulation in February 2021.    

 

The Assemblies note the expected allocation of €853 million in grants to Ireland under the Facility in 

2021 and 2022. It also notes that a further set of grants is to be allocated in 2023, taking into account 

economic developments between now and then.  The Assemblies also recognise that the Plan must 

devote a minimum of 37% of expenditure to climate (with the remaining 63% complying with the ‘do 

no harm’ principle, i.e. not undermining environmental objectives) and 20% to digital investments and 

reforms.  

 

The Assemblies note that the reforms and investments proposals that will be included in the Plan must 

seek to address all or a significant subset of challenges identified in the relevant country-specific 

recommendations received by Ireland in 2019 and 2020, which arise as part of the European Semester 

process. 

 

The Assemblies note that the explicit scope and objectives of the Recovery and Resilience Facility are 

around promoting social, economic and territorial cohesion, fostering employment creation and 

mitigating the social impacts of the COVID 19 crisis and promoting sustainable and inclusive growth.  

The European Commission requires investments in fixed, human and natural capital that contribute 

to these objectives.  Investment in regions and rural areas through a long-term vision will stimulate 

urgently needed economic growth in those areas and contribute to reducing the digital divide.   

 

The Assemblies are aware that the Plan must be submitted to the European Commission before 30th 

April 2021.  However, the Assemblies wish to express disappointment that the public consultation 
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process is minimum in timing, as per the Department of Public Expenditure’s Public Consultation 

Guidelines3.    

 

Role of Regional Assemblies  

The Assemblies are the regional tier of governance in Ireland and play an essential role in delivering 

Project Ireland 2040.  Regional Assemblies are primarily focused on the formulation, adoption, and 

implementation of Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy (RSES), Metropolitan Area Strategic Plans 

(MASPs), oversight and coordination of Local Economic and Community Plans, management of EU co-

funded Programmes, EU project participation, supporting and promoting public sector participation 

in EU Programmes, implementation of national economic policy, and additional functions through 

working with the National Oversight and Audit Commission. 

The Assemblies, as required under the Planning and Development Act 2000 (as amended), have 

developed their RSESs, with each region seeking to optimise the potential of the regions. Each RSES 

provides an evidence place-based approach for growth and how it will be directed and managed up 

until 2030.   Each RSES addresses issues, including employment, retail, housing, transport, water 

services, energy, digitalisation and communications, waste management, education, health, sports 

and community facilities, environment and heritage, landscape, sustainable development and climate 

change. Bolstered with their statutory remit in developing RSESs, Regional Assemblies are positioned 

to support the delivery of place-based, sustainable growth across all regions of Ireland, in line with the 

requirements and commitments set out by Government in the Project Ireland 2040 policy and the 

National Development Plan (NDP).   

In addition, each of the RSESs aligns with key EU Policy Objectives for the forthcoming funding period 

(2021 – 2027) and indeed address many of the recommendations set out in recent European 

Commission Country Reports4 for Ireland.    

 

 

 

 
3 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/e9b052-consultation-principles-and-guidance/ 
4 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020SC0506&from=EN, Feb 2020 and 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-country-report-ireland_en.pdf 
, Feb 2019  
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The Regional Assemblies are submitting individual responses on the specific investments and reforms 

for inclusion in the NRRP.  However, jointly, the Assemblies highlight that the outbreak of the 

coronavirus (COVID-19) has had a profound impact on every aspect of Irish society. As a result of the 

necessary public health measures needed to curtail the spread of COVID-19, Ireland has moved from 

being one of the fastest-growing economies in Europe with near full employment to a point where the 

COVID-19 adjusted unemployment rate in January 2021 was 25%5 .  Although official COVID-19 

adjusted unemployment rates are unavailable at a NUTS 2 and NUTS 3 Regional level, it is clear that 

COVID-19 has had a profound impact on the economic wellbeing of our Regions. 

 

From a labour market perspective, 244,094 residents of the Eastern and Midland Region received the 

Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) as of the end of January 2021, with the corresponding totals 

for the Southern Region and the Northern and Western Region being 149,576 and 83,648, 

respectively6. As of December 2020, the total number of employees that received the Employment 

Wage Subsidy Scheme and working for an employer based in the Eastern and Midland Region 

amounted to 189,902, with the corresponding totals for the Southern Region and the Northern and 

Western Region being 86,713 and 48,436 respectively7.  

 

Furthermore, the three Regional Assemblies, in May 2020, prepared a “COVID-19 Regional Economic 

Analysis”8 to identify the regions, sub-regions, counties, cities, and towns that are more likely to be 

exposed to economic disruption caused by the necessary measures needed to prevent the spread of 

COVID-19, from a commercial perspective.  Using the GeoDirectory commercial database as of 

September 2019, the three Regional Assemblies identified each geographical area’s reliance on the 

sectors that are likely to be severely affected by the public health measures needed to curtail the 

spread of COVID-19.  Sectors considered to be the worst affected include construction, wholesale and 

retail (excluding essential services), accommodation and food services, arts, entertainment and 

recreation services, childcare, quarrying and mining, and hair, beauty and wellbeing services. 

 

 
5 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/mue/monthlyunemploymentjanuary2021/ 
6 https://data.cso.ie/table/LRW03 
7 https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/documents/statistics/registrations/covid-19-support-schemes-
statistics-14-january-2021.pdf 
8 https://emra.ie/dubh/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/CV19-Regional-Economic-Analysis.pdf  

Taking into account the guidance provided by the European Commission, what are the areas 

Ireland should prioritise for 1) investments and 2) reforms for inclusion in our National 

Recovery and Resilience Plan?  
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The Northern and Western Region is the most exposed region with 48.6% of its commercial units 

operating in the sectors likely to be worst affected, followed by the Southern region 47.2%. In 

comparison, the Eastern and Midland region had the lowest exposure at 43.6%. At the sub-regional 

level, the Border and Midlands are worst exposed to the economic disruption caused by COVID-19, 

while Dublin was the least exposed. 

 

According to the report, coastal and rural counties are more likely to be exposed to significant 

disruption from the outbreak as their reliance on commercial units generally require human 

interaction, while their ability to operate online is limited.  The county that was likely to be most 

exposed was Kerry, with 53.8% of its commercial units operating in the sectors likely to be worst 

affected, followed by Westmeath at 51%, Donegal at 50.6%, Cavan at 50.5% and Clare at 50.4%. 

 

In terms of cities, Galway City and Suburbs were likely to be the most exposed to the economic 

disruption caused by the COVID-19 outbreak, with 46.1% of its commercial units operating in the 

sectors likely to be worst affected. In terms of towns, Bundoran in Donegal was likely to be the most 

exposed town in Ireland, with 75.1% of its commercial units operating in the sectors likely to be worst 

affected. This was followed by Strandhill in Sligo at 70.7%, Courtown Harbour-Riverchapel- Ardamine 

in Wexford at 66.2%, Dingle in Kerry at 62.6% and Kenmare in Kerry at 61.9% 

 

Building the sustainable growth potential, job creation, and economic, social and institutional 

resilience will require significant, balanced regional development. The objectives outlined in the RSESs 

are strongly aligned to Europe’s objectives and the flagship initiatives outlined for inclusion and 

consideration in the NRRP.  Therefore, the investments and reforms that should be prioritised and 

included in the NRRP are outlined below. 

 

1) Green transition 

 

As outlined in the Country Report 2020, Ireland’s transition to a climate-neutral and clean economy 

requires significant private and public investment in skills, clean energy, water, and decarbonising 

sectors with high emissions. For example, only 19% of homes audited in Ireland registered either a 

BER of “A” or “B”9, 20% of new cars licensed for the first time were EVs / Hybrids10, while only 29.6% 

of Ireland’s population is served with high-frequency public transport, (i.e. Luas, bus or train with over 

 
9 Homes audited between 2009 and Q3 2020. CSO: 
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/dber/domesticbuildingenergyratingsquarter32020/ 
10 Obtained from the CSO through a private request. Data relates to full year 2020. 
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50 departures a day)11; with such statistics justifying the need for greater investment in transitioning 

Ireland to a climate-neutral and clean economy.  

 

The regions can play a major role in this transition. Delivering on successful adaptation and mitigation 

measures requires a scale-up in efforts by all sectors across the economy through various enabling 

policy frameworks. The local government sector has an important leadership role as a key mobiliser 

of climate action at the regional, local and community level. There are opportunities for local 

authorities, supported by the CAROs and Regional Assemblies, to deliver much wider change with an 

enhanced climate action function. We need to climate-proof our settlements, our built assets and our 

strategic infrastructure from the impacts of climate change.  Regions have the opportunity to harness 

strategic sites within worked out bogs and peatlands that provide value propositions of scale for 

climate mitigation, biodiversity, tourism, renewable energy, education, recreation and amenity etc.   

 

A key reform is required to ensure that all NRRP related projects are assessed for their climate impact, 

including that they are planned, designed, built and operated in a way that anticipates, 

prepares for and adapts to changing climate conditions. 

 

Across the three Regional Assembly areas, there are a series of actions, which if implemented by the 

Government, would significantly contribute to the transition to a climate-neutral economy, with these 

actions outlined below.  

 

a) Support the Just Transition in the Midlands 

 

The employment losses that will continue to occur as Bord na Móna transitions away from peat 

extraction activities presents a significant challenge to the economy of the Midlands. Such challenges 

have been further exacerbated by the economic impact of COVID-19, with a total of 25,590 residents 

in the Midlands in receipt of the Pandemic Unemployment Payment as of January 2021, while the 

total number of employees that received the Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme and working for an 

employer based in the Midlands amounted to 12,822 as of December 2020. 

 

Within this context, the three Regional Assemblies support a ‘Just Transition’ in the Midlands, 

recognising the need to improve skills and ensure a just transition for the future use of Bord na Móna 

peatlands while leveraging clean energy and green economy opportunities. Failure to provide 

 
11 Based on 2016 Census data 
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significant and effective investment to counter both these site closures and the economic 

consequences of COVID-19 will lead to a significant decline in the economy of the Midlands. To 

counter these challenges, sufficient levels of funding under the NRRP needs to: 

 

• Ensure adequate support is provided to the Education and Training Boards of the Midlands to 

counter the expected labour market implications of transitioning to a low carbon economy. Assist 

individuals or companies that wish to develop commercial opportunities in the green economy in 

the Midlands. Funding in this regard should aim to support sustainable employment opportunities 

in activities such as renewable energy, retrofitting, eco-tourism, aquaculture activities, birch water 

and medicinal herbs production. 

 

• Ensure adequate funding is provided to the Just Transition Fund for the Midlands, including 

stimulus measures to build on and add value to the existing and future clusters of renewable 

energy infrastructure in the wider Midland Region. This includes employment and economic 

potential around developing servicing expertise, research on renewable energies and associated 

technologies, academic research, a stimulus for related start-ups, and incentivised geographic-

specific strategic energy zones/ hubs. 

 

b) Invest in the Electricity Transmission and Distribution Network 

Stimulating the development and deployment of the most advantageous renewable energy systems 

is essential in the pursuit of the pathway towards a low carbon future. This must include investment 

in onshore and offshore energy renewables and requires investment in research and innovation, skills 

development and development of new market opportunities for the renewable energy industry. 

 

c) Improve Energy Efficiency in the Built Environment  

 

The Regional Assemblies support the implementation of the National Energy Efficiency Action Plan 

and investment to improve energy efficiency, retrofit and future proof building stock.  

The Assemblies support the implementation of national policy on climate change, mitigation and 

adaptation and actions under the new Climate Action Bill.  The Regional Assemblies seek reforms and 

support for the initiatives of Climate Action Regional Offices in their important coordination with 

sectoral stakeholders and Local Authorities in delivering meaningful local actions for climate change 

mitigation and adaptation and the implementation of Local Authority Climate Change Adaptation 

Strategies.  
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d) Strengthen Biodiversity, Green and Blue Infrastructure  

 

The three Regional Assemblies request that the NRRP prioritise the delivery of the National and 

Regional Greenways and provide capital funding to enable a national and regional connected network 

of greenways, blueways and peatways. Support is also required for the on-going maintenance, 

enhancement, and extension of the existing network of Greenways and Blueways, National Parks, 

Forest Trails, Mountain Trails, Peatland Trails, and other designated locations for natural habitat, 

recreation, and enjoyment.  This serves a wide variety of important functions, including but not limited 

to; provision of habitat, increased biodiversity, ecological corridors, climate change adaptation and 

mitigation, water treatment, water retention, local amenity provision, air quality improvement, 

cultural and heritage preservation, a mentally restorative environment, flood mitigation and tourism 

potential.   

 

The transition to a low carbon economy can offer significant opportunities to achieve sectoral 

diversification in the Green Economy and the need for a Just Transition for employment to a greener 

future. However, it requires support, structures, and investment. In this regard, the Regional 

Assemblies support funding for research and development in the Green Economy sectors and support 

for centres of excellence.  

 

The NRRP should support innovation in the bioeconomy as a major contributor to our indigenous 

renewal energy resources and as an economic driver for our rural areas. The Regional Assemblies also 

support social enterprises and the circular economy within local communities to benefit 

environmental protection, employment generation and community development. 

 

A requirement for strengthened Ecosystem Services approaches, Sustainable Urban Drainage 

Solutions and Nature-Based Design Solutions for all capital projects and works by Local Authorities 

and infrastructure agencies is supported. Initiatives that bring Local Authorities and stakeholders 

together to enhance the biodiversity of the Regions need to be driven. Specifically, the 

implementation of the All-Ireland Pollinator Plan and National Biodiversity Action Plan is supported.  

 

e) Enhance Water Supply, Flood Relief and Coastal Defence Infrastructure 

 

Water is a valuable resource and is essential to sustaining resilience. The National Water Resources 

Plan (NWRP) will outline how Irish Water will manage its supplies over the short, medium and long 
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term. The provision of water is an important input to the delivery of the RSESs is the provision of 

surface water drainage and Wastewater Treatment infrastructure.  In addition, a number of flood 

relief schemes should be prioritised, in line with biodiversity priorities to enable the sustainable 

development of the regions.  

 

f) Deliver Sustainable and Active Modes of Transport 

 

Congestion caused by the dominance of private transport for most of our journeys is a cost to our 

economy and environment. It is eroding our quality of life and the attractiveness of our regions for 

investment. Notwithstanding the impact of COVID-19 on commuting patterns, there is still an 

overarching need to provide sustainable and active modes of transport across Ireland.  

 

This will require a commitment to better land use and transport planning integration, investment and 

project delivery for public transport and active travel and modal integration especially where 

population and jobs growth will be concentrated. Although the delivery of sustainable transport 

projects will be predominantly financed under the National Development Plan, there is a role for the 

NRRP in supporting short term initiatives that will achieve a modal shift towards sustainable and active 

modes of transport. Therefore, sufficient levels of funding under the NRRP needs to: 

 

• Enhance bus routes and services across our regions. This will deliver cost-effective public transport 

access and services for all locations in the short and medium terms, which will help meet the 

urgent need for action for climate change and modal shift to low carbon transport. In this regard, 

investment under the NRRP is needed to support and further expand strategic bus network 

projects in cities and towns, inter-city and inter-urban bus services, rural bus services – including 

Local Link and the Rural Transport Programme – and modal interchange facilities. 

 

• Increase the number of publicly owned EV charge points. An increased rate of capital expenditure 

is needed to facilitate and encourage greater use of EVs by developing more publicly owned EV 

recharging facilities. Additional resources in this regard should aim to develop EV “Fast Charge” 

points or EV “High Powered Charge” points in strategic and accessible locations across our regions. 

 

• Enhance the cycling and pedestrian infrastructure in our cities, towns and villages. Capital 

investment should aim to deliver safe cycling routes and enhance pedestrian facilities across 

settlements of all scale, and to develop Greenway and Blue Way projects in the short term. 
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2) Digital transformation 

 

The Assemblies note that the County Report for 2020 specifically notes that Ireland needs more 

investment in digital infrastructure to increase the resilience of the economy to external shocks.  

 

The Assemblies note that the European Commission requires the digital transformation priority to 

align to the objectives of the European Commission’s Communication on ‘Shaping Europe’s Digital 

Future’, particularly in relation to technology that works for people (deployment and updating of 

technology that makes a real difference in people’s lives); A fair and competitive economy which will 

allow all companies to compete by using digital technologies to boost productivity and an open, 

democratic and sustainable society, where digital transformation enhances democratic values, 

respects our fundamental rights, and contributes to a sustainable, climate-neutral and resource-

efficient economy. Taking these objectives into account, the Regional Assemblies feel that an 

adequate level of resources under the NRRP should be allocated to the following priorities to enhance 

the digital capabilities of our regions.  

 

a) Support the Delivery of the National Broadband Plan 

 

The three Regional Assemblies request that the NRRP to include a commitment to funding the 

National Broadband Plan to enable a continuation of remote working, e-learning and building the 

necessary digital infrastructure that is required for business, research and innovation, particularly in 

remote and rural areas of Ireland.   The delivery of this essential digital infrastructure needs to be 

delivered in a timely manner, particularly considering the growing evidence that regions can benefit 

from remote working and e-learning. 

 

In addition, the quality of digital infrastructure across cities, towns and villages needs continual re-

investment to ensure economic competitiveness and resilience. The implementation of actions arising 

from Local Authority Smart Cities and Smart Town initiatives, actions under Local Authority Digital 

Strategies and investment and upgrades under the National Broadband Plan, in fibre technologies, 

wireless networks, Metropolitan Area Networks and other integrated digital infrastructures will 

provide a significant economic dividend for the regions.   

 

Furthermore, delivering the National Broadband Plan could not be more important to capitalising on 

the potential of remote working, as evident from the recent publication by the three Regional 
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Assemblies, namely the “Regional Co-Working Analysis”. The Regional Co-Working Analysis sets out 

eight key considerations for policymakers to realise the economic and environmental benefits of 

remote working and should be further consulted and considered by the Department12. It also 

complements the Government’s recent publication of a Remote Working Strategy13, which sets out 

plans to strengthen the rights and responsibilities of employers and employees, to provide the 

infrastructure to work remotely, and sets out clear guidance on how people can be empowered to 

work remotely.  This will require a digital transformation and will also contribute to the green 

transition and revitalise rural towns and villages.    

 

b) Enhance the use of Smart Technologies in Public Services 

 

Smart technologies are critical enablers in improving the efficiency and delivery of public services. Key 

to implementing and integrating the use of smart technologies across our regions will be Smart City 

initiatives.  Although there is no single definition of a smart city, at its simplest, the concept envisages 

a smart city as one that has digital technology embedded across all public services. Smart City 

initiatives aim to solve complex challenges and improve public services through technology, and it 

involves a systematic integration of ICT in the planning, design, operations and management of our 

cities, towns and villages for the benefit of the citizen.  

 

A good practice model is the Limerick Digital Strategy which seeks to enable the development of a 

smart, sustainable city and region where digital technologies improve quality of life, empower 

communities and enable economic growth. It demonstrates what can be achieved with resources and 

funding supports (for example, digital officers and resources to project manage and deliver on Local 

Authority digital strategies). 

 

Funding the delivery of digital infrastructure and optimising smart technologies across public services 

is critical to extending Smart City initiatives region-wide. The NRRP can play a key role in this. The 

delivery of high-speed, high capacity broadband, Broadband Connection Points, wireless networks, 

high-capacity ICT infrastructure implementing Smart City and Smart Town/Village initiatives and Local 

Authority Digital Strategy actions need strong support, and it is imperative that sufficient resources 

under the NRRP are provided to support these priorities.  

 

 
12 https://www.southernassembly.ie/news/news-article/regional-co-working-analysis  
13 https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/32321-tanaiste-publishes-remote-working-strategy/ 



 

14 
 

3) Smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, including economic cohesion, jobs, productivity, 

competitiveness, research, development and innovation, and a well functioning single market 

with strong SMEs 

 
As outlined in Project Ireland 2040, the National Development Plan and the RSESs, there is a need for 

balanced regional growth.  This need has been further exasperated since the COVID 19 pandemic and 

the impact on regions across Ireland.  In this context, the Regional Assemblies feel that an adequate 

level of resources under the NRRP should be allocated to the following priorities to deliver smart, 

sustainable and inclusive growth in our regions. 

 

a) Deliver Enterprise Infrastructure that supports Smart Specialisation and Clustering  

 

Smart, sustainable and inclusive growth can only be achieved when the ambition and potential of the 

economic engines of regions are enabled.   Enterprise infrastructure needs to be developed so that 

each region can grow its enterprise base, develop clusters and support smart specialisation.  Under 

the NRRP, investment should aim to deliver appropriately sized enterprise infrastructure to provide 

“landing space” for potential companies and provide sufficiently scaled landbanks with appropriate 

utility infrastructure. 

 

Investments should aim to develop the region’s business incubation centres, community enterprise 

centres, accelerator development schemes, local enterprise offices, research and innovation centres 

with Higher Education Institutes (HEIs), technology gateways, technology centres, and IDA business 

and technology parks. 

 

b) Reform Funding Mechanisms of the Project Ireland 2040 Funds 

 

The quality of life offering of a region and its enterprise development prospects are notably 

interconnected, highlighting the notable importance of developing placemaking credentials through 

the Project Ireland 2040 funds, specifically in terms of the Urban Regeneration Development Fund 

(URDF) and the Rural Regeneration and Development Fund (RRDF).  

 

In enhancing placemaking credentials, it is clear that dedicated funding mechanisms – to a certain 

degree – are needed for effective project planning and delivery.  The competitive bid process through 

the URDF, RRDF, Disruptive Technologies and Climate Action Funds are successful and encourage 

action on projects but in themselves cannot be the sole model for the scale of funding needed to drive 
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RSES and MASP implementation. Ring-fenced funding packages for Local Authorities to co-ordinate to 

enable action on RSES and MASP objectives, simplified processes to draw down funding and the 

removal of the need for match funding by Local Authorities, who are financially constrained from the 

financial impact of Covid-19, are important measures in ensuring urban and rural renewal schemes 

and enterprise schemes are adequately utilised.  

 

The Assemblies require the establishment of a dedicated long-term budgeting mechanism (10-year 

strategic fund) to drive the achievement of the accelerated growth of the three Metropolitan Areas is 

needed. Funding packages to deliver key infrastructure, services and project in Key Towns are also 

needed.  Whilst investment in the public realm is key; it should be noted that such developments are  

complemented through ensuring critical mass in key locations, safe spaces, mobility and accessibility, 

a high quality-built environment with access to nature, housing choice, employment opportunities, 

and educational resources.   

 

c) Support Sustainable Sectors in Rural Economies 

 

Under the NRRP, investment should support sustainable sectors that are key to the development of 

rural economies, including but not limited to agriculture, marine, wind energy, solar energy, and 

retrofitting. Such investment should support the creation of local multi-feedstock bio-refining hubs 

and bio-districts/clusters and for the further development of Ag-innovation clusters – pushing 

convergence between farm, research, technology and commercialisation.  

 

d) Ensure there is a regional approach to Smart Specialisation Strategies 

 

The Regional Assemblies would also like to ensure there is a regional approach to Ireland’s Smart 

Specialisation Strategy (S3).  This would enable using a sector or cluster-like policy concept not only to 

reinforce regions in their most advanced industrial sectors, but also to diversify their economic bases 

in a smart way, in the most promising areas with the most socio-economic potential. By applying a 

regional dimension to Ireland’s S3, policymakers can utilise capital funding resources in a far more 

efficient manner, allowing regions to capitalise on self-identified competitive advantages for the 

economic benefit of their own geographical areas.   
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Strengthened funding for research and innovation sectors and for the actions of enterprise agencies 

and Regional Enterprise Plans are recommended to support enterprise growth, innovation and 

diversity within each region’s sectors of strength.   

 

e) Enhance Human Capital Levels across our Regions 

 

Knowledge diffusion is a key enabler to the region’s economic resilience and growth. Supports to 

Higher Education Institutes and Education and Training Boards, the Regional Skills Fora and funding 

actions for life-long learning are needed. In this regard, investment under the NRRP should – where 

possible – aim to provide further support to the outstanding Technological University applications 

across our regions, to support the provision and expansion of Springboard courses, to maintain skills 

initiatives under Skillnet Ireland, Skills to Advance and the Explore Program and to enhance the digital 

infrastructure and equipment of our Higher Education Institutes and Education and Training Boards.  

 

f) Support and Expand the Network of Co-Working Hubs in Ireland 

 

The Regional Assemblies are keen to ensure that the current network of co-working hubs is supported 

and expanded to capitalise on the economic and environmental benefits of remote working.  There 

needs to be high-speed broadband and sufficient capital investment to ensure that these hubs can be 

delivered in towns, villages and rural areas. According to the Regional Co-Working Analysis, just over 

one in four private-sector workers can operate remotely14, highlighting the potential of remote 

working in further developing our Metropolitan Areas, Regional Growth Centres and Key Towns and 

in rejuvenating smaller towns, villages and rural communities. Where possible, the NRRP should aim 

to provide additional funding to maintain and expand the current network of co-working hubs in 

Ireland, ensuring the benefits of remote working are experienced across our regions.     

 
4) Social and territorial cohesion 

 

The Regional Assemblies note that the NRRP needs to outline how it will mitigate territorial disparities 

and promote balanced regional development, and support cohesion, taking into account local, 

regional and national disparities.  The Regional Assemblies feel that an adequate level of resources 

 
14 https://www.southernassembly.ie/news/news-article/regional-co-working-
analysis#:~:text=The%20Regional%20co%2Dworking%20Analysis%20proposes%20a%20nationwide%20survey
%20that,who%20have%20remote%20workable%20jobs. 
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under the NRRP should be allocated to the following priority in order to support cohesion within our 

regions. 

 

a) Invest in infrastructure and services to build socially inclusive communities 

 

The Country report 2020 also highlights that substantial investment is also required to address rising 

homelessness and to improve access to employment for women and disadvantage groups, and the 

NRRP is an excellent opportunity for reforms that address these.    

 

Investments in social and community infrastructure positively influence economic growth and social 

development. It is important for local, rural and isolated communities and an important contributor 

to the quality of life, wellbeing and social cohesion.   In addition, investments in the linguistic, cultural, 

natural and built heritage reinforce our sense of identity, fosters a sense of place and wellbeing and 

present competitive advantages to regions.   

 

Regional Assemblies require investment in infrastructure and services to build socially inclusive and 

international communities.   In line with growth projections under the NPF and the RSESs, regions are 

dependent on welcoming people to live and work in our communities and offering a higher quality of 

life for all. The Assemblies support funding to deliver actions under Local Authority Local Economic 

Community Plans (LECPs), volunteering and active citizenship initiatives, regeneration of 

disadvantaged areas including RAPID initiatives and implementing Government policy “The Migrant 

Integration Strategy”. The Assemblies also support disability awareness initiatives and fund initiatives 

to improve equal access for all through universal design. 

 

5) Health, and economic, social and institutional resilience, including with a view of increasing 

crisis reaction and crisis preparedness 

 

The Regional Assemblies note that this priority should focus on how Ireland will respond to future 

health, economic, social or institutional resilience and address the vulnerabilities of health systems. 

Therefore, to enhance the placemaking credentials of our regions, the Regional Assemblies feel that 

a sufficient level of resources under the NRRP should be provided under the following priority.  

 

a) Deliver investment to enhance the health and wellbeing of our citizens. 
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Investment and reforms in enhanced, high quality, safe, accessible and sustainable healthcare facilities 

across the regions in Ireland is necessary for new models of care to be delivered and for delivery of 

services in high-quality modern facilities.  This should be done in line with the RSESs Settlement 

Strategies and predicted population growth across the regions.     

 

In addition, there is a need to support investment to support the implementation of the objectives of 

the Sláinte Care Strategy and Action Plan across the regions, including the advancement of Primary 

Care Centres in our Urban Places.  The geographical distribution of services should be such that these 

lifeline services are accessible to everyone and reflect the role and function of our urban places as 

provided within each of the RSESs.  

 

Investments should be made that support older people to live with dignity and independence in their 

own homes, including through smart healthcare.  The Assemblies support the Age-Friendly 

communities and implementation of the National Positive Ageing Strategy.   Given the ageing 

population and more people living longer lives, they will want to stay healthy and independent, live in 

their own homes and communities and keep to a minimum their use of in-patient and out-patient 

hospital services. Therefore, the level and distribution of services should reflect on meeting the needs 

and opportunities of our ageing population and people with disabilities.  

 

The pandemic has highlighted the need for physical exercise and the importance of protecting our 

physical and mental health within the boundaries of our local communities.   The Assemblies believe 

that a key element of post-pandemic recovery is to implement the Healthy Ireland and the National 

Physical Activity Plan.  The Assemblies believe that the NRRP should support such initiatives and 

provide funding for Local Authorities to implement healthier cities, towns, villages, and communities. 

 

6) Policies for the next generation, children and youth, including education and skills 

 

The Assemblies recognise and wish to emphasise the important role that social infrastructure plays in 

developing strong and inclusive communities. A key element of the social infrastructure is the 

provision of education and childcare services and infrastructure that respond and cater for current 

and future populations, and the NRRP should allocate adequate resources to the below priorities. 

 

a) Deliver Education and Childcare Services and Infrastructure that Caters for Future Populations 
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The RSESs support the provision of high-quality childcare, education and training provision, including 

the allocation of sufficient sites and the development/enhancement of childcare facilities, schools, 

colleges and universities in appropriate locations to cater for population growth targets under the 

RSESs, to provide for greater educational choice and research capability to facilitate improvement in 

skills, economic development and to assist in tackling disadvantage. Furthermore, the Regional 

Assemblies also support the provision and enhancement of facilities and amenities for children and 

young people, such as childcare, schools, playgrounds, parks, and sports grounds. Provision of quality 

affordable childcare places is critical, both developmentally for children and as an effective labour 

market intervention. To cater for the expected population growth of our regions, greater investment 

will be required to deliver on these priorities. 

 

b) Enhance the Capabilities of Higher Education Institutes 

 

It is recognised that innovation is instrumental in contributing to smart, sustainable and inclusive 

economic growth. An important factor in enabling greater levels of innovation within a region is the 

R&D capabilities of its Higher Education Institutes.   An increase in funding for Higher Education 

Institutes will help address historical regional under-investment in human capital and strengthen the 

skills base and business environment of the regions. 
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The Regional Assemblies recognise the need for the NRRP to address many of the Country Specific 

Recommendations, particularly in relation to climate and digital transformation. However, the most 

relevant, which is overarching, is that the 2020 Country Report outlines that Regional disparities are 

among the highest in the EU and increasing.   The Regional Assemblies wish to see the NRRP address 

this, and a regional approach to policymaking is preferred.    

The report highlights that economic growth follows a distinct geographic pattern with particularly 

dynamic developments around Cork and Dublin, the location of highly competitive multinational 

companies. However, even with the NUTS 2 regions, there are significant variations.    

In terms of gross value added per capita, the difference between the richest and the poorest region 

in Ireland has doubled between 2000 and 2016. While Dublin had a per capita regional gross value 

added of 248% of the EU average in 2016, the poorest region bordering Northern Ireland stood only 

at 66%.  Notwithstanding the value of regional economic metrics such as Gross Value Added, such 

indicators can be distorted by the activities of a small set of multinational companies, a factor which 

can notably alter these figures.  

Therefore, it is important to evaluate regional disparities using economic indicators that are 

unaffected by such issues. A suitable alternative measure of a region’s economic wellbeing would be 

its performance in terms of disposable income per capita15, with this indicator16 providing a better 

indication of the actual economic wellbeing of a region’s citizens. Notably, the underlying trends 

remain unchanged when using disposable income per capita as our metric for measuring trends in 

regional disparities.  

Based on changes in disposable income per capita, regional disparities – at a NUTS 2 Regional level – 

have been increasing over time, with the difference in average disposable income between Ireland’s 

richest and poorest NUTS 2 Regions increasing from a gap of €2,349 per head of population in 2000 to 

a corresponding gap of €6,065 in 2018. Rising inter-regional disparities are also evident across the 

NUTS 2 Regions of Ireland, and this is based on long term trends in disposable income at a NUTS 3 

 
15 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/cirgdp/countyincomesandregionalgdp2017/ 
16 Income after deducting taxes and social contributions and including social benefits 

Of the Country Specific Recommendations received by Ireland in 2019 and 2020, which are 

considered the most relevant for reflection upon in Ireland’s National Recovery and Resilience 

Plan?  
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Regional level. For example, in the case of the Eastern and Midland Region, the difference in average 

disposable income between its richest and poorest NUTS 3 Regions have increased from a gap of 

€2,933 per head of population in 2000 to a corresponding gap of €5,210 in 2018, with similar trends 

also evident in the NUTS 3 Regions within the Southern and the Northern and Western Regions. It 

should be noted that productivity growth and attractive and sustainable business environments follow 

a similar pattern of geographic distribution. 

 

 

The Assemblies recognise that the RRF forms part of the European Semester and continue to call for 

a formal role for Regional Assemblies in multi-level governance and recognition of the partnership 

principle in the oversight of the RRF, as well as the overall European Semester. Recognising economic, 

social and territorial cohesion must be included in the Plan, but note that the allocation methodology 

does not take account of territorial inequalities, and we recommend that Ireland consider this in the 

allocation of the RRF.   

 

The Regional Assemblies note the Commission guidance outlines that Member States may make use 

of already existing national management and control systems and related bodies, such as those used 

for other EU funds and would therefore express willingness to be involved in the design, management, 

implementation and delivery of the NRRP for Ireland.    

 

******* 

   

Other Issues - Governance and Management and Control  
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1. Introduction 

The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (‘Commission’) is both the ‘A’ Status 

National Human Rights Institution and the National Equality Body for Ireland, 

established under the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014. 

The Commission welcomes the opportunity to provide views on some of the major 

economic, employment and social challenges facing Ireland which should be addressed 

in the development of the National Reform Programme (‘NRP’) 2022.1 The Commission 

remains available to discuss the material presented in this submission with the 

Department. 

  

                                                           

1 , IHREC  made a previous submission to the Department of the Taoiseach on the NRP in March 2020 – 
see , Submission to the Department of the Taoiseach on the European Semester 2020 and the National 
Reform Programme (2020).  
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2. Pandemic Impact on Socio-economic Rights 

The Covid-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on socio-economic rights in 

Ireland and has exacerbated many existing inequalities relating to the rights to decent 

work,2 housing, health and education, amongst others.3 Noting the disproportionate 

effects of the pandemic across various equality groups, the Commission has 

repeatedly stressed the need for the State to have regard to the human rights and 

equality impacts of its emergency decision-making.4  

The Commission notes that Ireland submitted its draft National Recovery and 

Resilience Plan (‘NRRP’) to the European Commission in May 2021 to secure a 

significant investment of approximately €989 million to mitigate the public health, 

economic and social crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic.5 In guidance issued to 

Member States, the European Commission stressed the importance of incorporating 

gender equality and equal opportunities for all as objectives in the NRRP.6 However, the 

Irish NRRP does not specifically reference or address human rights and equality 

concerns. Recent research has also highlighted the lack of regard to human rights and 

equality standards in emergency law-making in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic.7 

However, despite repeated recommendations from the Commission and the Human 

Rights Council, the State has yet to establish a dedicated Parliamentary Committee on 

human rights and equality.8  

                                                           

2 Government of Ireland, The initial impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Ireland's Labour Market: 
Working Paper (2020).  
3 Dermody, M., Smyth, E. and Russell, H. (2020) The implications of the COVID-19 Pandemic for Policy in 
Relation to Children and Young People: A research review. ESRI: Dublin; NESC (2021) Secretariat COVID-
19 Working Paper Series: Gender and COVID-19 in Ireland, paper no. 21; NESC (2021) Secretariat 
COVID-19 Working Paper Series: The Impacts of COVID-19 on Ethnic Minority and Migrant Groups in 
Ireland, paper no. 18; TILDA (2021) Altered lives in a time of crisis: The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the lives of older adults in Ireland: Findings from the Irish Longitudinal Study on Ageing; and Inclusion 
Ireland (2020) The experiences of adults with intellectual disabilities in Ireland during the COVID-19 crisis.  
4 See IHREC Press Release Statement from the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission on COVID-
19 Oversight in Respect of Human Rights and Equality, April 2020. 
5 See also section on ‘Pandemic impact’ in IHREC, Submission to the UN Committee on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights for the List of Issues on Ireland’s Fourth Periodic Report, December 2021: p. 4. 
6 European Commission, Guidance to Member States: Recovery and Resilience Plans, January 2021: p. 4. 
7 Conor Casey, Oran Doyle, David Kenny, Donna Lyons, Ireland’s Emergency Powers During the Covid-19 
Pandemic (IHREC, February 2019) 
8 A former Parliamentary Sub-Committee on Human Rights, relative to Justice and Equality matters, met 
three times before the Parliament was dissolved on 3 February 2016 and it was not re-established 
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The Commission recommends that the State: 

- Takes measures to assess the impacts of the pandemic on human rights 

across equality groups, particularly in the areas of employment, housing, 

health and education;  

- Adopts preparatory measures to protect vulnerable groups in future crises; 

and 

- Establishes a Parliamentary Committee on human rights and equality with an 

expansive mandate across all Government departments. 

  

                                                           

following the 2016 general election. See for example, IHREC, Submission to the Third Universal Periodic 
Review Cycle for Ireland (March 2021) at p. 2 and Human Rights Council, Report of the Working Group on 
the Universal Periodic Review: Ireland (2016) UN Doc. A/HRC/33/17 at p. 23. 
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3. Income inequality, Social Exclusion and Poverty 

Economic inequality impacts on everyone, but especially on marginalised groups. It also 

undermines the realisation of many fundamental human rights.  As the ability to 

participate fully in society means participating on equal terms with others 

economically, reducing economic inequality needs to be a priority.  

This is especially true for those most adversely affected by income and wealth 

inequalities, including families with one adult and dependent children, people unable to 

work due to disability and illness, and those who are unemployed. Minority ethnic 

groups are also adversely affected by economic inequality and are over-represented 

among those living in consistent poverty and experiencing cumulative disadvantage 

and discrimination.  

Current government policy is to reduce the national consistent poverty rate to 2% or 

less of the population by 2025 (from a 2018 rate of 5.6%).9 The consistent poverty rate 

represents people who are both at risk of poverty and experiencing enforced 

deprivation. The consistent poverty rate was 5% in 2020, the ‘at risk of poverty’ rate 

was 13.2% and 15.6% of the population experienced enforced deprivation. By 

household composition, individuals living in households where there was one adult and 

one or more children aged under 18 had the highest consistent poverty rate at almost 

22%.10  

The most commonly reported barrier to social inclusion is belonging to a jobless 

household.11 For example, those most at risk of experiencing poverty in 2020 were 

those unable to work due to disability or illness (33.7%), and the unemployed (32%).12 

Moreover, minority ethnic groups are over-represented among those living in 

consistent poverty, and have been found to experience cumulative disadvantage and 

                                                           

9 See: Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020-2025.  
10 The most up-to-date data available on poverty in Ireland is the Survey on Income and Living Conditions 
(SILC) 2020, conducted by the CSO. 
11  See ESRI Profiling barriers to social inclusion in Ireland (2018): p. i. 
12 See CSO, Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2020. 
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discrimination in accessing education, employment, housing, and other areas such as 

social assistance.13  

The State has committed in the Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020-202514 to review 

and improve programmes already in place to address barriers facing marginalised 

groups, with a mid-term review of the Roadmap due to take place in 2022.15 The 

Commission emphasises the importance of addressing poverty and social exclusion in 

Ireland’s continued response to and recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic.16 

The Commission recommends that the State: 

- Improves its protection of the poorest and those experiencing vulnerability 

so that they are able to live with dignity and in economic security, whether 

working or in receipt of welfare or a pension;  

- Put in place  legislation  and policy to establish a Living Wage; 

- Address the index-linking of all welfare payments to ensure that the gap 

between welfare and other incomes is reduced; 

- Introduce a socio-economic status ground of discrimination  in equality  

legislation 

- Ensures the achievement of the Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020-2025 

target rate of 2% or less for consistent poverty; and 

- Puts in place a comprehensive new national strategy to eliminate child 

poverty. 

  

                                                           

13 IHREC Submission to United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, October 
2019: p. 18. 
14 See Gov.ie Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020 - 2025, January 2020. 
15 See Gov.ie Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020 - 2025, (January 2020): p. 27. 
16 See IHREC, Guidance Note on COVID-19 and the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty (2020): 
p. 4. 
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4. Inequality in Employment 

Drawing on international human rights standards, recent Commission-supported 

research monitored decent work in Ireland across six dimensions: access to work; 

adequate earnings; employee voice; security and stability of work; equality of 

opportunity for and treatment in employment; and health and safety.17 According to 

the analysis, women,18 lone parents,19 young people,20 migrants,21 ethnic minorities,22 

including Travellers,23 and disabled persons24 experience significant barriers in securing 

their right to decent work in Ireland.25   

The Commission recommends that the State: 

- Improves equality of access to decent work, in particular for groups facing 

high or systemic labour market discrimination and barriers, and including 

through the adoption of measures to address income and wealth inequalities 

in Ireland. 

  

                                                           

17 The dimensions were selected following a review of international measurement frameworks and 
ICESCR standards and a dedicated consultation with stakeholders in Ireland. See IHREC/ ESRI, 
Monitoring Decent Work in Ireland, 2021, p.19. 
18 Women also had lower rates of employment in 2019 (68 per cent) than men (79 per cent). See 
IHREC/ESRI Monitoring Decent Work in Ireland (2021): p. x. 
19 See IHREC/ESRI Monitoring Decent Work in Ireland, June 2021: pp. 53-54. 
20 See IHREC/ESRI Monitoring Decent Work in Ireland, June 2021: pp. x-xi. 
21 Non-EU migrants report lower employment and high unemployment when compared to Irish-born, and 
EU-East migrants report lower occupational attainment than Irish-born. See IHREC/ESRI Monitoring 
Decent Work in Ireland, June 2021: p. 64. 
22 The Commission has highlighted the structural barriers to labour market access for ethnic minority 
groups including, among others, issues with recognising experience, English language acquisition, and 
lack of familiarity with Ireland’s job culture and employment system. See IHREC Submission to Anti-
Racism Committee (2021): p. 44. 
23 The unemployment rate among members of the Irish Traveller community stood at 80% in Census 
2016. See IHREC/ESRI Monitoring Decent Work in Ireland (2021): p. 54. 
24 See ESRI, Identification of skills gaps among persons with disabilities and their employment prospects 
(2021): p. xv. 
25 See IHREC/ ESRI Monitoring Decent Work in Ireland (2021). 
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5. Housing and Homelessness 

Ireland is currently experiencing an acute housing crisis, characterised by escalating 

rents,26 insecurity of tenure, and a severe shortage of affordable housing.27 Drawing on 

international human rights standards, recent Commission-supported research 

monitored housing adequacy across six dimensions: accessibility, affordability, security 

of tenure, cultural adequacy, quality, and location.28 The findings demonstrate 

persistent housing discrimination and disadvantage among particular groups in Ireland, 

including lone parents and their children,29 minority ethnic groups including Travellers,30 

migrants,31 and disabled people32 - all of whom experience multiple barriers in meeting 

their right to adequate housing. This housing deprivation was reported across housing 

tenures, including homeownership, private rental, and Local Authority housing.33  

                                                           

26 Data published from Q3 2021 highlight that market rents are 6.7% higher than twelve months 
previously, with significant increases seen outside of Dublin (though Dublin is still 80% more expensive 
than non-city rents). See: Daft (2021) The Daft.ie Rental Price Report: An analysis of rent trends in the 
Irish rental market 2021 Q3.  
27 Lima, Vl. (2021) Trends in Social Housing Supports: Housing Assistance Payment (HAP).   
28 See IHREC/ESRI, Monitoring Adequate Housing in Ireland, June 2021. 
29 The report found that less than 25 per cent of lone parents reported home-ownership, compared with 
70 per cent of the total population. Lone parents had higher rates of affordability issues (19 per cent) 
when compared to the general population (5 per cent) and were particularly vulnerable to housing quality 
problems such as damp and lack of central heating (32 per cent compared to 22 per cent of total 
population). See IHREC/ESRI, Monitoring Adequate Housing in Ireland, June 2021. 
30 Ethnic minority groups had a significantly higher risk of over-crowding. Over 35 per cent of Asian/Asian 
Irish, 39 per cent of Travellers and over 40 per cent of Black/Black Irish live in over-crowded 
accommodation, compared to 6 per cent of the total population. See IHREC/ESRI, Monitoring Adequate 
Housing in Ireland, June 2021. 
31 Forty-eight per cent of migrants live in the private rental sector compared to 9 per cent of those born 
in Ireland. Migrants, specifically those from Eastern Europe (28 per cent) and non-EU countries (27 per 
cent), are more likely to live in over-crowded conditions. See IHREC/ESRI, Monitoring Adequate Housing 
in Ireland, June 2021. 
32 Disability and housing quality: 29 per cent of persons living with a disability experience housing quality 
issues, when compared to those without a disability (21 per cent). Disabled people are also more likely to 
report an inability to keep their home warm and arrears on rent or mortgage payments. See IHREC/ESRI, 
Monitoring Adequate Housing in Ireland, June 2021. 
33 Homeowners are less likely to experience housing quality problems (17 per cent) when compared to 
those who rent privately (30 per cent) and those who live in Local Authority housing (35 per cent). See 
IHREC/ESRI, Monitoring Adequate Housing in Ireland, June 2021, p. 133.    
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The Commission,34 national expert bodies,35 and United Nations and European human 

rights bodies36 have highlighted persistent underspending of budgets by local 

authorities on culturally appropriate housing for Travellers.37 The Commission remains 

deeply concerned about the inadequacy and shortage of culturally appropriate 

Traveller accommodation in Ireland.38 The persistent State failure to provide Traveller 

accommodation fundamentally undermines Traveller’s culture and identity. The 

Commission has recommended that the State prioritise the delivery of Traveller-

specific accommodation across the upcoming National Action Plan Against Racism 

(‘NAPAR’), and that progress in this area be viewed as a core indicator of the NAPAR’s 

success over its proposed five-year term.39 Further, the Commission has called for the 

introduction of an ‘ethnic identifier’ in the social housing needs assessment data, so 

that the housing needs of Traveller applicants can be appropriately identified and 

progressed.40  

                                                           

34 The Commission invited all local authorities to carry out Equality Reviews on Traveller-specific 
accommodation under Section 32 of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Act 2014 and has proposed a 
suite of recommendations specific to each Local Authority’s review. The Equality Review Accounts can 
be found here: IHREC: Equality Reviews. See also: IHREC, Accounts of First Council-by-Council Equality 
Review on Traveller Accommodation in History of State Published, 14 July 2021, for an overview of key 
findings.  
35 D. Joyce, C. Norton, and M. Norris, Traveller Accommodation Expert Review (2019), pp. 47-50. 
36 See for example, Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, Concluding observations on 
the combined fifth to ninth reports of Ireland (January 2020), at para. 28; European Commission against 
Racism and Intolerance, ECRI Report on Ireland (fifth monitoring cycle) (June 2019), at p. 10; and 
European Committee of Social Rights, Findings 2020: Ireland (March 2021), p. 154. 
37 While there has been progress in the drawdown of funding during 2020, inconsistencies remain 
between Local Authorities and, moreover, the focus of this spend has largely been on temporary 
accommodation measures in response to Covid-19. See IHREC, Submission to the Third Universal 
Periodic Review Cycle for Ireland, March 2021: p. 12 
38 See IHREC, Submission to the Joint Committee on Key Issues affecting the Traveller Community, 
February 2021; IHREC, Submission to the Third Universal Periodic Review Cycle for Ireland, March 2021; 
IHREC, Developing a National Action Plan Against Racism: Submission to the Anti-Racism Committee, 
August 2021. 
39 In its written submission to the Anti-Racism Committee’s public consultation process on the 
development of the forthcoming National Action Plan Against Racism, the Commission made a series of 
recommendations specific to Traveller accommodation. See IHREC, Developing a National Action Plan 
Against Racism: Submission to the Anti-Racism Committee, August 2021: pp. 51-53. 
40 While the Department of Housing, Local Government has indicated that a Traveller identifier will be 
included in an updated social housing application form in 2021, no such update exists at the time of 
submission. See Houses of the Oireachtas, Final Report of the Joint Committee on Key Issues Affecting 
the Traveller Community, November 2021: p. 76; For an overview of IHREC’s recommendation on the 
inclusion of an ethnic identifier in social housing needs assessment data, see  IHREC, Submission to the 
Joint Committee on Key Issues Affecting the Traveller Community, p. 9.  
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Disabled people are significantly over-represented among the homeless population, 

with more than one-in-four homeless people having a disability.41 Almost 3,000 

disabled people live in congregated settings, where many experience institutional living 

conditions.42 More than 1,300 disabled people under the age of 65 are inappropriately 

housed in nursing homes for older people because they cannot access supports to 

enable them to live in the community.43 Over 1,250 disabled people live at home with a 

primary carer over the age of 70.44 There is a need for multiple housing solutions and 

robust independent living supports to meet the housing needs of disabled people.45 

As of December 2021, there were 8,914 homeless people in Ireland46 and there are 

concerns that homelessness will increase as the country moves out of the pandemic 

and tenancy supports and protections are lifted.47 Progress in responding to the 

housing crisis remains slow.48 In the recently published Housing for All 2021-2030 

plan,49 the State has acknowledged the existing failures of Ireland’s housing system and 

proposes investment and actions to address insufficient housing supply. However, 

more needs to be done than addressing supply alone to combat discrimination and 

housing disadvantage among particular subgroups. The Commission welcomes the 

                                                           

41 Raffaele Grotti, Helen Russell, Éamonn Fahey, Bertrand Maître, Discrimination and Inequality in 
Housing in Ireland (IHREC and ESRI), 2018.  
42 HIQA, Annual Report 2020.  
43 Office of the Ombudsman, Wasted Lives-Time for a better future for younger people in nursing homes, 
2021. 
44 C. Casey, M. O’Sullivan, N. Flanagan, S. Fanagan, Annual Report of the National Ability Supports System 
(NASS) 2020. 
45 Independent Living Movement Ireland & Inclusion Ireland, Our Housing Rights: Tackling the Housing 
Crisis Disabled People Face, 13 September 2021; The Disability Participation and Consultation Network’s 
Response to the State’s Draft Report on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities, April 2021. 
46 Department of Housing, Planning & Local Government (2021) Homelessness Report December 2021. 
47 For further information on housing and homelessness during COVID-19 crisis, see: Byrne, M. The 
impact of COVID-19 on the private rental sector: Emerging international evidence, 2021; National 
Economic and Social Council The Implications of Covid-19 for Housing in Ireland, 2020 and O’Carroll, A., 
Duffin, T. and Collins, J. .Saving Lives in the time of COVID-19 Case Study of Harm Reduction, 
Homelessness and Drug Use in Dublin, Ireland (2020) 
48 IHREC, Comments on Ireland’s 17th National Report on the Implementation of the European Social 
Charter (June 2020) at p. 20. 
49 Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage: Housing for All – A New Housing Plan for 
Ireland, 2021.  
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planned Commission on Housing, which will work to bring forward proposals on a 

referendum on a constitutional right to housing by no later than the end of July 2023.50 

The Commission recommends that the State: 

- Improves equality of access to appropriate and adequate housing and 

accommodation, in particular for groups facing high or systemic barriers;  

- Ensures the delivery of adequate Traveller-specific accommodation, 

including by incorporating  the delivery of such accommodation as a core 

indicator in the upcoming National Action Plan Against Racism’s 

implementation plan; and 

- Ensures that Local Authorities who fail to provide new Traveller-specific and 

culturally appropriate accommodation are subject to dissuasive sanctions. 

  

                                                           

50 Government of Ireland, Commission on Housing: Terms of Reference, 2022: p. 3. 
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6. Care 

Ireland ranks among the world’s most expensive countries for childcare.51 The 

Commission has repeatedly raised its concerns about systemic shortcomings in 

childcare infrastructure.52 The Commission welcomes the recent recommendations 

from the Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality that the State transition to a publicly 

funded model of childcare, and – as also recommended by the Citizens’ Assembly- to 

increase the share of GDP spent on childcare from the current 0.37% to at least 1% by 

no later than 2030.53  

Ireland has the third highest weekly hours of unpaid work for men and women across 

the European Union.54  Women are significantly over-represented amongst employees 

who avail of reduced hours in order to facilitate the combination of care and paid work, 

contributing to gender inequality in the labour market.55 The provision of support for 

combining paid and unpaid work remains well behind that seen in Scandinavia and other 

European states, and is not commensurate with the ‘dramatic rise in women’s paid 

employment in Ireland’.56 Moreover, there has been a dramatic increase in women’s 

caregiving responsibilities for children, older people and other members of their family 

and social network throughout the Covid-19 pandemic.57  

                                                           

51 Unicef, Where do Rich Countries Stand on Childcare? 2020. 
52 See, for example: IHREC, Ireland and the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination 
against Women (2017); IHREC/ESRI (2019), Caring and Unpaid Work in Ireland; IHREC (2020), Submission 
to Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality (2020). 
53 This is in line the UNICEF recommended investment of a minimum expenditure of 1% GDP on early 
childhood development and care. See Report of the Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality, June 2021: p. 
13; UNICEF, The child care transition: Innocenti Report Card , 2008: p. 8. 
54 Drawing on data from the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS), the research demonstrates the 
significant extra burden placed on women when it comes to unpaid care work in Ireland. When compared 
across the EU 28, the data reveals that Ireland has the third highest rate of unpaid work for both women 
and men, and that the gap between genders, at 15 hours per week, is amongst the greatest amongst 
member States. Additionally, over half of those carrying out unpaid care work in Ireland are juggling these 
responsibilities with employment. See Russell, H., Grotti, R. McGinnity, F. and Privalko, I. Caring and 
Unpaid Work in Ireland, 2019.  
55 IHREC, Submission to Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality, March 2020: p. 32. 
56 IHREC, Submission to Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality, March 2020: p. 33. 
57 See Oireachtas Library & Research Service Note (20 April 2020) Anticipating the gendered impacts of 
COVID-19. The publication provides an overview of gendered implications of the Covid-19 pandemic. It 
ties research and publications at the international level (i.e. UN Women) into the Irish context, as well. 
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In its submission to the Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality, the Commission 

proposed an overhaul of the State’s policy framework for care, to ensure that care work 

in Ireland is adequately supported, publically valued, and equally shared.58 The 

Commission further supports recent Citizens’ Assembly recommendations that paid 

parental leave be extended to cover the first year of the child’s life, be non-transferable 

between parents to encourage sharing of childcare responsibilities, provide lone 

parents with the same total leave period as a couple, and be incentivised to encourage 

take up.59 

The Commission recommends that the State: 

- Takes measures to implement the recent Citizens’ Assembly 

recommendations on transitioning to a publicly funded model of childcare and 

increasing the share of GDP spent on childcare; 

- Takes measures to reduce the high costs of childcare, particularly for parents 

of limited financial resources and lone parents, and to advance family-friendly 

work practices; 

- Gives greater recognition to the economic and social value of care as a form of 

work, including family and community caring. 

  

                                                           

58 In line with the Assembly, the Commission also recommends that the State modernise the legislative 
and policy framework for the promotion of family-friendly measures in the workplace, including the 
development of paternity leave, non-transferable parental leave, carers’ leave, and the right to request 
flexible working arrangements. See IHREC Submission to Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality, March 
2020: p. 33. 
59 Report of the Citizens’ Assembly on Gender Equality, June 2021: p. 13. 
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7. Racism and Racial Discrimination 

Commission-funded research has shown that racist attitudes can be found across Irish 

society and across all social classes,60 and that racism often intersects with multiple 

grounds of discrimination, including religion, age, disability, gender, sexual orientation 

and socio-economic status.61 There is persistent and overt racism against Travellers in 

Ireland,62 and they continue to experience systemic discrimination in employment, 

education, health, and housing, with many living in poverty.63 

The Commission welcomes the establishment of the Anti-Racism Committee (ARC) in 

June 2020 and the ARC’s ongoing preparation of the NAPAR.64 The Commission notes 

that the forthcoming Action Plan is an important measure and has called for the plan to 

identify targets for combatting racism and racial discrimination in Ireland, together with 

                                                           

60 In McGinnity et al’s study Attitudes to Diversity in Ireland (2018), it was found that just under half of 
adults born in Ireland believe some cultures to be superior to others; that 45% believe that some 
races/ethnic groups were born harder working; and that 17% of adults born in Ireland believe that ‘some 
races were born less intelligent’. 
61 IHREC, Submission to the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination on 
Ireland’s Combined 5th to 9th Report, October 2019: p. 38. 
62 IHREC, Submission to the Joint Committee on Key Issues affecting the Traveller Community, 
(February 2021); IHREC, Ireland and the Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination: 
Submission to the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination on Ireland’s 
Combined 5th to 9th Report, p.3. 
63 Recent research by the EU Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) highlights disadvantage and 
discrimination experienced by Travellers across these domains. In employment, 17% of Traveller women 
and 13% of Traveller men have paid jobs compared to 68% of Irish women and 80% of men generally. 
Regarding education, 70% of Travellers aged 18-24 years finished lower secondary education (the junior 
second level cycle up to junior certificate), and are not in further education or training, compared to 5% of 
young Irish people generally. In respect of health, more Irish Travellers have (severe) limitations due to 
health problems (29%) than people generally in Ireland (17%), and Travellers’ life expectancy is 8 years 
shorter than people generally in Ireland. Regarding accommodation, 24% of Travellers face severe 
housing deprivation, 30 times more than people generally in Ireland (0.8%). In terms of poverty, 40% live 
in households that have (great) difficulties to make ends meet, compared to 8% for people generally in 
Ireland. Some 28% of Traveller children in Ireland grow up in severe material deprivation. See EU FRA, 
Travellers in Ireland: Key Results from the Roma and Traveller Survey 2019. 
64 The Anti-Racism Committee was established in June 2020. Its Terms of Reference require it to 
produce an Interim Report to Government within three months of convening, and to provide a draft 
National Action Plan Against Racism (NAPAR) to Government within one year. The ARC submitted its 
Interim Report to Government in November 2020, which was subsequently published in April 2021. The 
provision timeline for the draft NAPAR was pushed back until the end of 2021 but at the time of drafting 
this submission, no further update is available. See Anti Racism Committee, Interim Report to the 
Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, 30 November 2020; See also IHREC 
Submission to the Anti-Racism Committee: Developing a National Action Plan Against Racism, August 
2021. 
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performance indicators, metrics and evaluation mechanisms that are group-specific.65 

The Commission has also recommended that the NAPAR resources an advisory 

mechanism to ensure active participation of rights-holders in the plan’s monitoring and 

oversight over its lifetime.66 

The Commission notes that the development of the NAPAR in Ireland is part of a wider 

effort of combatting racism at the European level, including the recent EU Anti-Racism 

Action Plan 2020-2025.67 The Commission also notes that the EU Equality Data 

Subgroup68 recently published its ‘Guidance Note on the Collection and Use of Equality 

Data Based on Racial or Ethnic Origin’.69 The Commission has repeatedly highlighted 

the considerable shortfalls in equality data in Ireland.70 Key national and regional 

frameworks offer clear direction to the State and public bodies on collecting and 

processing equality data, including the National Statistics Board’s Strategic Priorities 

for Official Statistics 2021-2016.71  

The Commission recommends that the State: 

- Progresses the publication, implementation - including through a dedicated 

budget line and staff resources – monitoring, and review of the National 

Action Plan Against Racism;  

                                                           

65 IHREC Submission to the Anti-Racism Committee: Developing a National Action Plan Against Racism, 
August 2021: pp. 9-10. 
66 See IHREC Submission to the Anti-Racism Committee: Developing a National Action Plan Against 
Racism, August 2021: pp. 69-76. 
67 The EU Anti-Racism Action Plan encourages all Member States to develop and adopt national action 
plans against racism and racial discrimination. See European Commission, 18 September 2020, EU Anti-
Racism Action Plan. 
68 IHREC is represented on this group. The EU Equality Data Subgroup – which is chaired by the 
Fundamental Rights Agency - is a satellite group of the EU High Level Group (‘HLG’) on Non-
Discrimination, Equality and Diversity. It was mandated to prepare the Guidance Note to feed into the EU 
Anti-Racism Action Plan 2020-2025. 
69 EU Equality Data Subgroup, Guidance Note on the Collection and Use of Equality Data based on Racial 
or Ethnic Origin, 2021. See also: Guidelines on Improving the Collection and Use of Equality Data, 2018.  
70 See for example, IHREC Submission to the Anti-Racism Committee: Developing a National Action Plan 
Against Racism (August 2021): pp. 13-18. 
71 Page 27 of the National Statistics Board’s (NSB) Strategic Priorities for Official Statistics 2021-26 
references: the Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty (responsibility of public bodies); EU 
Equality Data Guidelines including a comment that the CSO is ‘well-placed to host’ an Equality Data Hub; 
disaggregated data and data linkages as measurement and monitoring resources across a range of policy 
areas; incorporation of the Census 2022 disability definition in all survey data collection and analyses be 
made readily available as UN CRPD implementation activities, and; a study on best-practice regarding 
asking about sexual orientation and gender identity in surveys and censuses.  
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- Ensures, including through direct resourcing, the active participation of 

rights holders throughout the formation and implementation of the National 

Action Plan Against Racism; and 

- Develops the collection and use of disaggregated equality data, including on 

race or ethnic origin. 
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8. Disability Rights 

Significant barriers to the enjoyment of equal rights for disabled persons remain, 

pointing to structural and institutional ableism across Irish society. Ireland continues to 

have amongst the lowest employment rates for disabled persons in the EU (32.2% 

compared to 50.6% in the EU in 2017).72 As noted above, over 33% of people who are 

unable to work due to illness or disability are at risk of poverty.73 Significant barriers also 

remain to achieving parity of access to education and healthcare for disabled persons,74 

as well as barriers to the electoral process.75 In addition, the State has not yet ratified 

the Optional Protocol to the UNCRPD.76 

The State has committed to developing a UNCRPD implementation plan,77 and the 

Commission has called for Government to make an annual statement to Parliament on 

Ireland’s UNCRPD implementation.78 In addition, the State should actively engage with 

Disabled Persons Organisations on matters relating to disabled persons, and should 

actively support their further development and involvement by providing sustainable 

core funding, capacity building and training.79  

The Commission recommends that the State: 

- Ratifies the UNCRPD Optional Protocol; 

- Addresses the labour market marginalisation of disabled persons, including 

through targeted positive action measures to increase the employment rate 

                                                           

72 EU Commission, Country Report Ireland 2020 (26 February 2020). 
73 CSO, Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2020. 
74 IHREC, Consultation on Terms of Reference and Work Programme for the Joint Oireachtas Committee 
on Disability Matters (November 2020) at p. 8 and IHREC, Comments on Ireland’s 16th National Report 
on the implementation of the European Social Charter (May 2019) at pp. 29-30, 36-37. 
75 IHREC, Submission to the Committee on Housing, Local Government and Heritage on the General 
Scheme of the Electoral Reform Bill, (February 2021). 
76 IHREC has urged that there be no undue delay in this regard, given that Ireland was one of only six EU 
Member States not to have ratified it as of the end of 2019. See IHREC, Consultation on Terms of 
Reference and Work Programme for the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Disability Matters: Submission 
by the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission, November 2020. 
77 As set out in the Programme for Government: Our Shared Future. 
78 IHREC, Commission Calls on Government to Establish Annual Dáil Statement on Progress on Ireland’s 
Disability Rights Obligations, 17 June 2021. 
79 Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, General Comment no. 7: Article 4.3 and 33.3: 
Participation with persons with disabilities in the implementation and monitoring of the Convention, p. 2: 
It provides a detailed definition of what constitutes “representative organisations”, or organisations of 
disabled persons, in order to fully implement the CRPD.  
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and measures to integrate reasonable accommodation into recruitment, 

selection and employment processes; 

- Implements UNCRPD Article 4.3 and CRPD General Comment 7, including by 

closely consulting and actively involving disabled persons and Disabled 

Persons Organisations in policy decision-making processes; and 

- supports the establishment and ongoing work of Disabled Persons 

Organisations.  
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9. Gender Equality 

Gender pay and pension gaps stand at approximately 14%, and 38%, respectively.80 In 

June 2020, the European Committee of Social Rights found Ireland in violation of Article 

20 of the European Social Charter (Revised) due to the absence of indicators of 

progress in promoting equal pay, and insufficient progress in ensuring a balanced 

representation of women in private-sector decision-making positions.81 The 

Commission notes that once commenced, the Gender Pay Gap Information Act 2021 

will require larger companies to report on gender pay differentials, a requirement that 

will extend over time to smaller companies with 50+ employees.82  

Despite recent legislative and policy developments,83 there are ongoing issues with 

Ireland’s response to violence against women and girls. There is limited availability, 

particularly in rural locations, of reliable support services, domestic violence refuge 

accommodation, accessible procedures, and specialised practitioners.84 Scarcity of 

supports and specialist services is further concerning given the context of the Covid-

                                                           

80 The gender pay gap figure is based on data from 2014 and relates to the ‘unadjusted gender pay gap’ 
which is defined as the difference between the average gross hourly earnings of men and women 
expressed as a percentage of the average gross hourly earnings of men. For further details see: 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/index.php/Gender_pay_gap_statistics. For a 
discussion on the gender pension gap, see IHREC, Citizens’ Assembly on the Challenges and 
Opportunities of an Ageing Population (2017). 
81 University Women of Europe (UWE) v. Ireland, Complaint No. 132/2016 (June 2020). 
82 See the Gender Pay Gap Information Act 2021. Once commenced, the reporting obligations under the 
Act will apply to private and public sector employers with 250+ employees. The Act widens the scope to 
employers with 150+ employees on or after the second anniversary of the regulations and to employers 
with 50+ employees on or after the third anniversary of the regulations. There will be no requirement on 
employers with less than 50 employees to report on the gender pay gap. See also IHREC, Submission to 
the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights for the List of Issues on Ireland’s Fourth 
Periodic Report, 2021: p. 24. 
83 Including the enactment of the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017; the Criminal Justice (Victims 
of Crime) Act 2017; the Domestic Violence Act 2018; the Harassment, Harmful Communications and 
Related Offences Act 2020; the Second National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-Based 
Violence 2016-2021 and commitment to developing the successor Third National Strategy on Domestic, 
Sexual and Gender Based Violence; and the ratification of the Istanbul Convention in 2019.  
84 As of 2020, Ireland had less than a third of the number of domestic violence refuge spaces it is required 
to have under European standards.84 Furthermore, nine counties in Ireland had no refuges, presenting 
additional difficulties for victims living in rural areas. See Dáil Éireann Debate, Covid-19 (Measures to 
Protect Victims of Domestic Violence): Statements, 24 June 2020. 
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19 pandemic,85 when there has been a documented increase of domestic violence.86 

Migrant women are at greater risk of gender-based violence in Ireland and are 

disproportionately represented in the figures of women presenting to frontline 

domestic and sexual violence services.87 

The Commission recommends that the State: 

- Progresses the implementation of  the recommendations of the Citizens’ 

Assembly on Gender Equality; 

- Addresses the effectiveness of gender pay gap reporting and the timeline for 

the extension of reporting obligations to smaller establishments; and 

- Ensures that the assistance and services provided to victims of domestic 

violence are sufficient and not limited by geographical disparity or disability 

access.88  

  

                                                           

85 Barry, U. (2021) The care economy, COVID-19 recovery and gender equality - A summary report. UCD 
Geary Institute for Public Policy. 
86See Government of Ireland (June 2020) Report on the Social Implications of Covid-19 in Ireland: Update 
5 June. 
87 IHREC, Submission to the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination on 
Ireland’s Combined 5th to 9th Report, October 2019: pp 102-108. 
88 The Third National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based Violence was due to be agreed by 
Government by the end of 2021: https://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Pages/TNS.  
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10. International Protection 

The long-term impact of the Direct Provision system on the rights of individuals 

seeking international protection, particularly on the right to family life, private life, and 

health, has been well documented.89 The Government has recently committed to 

replacing Direct Provision with a ‘human rights and equality based’ model by December 

2024 and it is essential that this is progressed in a timely manner.90 

Long delays remain in determining international protection claims, and the 

Government has committed to addressing these.91 The Commission has stressed the 

importance of adhering to due process, natural and constitutional justice requirements, 

and fair procedures when addressing the backlog.92  

EU law requires that the State conduct vulnerability assessments in order to identify 

the special reception needs of international protection applicants.93 Irish law stipulates 

that such assessments must be carried out within 30 days of an applicant lodging an 

international protection claim.94 The capacity of the State’s assessment process needs 

to be scaled up significantly if all applicants are to be assessed in a timely manner. 

Further, the State needs to ensure the conduct of vulnerability assessments both upon 

the applicant’s  arrival and on an ongoing basis; in order to proactively deliver 

appropriate health, accommodation and other support services, including reasonable 

                                                           

89 IHREC, Submission on the White paper on Direct Provision, (December 2020). See also, IHREC, Ireland 
and the Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, (October 2019).  
90 Proposed measures requiring timely implementation include: ending the ‘for profit’ approach to 
reception of international protection applicants; earlier access to the labour market; provision of own-
door community-based accommodation; provision of support payments; improved legal, health, 
education, childcare, and employment activation supports: Department of Children, Equality, Disability, 
Integration and Youth, A White Paper to End Direct Provision and to Establish a New International 
Protection Support Service, (February 2021). This white paper was drafted following the publication of 
recommendations by an Advisory Group: Department of Justice, Report of the Advisory Group on the 
Provision of Support including Accommodation to Persons in the International Protection Process 
(October 2020). 
91 Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, A White Paper to End Direct 
Provision and to Establish a New International Protection Support Service, (February 2021), section 3.5. 
92 IHREC, White Paper Submission Direct Provision (December 2020). 
93 Article 22, Directive 2013/33/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 26 June 2013 laying 
down standards for the reception of applicants for international protection (recast). 
94 Section 8, S.I. No. 230/2018 - European Communities (Reception Conditions) Regulations 2018. 
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accommodation for disabled people and supports sensitive to people’s gender and 

sexual orientation. 

The Commission recommends that the State: 

- Progresses in a timely manner its planned phasing out of Direct Provision by 

2024, including measures to address the backlog of international protection 

applications; 

- Ensures that vulnerability assessments are being carried out within 30 days of 

an applicant lodging an international protection claim, and on an ongoing 

basis; and 

- Ensures sufficient supports are provided to international protection 

applicants, including reasonable accommodations and gender and sexual 

orientation sensitive supports. 
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11. Climate Justice 

Ireland is the sixth worst performing country on climate change in the European 

Union.95 The Climate Change Advisory Council96 has reported that having failed to 

meet its 2020 national, European Union, and international targets for the reduction of 

greenhouse gas emissions, Ireland is also unlikely to achieve its 2030 targets.97 

Research by the Irish Environmental Protection Agency has demonstrated that the 

effects of climate change on ‘natural and human systems’ are already apparent in 

Ireland.98 Moreover, climate change has a disproportionate effect on many 

disadvantaged, marginalised, excluded and vulnerable individuals and groups,99 

including persons living in inadequate conditions, such as social housing and Traveller 

sites. Such communities are particularly affected by weather events, which damage 

weak infrastructure.100 In addressing climate change, the promotion of human rights in 

business practices is of vital importance.101 The Programme for Government commits 

to revising Ireland’s trade and investment strategy, Ireland Connected, to include the 

promotion of human rights and environmental protection as key goals.102  The 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment has also committed to establishing a 

new Trade and Investment Council in 2021 to develop this strategy, although the 

Commission notes that as of February 2022, there is no update available.103  

                                                           

95 Climate Change Performance Index 2021: Ireland. 
96 Independent statutory body established under Section 8 of the Climate Action and Low Carbon 
Development Act 2015, whose role is to review national climate policy and advise the government on 
how Ireland can move to a low carbon, climate resilient economy and society by 2050. 
97 Climate Change Advisory Council, Annual Review 2021 (2019) p. 18. 
98 Environmental Protection Agency, A Summary of the State of Knowledge on Climate Change Impacts 
for Ireland (2017) p. 7.  See also Department of Communications, Climate Action & Environment, Seventh 
National Communication: a Report under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(2018). 
99 See Submission of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights to the 21st Conference of 
the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Understanding Human 
Rights and Climate Change,  2015: p. 2. 
100 IHREC, Submission to the United Nations Human Rights Committee on the List of Issues for the Fifth 
Periodic Examination of Ireland, August 2020, p. 59. 
101 UN Office of High Commissioner for Human Rights, Key Messages on Human Rights and Climate 
Change. 
102 See Government of Ireland, Programme for Government: Our Shared Future, 2020: p. 114. 
103 Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment Working to Progress Ireland's Trade and 
Investment Objectives, 2020 at p. 51. 
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The Commission recommends that the State: 

- Fully assesses the impact of climate change on human rights and equality and 

improve the data available, as well as establishing protective measures for 

vulnerable groups.  

- Implements a rights-based approach to climate change, including through the 

participation of vulnerable groups in decision-making on climate action 

policies and mitigating measures. 
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Introduction  

“The INOU is a federation of unemployed people, unemployed centres, unemployed groups, 

community organisations and Trade Unions. The INOU represents and defends the rights and 

interests of those who want decent employment and cannot obtain it. We promote and 

campaign for policies to achieve full employment for all. We also campaign for an 

acceptable standard of living for unemployed people and their dependents. The INOU is an 

anti-sectarian, anti-racist, non-party political organisation which promotes equality of 

opportunity within society.” (INOU Mission Statement) 

The organisation has almost two hundred affiliated organisations and six hundred individual 

members. We work at the local and national level on issues affecting unemployed people 

through the provision of training and welfare rights information services; participative 

engagement with our affiliates and members; analysis of Government policies and related 

advocacy work; and working with a wide range of other organisations on issues of common 

concern.  

The Irish National Organisation of the Unemployed (INOU) welcomes the request from the 

Department of An Taoiseach for the organisation’s views “with regard to the development of 

Ireland’s National Reform Programme 2022”. The INOU has also worked with colleagues in 

the Community and Voluntary Pillar in the preparation of the Pillar’s submission to the NRP.  

In Ireland’s National Risk Assessment 2021/20221 unemployment was noted under 

economic and social risks as follows:  

▪ Despite the unprecedented measures allocated by Government to support individuals 

and businesses, totalling over €38 billion across 2020 and 2021 recent forecasts are 

that unemployment will remain above the pre-pandemic level of 5% until at least 

2023. (p14) 

▪ Social cohesion, migration and integration remain as key social risks in this year’s 

assessment. Issues concerning the cohesion and inclusiveness of society identified in

  this section include: unemployment, trust in government and media, and the effects 

of the pandemic on various social groups and age cohorts. (p15)  

Equitable Economic Recovery  

In June, 2021 the Government published its Economic Recovery Plan2 consisting of four 

pillars, the second of which was of particular interest to the INOU: “Helping people back into 

work by extending labour market supports and through intense activation and reskilling and 

upskilling opportunities, driven by Pathways to Work 2021-2025.”  

In the Plan the Government said that “Our ambition is to have 2.5 million people in work by 

2024, exceeding pre-pandemic levels.” According to the Labour Force Survey Quarter 3, 

 
1 Ref: https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-information/795550-national-risk-assessment/  
2 Ref: https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/709d1-economic-recovery-plan/  



 

 

2021 there were 2,471,200 people in employment, though when this figure is adjusted for 

the impact of COVID-19 it falls to 2,369,731 people. It is also important to note that national 

figures rarely capture the experiences of people who face significant exclusion from 

Ireland’s labour market, for example Travellers and people with disabilities, whose 

employment / unemployment figures are in stark contrast to the national ones.   

The ERP also noted that “The government’s labour market approach is about providing 

opportunities to reskill and upskill, minimising long-term unemployment, and supporting 

individuals to secure sustainable and quality employment.” It will be absolutely critical that 

the employment created is indeed of good quality and sustainable in every sense of the 

word. Amongst the issues raised at INOU events before the pandemic struck, was the lack of 

suitable, sustainable employment in many rural areas and the social and economic impact it 

had on both the individual and the wider community.  

The Economic Recovery Plan notes “Flexibility in how lifelong education is constructed, 

offered and experienced needs to be further developed. Building on the disruptive 2020 

experience, new models of learning, including (but not limited to) those enabled by new 

technologies, present an important opportunity to open up delivery approaches, educational 

methods and learning environments.” However, the past number of years have also 

highlighted the digital divide in Irish society: people without the income, the broadband, the 

equipment, the skills struggled to engage in online learning and work, while people with 

these resources and skills could and in many cases enjoyed better employment prospects. 

This issue was raised in the second Country Specific Recommendation to Ireland in 2020, 

when the Commission called on Ireland to “Address the risk of digital divide, including in 

the education sector.” 

In the National Recovery and Resilience Plan, under the second priority seeking to accelerate 

and expand digital reforms and transformation, there was a commitment to address the 

digital divide and enhance digital skills through the Adult Literacy, Numeracy and Digital 

Literacy Strategy and a new Digital Strategy for Schools. If these Plans are to lead to an 

inclusive and sustainable economy, then this digital divide must be pro-actively addressed.  

In February, 2022 the Government launched Harnessing Digital The Digital Ireland 

Framework. Under the heading Supporting Inclusivity and Broader Society the Government 

notes that “An appropriate digital skills level for the general population, to enable all cohorts 

regardless of age or background to engage with and benefit from digitalisation, is crucial in 

ensuring the digital transition is inclusive and positive for wider society.” Under the heading 

Digitalisation of Public Services the Government says “Through a trusted, user-driven, 

intuitive, inclusive and efficient world-leading digital government service, 90% of applicable 

services will be consumed online by 2030.” Many people will welcome this development, 

potentially services and supports can be accessed when it is convenient to the person 

seeking them, more than likely it will involve no travel and less time should be required.  



 

 

However, at an INOU event looking at improving Ireland’s social welfare system and the 

learning coming from the impact of COVID-19 on existing supports and services, affiliates 

and members noted that “digital poverty is inevitable as it currently stands and a 

cohort of clients (those less well off) will be left behind” . It was suggested that “digital 

hubs be introduced at local offices which provide guidance with digital systems (with 

a support person made available to clients – adds to personalisation).” In further 

discussions about services becoming more digitalised the point was made that “There 

needs to be a hybrid interim system in which clients can access an office, a digital hub 

(if needs be, depending on the clients necessity for it) and on-line. To go fully on-line 

would be too fast moving and detrimental to the system and clients in general.” 2030 

is less than eight years away and a lot of work remains to be done to ensure that 

people who lack the personal and financial resources, the necessary infrastructure 

and equipment to engage in an increasingly digitalised world are not marginalised, 

left further behind, and outside of emerging opportunities.  

Inclusive Employment and Activation Services  

In the ERP Pathways to Work 2021-2025 is cited as “Ireland’s national employment services 

strategy and overall framework for activation and employment support. It is a central focus 

of the Government’s response to dealing with the impact of the pandemic on workers. It 

supports those who are unemployed - as a result of the pandemic; pre-pandemic; and those 

whose former jobs are no longer available to them -to return to work through intense 

activation, and upskilling and reskilling through education and training initiatives.” 

In July, 2021 the Government published Pathways to Work3 describing “the goal of 

Pathways to Work 2021-2025 is to ensure that as many of these opportunities as possible 

are filled by people who are unemployed. This includes  all unemployed, those whose jobs 

were  lost due to COVID-19, those already on the  Live Register pre-pandemic and those in 

society that face particular challenges in finding and sustaining employment.” (p8) 

It has four high level ambitions: to reduce long-term unemployment; reduce the youth 

unemployment rate; ensure better labour market outcomes for all; and improve labour 

market transitions. The Strategy contains eighty three commitments laid out under five 

strands of action or headings including working for jobseekers; employers; for work; for all – 

leaving no one behind; working with evidence.  

Under the first strand of action, Working for Jobseekers, the Government states “For 

jobseekers, the approach is to help them develop and pursue a personal progression plan 

including steps to identify and compete for suitable employment opportunities, to take-up 

relevant work experience, to pursue upskilling and training programmes, to set up their own 

 
3 Ref: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/1feaf-pathways-to-work-
2021/#:~:text=%20Pathways%20to%20Work%20Strategy%202021%20-
%202025,employment%20as%20quickly%20as%20possible.%20Stated...%20More%20  



 

 

business, to return to fulltime education, and to participate in State/ community 

employment programmes.” (p29)  

Figure 6 on page 33 describes the type of services and supports that are made available to 

people depending on whether or not they are in receipt of a Jobseeker’s payment, and 

whether or not their Probability of Exit score indicates a low-risk, medium-risk or high-risk of 

long-term unemployment. Into this latter category they have also included people who are 

aged under 30.  

What is not clear from this graph is how exactly Intreo will engage with people who are not 

in receipt of a Jobseeker’s payment, people who view themselves as unemployed and 

require assistance to find meaningful employment. Commitments 1 to 30 are presented 

under this Strand and include “Work with Pandemic Unemployment Payment recipients 

during the transitionary phase as temporary COVID-19 State supports are tapered off by 

providing employment supports to this new cohort of unemployed to assist them back to 

employment as the economy recovers.” (Commitment 4) It is important to note that not 

everyone will make the transition from a COVID-19 payment to a Jobseeker’s one, they may 

not have built up an entitlement to Jobseeker’s Benefit and may not meet the means test 

criteria for a Jobseeker’s Allowance payment. As unemployed people who have not made 

the transition from JB to JA know all so well there few supports available when this 

happens. 

Many people find access to the labour market difficult; many individual members have 

raised the issue of ageism with the INOU; affiliates note the issues of postcodeism, racism, 

and the barriers facing people because they have a disability or parent alone. To that end 

Principle 3 of the European Pillar of Social Rights4 is important. The focus of this principle is  

equal opportunities and it states: Regardless of gender, racial or ethnic origin, religion or 

belief, disability, age or sexual orientation, everyone has the right to equal treatment and 

opportunities regarding employment, social protection, education, and access to goods and 

services available to the public. Equal opportunities of under-represented groups shall be 

fostered. 

This principle should feed into the rollout of Public Sector Equality and Human Rights Duty, 

introduced in the legislation that established the Irish Human Rights and Equality 

Commission, across employment and related services. It also demands that a more active 

role is played by the State in addressing inequalities in Ireland’s labour market.    

Under Pathways to Work third strand of action, Working for Work, the Government notes 

“the nature of any system that is based on income, or days of work thresholds/ cut-off 

points, is such that notwithstanding the availability of exemptions/disregards, the jobseeker 

can face earnings cliffs and the financial returns from working can be perceived as 

marginal.” (p58) 

 
4 Ref: https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-
investment/european-pillar-social-rights_en  



 

 

This has been an issue of concern for the INOU for many years, and the organisation has 

called for an hours based system rather than a days based one for people on a Jobseeker’s 

payment. Under Commitment 43, the Government says it will “Prepare a paper on options 

to modify the longer term jobseeker assistance payment by utilising the Revenue real time 

earnings data to adjust payment levels in line with a person’s weekly earnings, to guarantee 

a basic income floor and ensure that in all cases a person’s income increases when they 

work.” What exactly this will mean in practice remains to be seen, but it will be essential 

that it does not exacerbate the income inadequacy challenges facing many people who are 

unemployed and / or in low paid employment.  

Under the fourth strand of action, Working for All – Leaving No One Behind, the 

Government notes that “Prior to the onset of the COVID-19 crisis, it had been intended that 

this strategy statement would focus, primarily, on ways to increase employment rates 

among groups with low levels of labour market participation, including: 

− Lone parents,  

− People with disabilities,  

− Qualified adults (Adult dependants of those in receipt of a social welfare payment),  

− People from minority groups.”   

They go on to say that “COVID-19 has changed the context. However, we cannot afford to 

neglect our responsibility to those people within our community who before COVID-19, were 

already facing significant labour market barriers. Accordingly, we now set out our approach 

to delivering, during the lifetime  of this strategy, a Public Employment Service that works 

for all.” (p62) 

Commitments 47 to 75 are presented under this Strand and include: 

− Undertaking focused engagement with employers to encourage the recruitment of 

older workers, including the promotion of the JobsPlus recruitment subsidy. 

(Commitment 53) 

− Implement an intensive model of engagement with young people profiled as being at 

risk of long-term unemployment. (Commitment 57)  

− Reserve places on public employment programmes for people from disadvantaged 

and minority backgrounds. (Commitment 66)  

− Consult with stakeholders from the Traveller  (and/or Roma) community to advise 

the Public Employment Service. (Commitment 70) 

Though many of these commitments are welcome, it is questionable if this strategy will 

indeed deliver on a public employment service for all. A stronger commitment to a person 

centred and wrap around service for everyone of working age, regardless of their social 

welfare status, is required. To that end the change of funding model for community based 

employment services raises serious concerns, a payments by result model is not compatible 

with an inclusive Public Employment Service, a service that should offer flexible and 



 

 

appropriate supports to anyone of working age who needs them: in an environment where 

people can opt-in, explore and identify the most appropriate option / choice for them.   

Income Adequacy 

Principle 14 of the European Pillar of Social Rights focuses on minimum income and states: 

“Everyone lacking sufficient resources has the right to adequate minimum income benefits 

ensuring a life in dignity at all stages of life, and effective access to enabling goods and 

services. For those who can work, minimum income benefits should be combined with 

incentives to (re)integrate into the labour market.” The realisation of this principle is 

particularly important as it seeks to address the issue of poverty and the flexibility required 

to appropriately support people living on the margins of Irish society.    

In December, 2021 the Central Statistics Office (CSO) published the results of the Survey of 

Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2020. SILC is a household survey which provides the 

data from which key national poverty indicators are derived, including the at risk of poverty 

rate, the consistent poverty rate and rates of enforced deprivation.   

In 2020 the at-risk-of-poverty rate was 13.2%. This figure increases significantly to 37.9% 

when social transfers, including social welfare payments, are excluded. Notwithstanding the 

positive impact of social transfers, for people who are unemployed and for people who are 

unable to work due long-standing health problems, their at-risk-of-poverty rates are much 

higher, at 32% and 33.7% respectively.  

The deprivation rate was 15.6%, this captures people in the population who were not able 

to afford at least two of the items / activities contained in a list of eleven. Amongst the 

issues raised by survey respondents were: unable to replace worn out furniture; unable to 

have family / friends over once a month; unable to put the heating on.  

According to the Principal Economic Status breakdown of this figure, unemployed people’s 

deprivation rate was 35.3% and for people unable to work due to long-standing health 

problems was 39.3%. A starker figure is seen in the Household composition breakdown, 

where families comprising one adult with children aged under 18, have a deprivation rate of 

47.8%. This is 9.5 percentage points higher than the deprivation rate for those at-risk-of-

poverty, which was 38.3%. 

At the national level the consistent poverty rate, which captures people who are at-risk-of-

poverty and experience deprivation, was 5%. Again this figure is much higher for people 

who are unemployed (16.6%); for people who are unable to work due to long-standing 

health problems (17%); and in particular for households of one adult with children aged 

under 18 (21.6%).  

In this release, as part of their Frontier series, the CSO published Poverty Insights – Income 

Reference Periods 2018-2020. Amongst the issues explored in this document is the impact of 

COVID-19 income supports on people and poverty rates. For example, the national at-risk-

of-poverty rate would have been much higher: 21% in comparison to 13.2%. While the at-



 

 

risk-of-poverty rate for unemployed people would increase to 39.6% without the positive 

impact of the Pandemic Unemployment Payment. What these figures highlighted is the 

importance of supporting people properly when they need these supports. A striking 

feature of the COVID-19 pandemic is how responsive the labour market has been to the 

restrictions imposed and when they are lifted how quickly the numbers on the Pandemic 

Unemployment Payment have fallen. According to the Department of Social Protection 

there were 67,434 in receipt of the PUP in the week of February 8th, 20225, which is in 

marked contrast to the figure of 486,354 in February 2021, and 605,668 in May 2020.    

The INOU strongly believes that social welfare rates must seek to lift recipients above the 

poverty line and ensure they can meet a minimum essential standard of living. This is 

currently not the case, and with the cost of living rising many unemployed people and 

others reliant on a social welfare payment will face harder struggles to make ends meet.  

The Government has noted that in implementing the seventeen Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDG) Ireland will be guided by two key principles: 

− That every person is entitled to a life of dignity in which they can fulfil their full 

potential; and 

− That the economic, social and environmental requirements of such a life are 

fundamentally linked and interdependent on each other. In putting these principles 

into practice, Ireland pledges that no one will be left behind and that we will 

endeavour to reach the furthest behind first. 

While in the Programme for Government, Our Shared Future6, they state they will  

− Protect core weekly social welfare rates. 

− Recognise the importance of ancillary benefits and eligibility criteria to vulnerable 

groups. (p74) 

Given the impact of the rising cost of living it will be imperative that the first bullet point is 

understood to mean protecting the purchasing power of these payments, but as that power 

has slipped, it would now mean enhancing it. Secondly, that the system must strive to 

ensure that people in difficult circumstances do not find themselves without proper 

supports in what is a rule bound and complex system. The COVID-19 Pandemic 

Unemployment Payment covered a wider range of people than Ireland’s Jobseeker’s 

payment system does, a reality that raises serious equality and social cohesion questions.  

Decent Work 

The focus of UN Sustainable Development Goal 87  is to “Promote sustained, inclusive and 

sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all.” The 

International Labour Organisation states that “Decent work involves opportunities for work 

 
5 Ref: https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/4aba2-update-on-payments-awarded-for-covid-19-pandemic-
unemployment-payment-and-enhanced-illness-benefit-8th-february-2022/  
6 Ref: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/  
7 Ref: https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal8  



 

 

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”.    

In 2020 with the support of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Grants Scheme, 

the INOU ran a project on the theme of decent work. The report8 of the project noted the 

issue of decent work and the challenges of accessing it regularly featured at the INOU’s 

Regional Discussion Forums, which involve participants from INOU affiliates and other 

organisations from around the country.  

Amongst the key findings of the project was the “Need to ensure that there is greater 

awareness of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 

the International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) definition of decent work, and the European 

Union’s Pillar of Social Rights (PSR).”  

Participants also noted that “People need to be made aware of their right to exercise their 

rights without penalisation and to participation in discussions around conditionality and 

rights.”   Other key findings included:   

− The concept of empowerment is a very important one, essential in practice, and 

needs to be an integral part of Ireland’s employment services and supports.  

− Need to address distance from the labour market, including people who are not on a 

social welfare payment, and capture their journey properly.  

− Need to ensure that targeted programmes are properly supported, valued by and 

have good links into mainstream learning and employment opportunities. This 

should work in tandem with a systemic and sustained approach to address labour 

market exclusion.   

− The need to properly address the challenges facing people seeking decent work who, 

for example, live in rural areas, who are Travellers, have a disability, parent alone, 

are returning to the labour market after a long gap, whose job has changed or 

become obsolete, young people who left school early, or people who have limited 

access to technology.    

− Need to map the jobs that will be obsolete, identify their replacements, ensure 

people are given the opportunity to re-skill to avail of emerging opportunities.  

− Need for those working on the ground to feed into Government policy development 

and implementation, and for their issues to be heard and responded to 

appropriately.  

Access to the Living Wage and greater certainty of hours and therefore improved income 

security could make a real improvement in the lives of many people. The Low Pay 

Commission has been tasked with exploring how the Programme for Government 

commitment to “Progress to a living wage over the lifetime of the Government” can be met. 

 
8 Ref: https://www.inou.ie/resources/publications/decent-work-report/  



 

 

This is an urgent piece of work given the challenges facing so many people trying to cover 

their costs of living.      

Some people who experience discrimination in the labour market seek to address their 

unemployment through self-employment and an important support for them is the Back to 

Work Enterprise Allowance (BTWEA). According to the latest figures there were 2,307 

participants on BTWEA in December, 2021. The scheme runs for two years, but the INOU 

believes that an additional year should be introduced to support people to make the most 

of this option. Such a development could be part of the Government’s expressed wish in the 

Economic Recovery Plan that “A range of measures will be introduced to support young 

people, disadvantaged groups and people distant from the labour market to find 

employment”. (p15) 

Role of Community Based Organisations  

Amongst the lessons identified in the NESC Secretariat Paper No. 22 Community Call: 

Learning for the Future was lesson five which says “The community and voluntary sector 

played a key role in identifying and supporting the vulnerable, and there is a need to look at 

how such work can be sustained”. (p29) The Paper also notes “The important role of the 

community and voluntary sector in responding to local needs became clear in the work under 

Community Call. Some work is already under way to help develop the capacity of smaller 

local groups, and to support them and larger organisations through the funding difficulties 

engendered by the lockdowns. It is likely that this work  will need to continue.” (p34)  

At the INOU Annual Delegate Conference (ADC) in 2021 the following motion was passed: 

“The Belfast Unemployed Resource Centre  supports the INOU calls on the Government to 

fully support the development and maintenance of independent community based 

organisations and their work with people experiencing social and economic exclusion, 

organisations which are critical to the delivery of inclusive employment and social services.” 

In the Programme for Government the Government says it will “Fully implement 

Sustainable, Inclusive and Empowered Communities, the five-year strategy to support the 

community and voluntary sector in Ireland up to 2024.” (p107) The values underpinning this 

five year plan are particularly important including: active participation; collectivity; social 

justice; sustainable development; social inclusion; human rights, equality and 

antidiscrimination; and empowering communities.  

Community based organisations must be properly resourced to ensure that any such 

strategy delivers for people who are unemployed, distanced from the labour market, and 

living with socio-economic exclusion. This will become particularly important as Ireland 

becomes more digitalised and many people struggle to adapt.  Community based 

organisations will have an important role to play in supporting people who have a range of 

literacy needs to be able to develop their skills to participate in Irish society and avail of 

emerging economic opportunities.   



 

 

It is welcome that in the Economic Recovery Plan the Government notes the importance of 

“Supporting Social Enterprise, which can provide access to jobs for the most marginalised in 

society, including through the National Social Enterprise Policy 2019 – 2022 and the Working 

for Change: Social Enterprise and Employment Strategy”. Resourcing community led social 

enterprises to address issues of concern for them and to empower people themselves to 

address their needs appropriately will be particularly important, it can also open access to 

employment that might otherwise be missing.    

In the section entitled An Inclusive Approach the Government says “An increased focus will 

be placed on building an inclusive society and labour market with greater emphasis on good 

quality employment, increasing participation and reducing barriers as the economy recovers, 

ensuring the benefits of the recovery are widely shared.” Such a development will be critical 

and community based organisations have a key role to play “as Ireland moves through the 

recovery, a space to discuss areas of shared concern affecting the economy, society, the 

environment, employment and the labour market more broadly must be ensured.” (p46)    

It would also be in keeping with the UN SDG 169 which aims to “Promote peaceful and 

inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build 

effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels”. Of particular importance is 

Target 16.7 which seeks to “Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative 

decision-making at all levels”. 

 

Thank you for your time and consideration  

 
9 Ref: https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal16  
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Dr Tom McDonnell,  

Co-director, Nevin Economic Research Institute 

15 February 2022 

 

European Semester 2022 and the National Reform Programme 

 

Dear John, 

I am writing to the Department of the Taoiseach in response to your letter dated 17th January 2022 

requesting the views of the NERI with regard to the development of Ireland’s National Reform 

Programme 2022. Our suggestions are outlined below. 

Policymakers will need to grapple with many significant long-term challenges in the years ahead. 

Major challenges include:  

(A) Responding to changes to international trade and taxation, potentially via a revised 

economic model based on a strong innovation ecosystem, public R&D, and domestic 

entrepreneurship,  

(B) Supporting an ageing population in the context of a declining working age ratio,  

(C) Adapting to digitalisation, artificial intelligence and automation,  

(D) Improving the affordability and availability of housing and childcare, 

(E) Ensuring incomes keep pace with and exceed cost of living increases, particularly for low 

income households,  

(F) Reducing labour market precariousness and in-work poverty,  

(G) Increasing labour productivity and facilitating labour market participation, and of course  

(H) Managing the economic transformation necessary for the net zero green transition in a 

manner consistent with just transition principles. 

The green and digital transitions will cause significant changes to the architecture of the economy 

and to the composition of the labour market. Even so, the twin transitions if managed correctly offer 

great opportunities for economic development.  
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Policy will need to facilitate and ease these changes via just transition supports and a stronger 

insurance system to protect real incomes, and via a range of investments in:  

(1) Higher levels of per person and per pupil investment in education and training including in digital 

literacy and lifelong learning,  

(2) Greater spending on green R&D, on existing green technologies and on green infrastructure,  

(3) Measures to support the economy’s innovative capacity including reversing the chronically low 

annual under-spend on public R&D, and  

(4) Measures to eliminate barriers to labour force participation, for example subsidising the cost of 

childcare.  

Housing 

In addition, to these investments is the need to respond to the housing crisis. Our view is that 

successfully resolving the housing crisis will require a structural uplift in government investments in 

cost rental housing stock as well as reforms to the taxation of land in order to increase supply and 

reduce prices. A significantly higher tax on all residential property combined with a meaningful tax 

on all other land (e.g. through a site valuation tax) would put downward pressure on house prices. 

This could be supplemented by a surcharge on non-principal residences and vacant properties. Taxes 

on immovable property are also highly efficient from an economic perspective. While primarily a 

social and cost-of-living issue, the cost of housing is also undermining Ireland’s attractiveness to FDI 

as well as our international competitiveness. The long-term solution to housing affordability is to 

increase supply and government should avoid incentivising demand through the taxation system. 

Our view is that the state should return to its historical role of direct housing provision. The Austrian 

cost-rental model as proposed by NESC and NERI describes a way to do this.   

Public finances 

Our view is that the public finances are on a sustainable trajectory in the short-term. Ireland’s pre-

pandemic fiscal position was reasonably strong with a 2019 deficit of just 0.5% of GNI*, albeit with 

an overreliance on potentially volatile corporation tax receipts. However, revenue raising efforts 

must be undertaken in the coming years in order to ensure sufficient and stable revenues. This is so 

that the future spending needs identified above are compatible with placing debt on a downward 

trajectory as a percentage of GNI*.   
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This does not necessarily imply that Ireland should avoid running modest deficits on average over 

the economic cycle. Modest deficits are consistent with a falling debt to output ratio in the context 

of an economy with medium-term growth capacity of 4% to 5%. Ongoing investments in productive 

capacity will be necessary to grow the economy and also to make it more environmentally 

sustainable over the longer-term. It makes sense to borrow for the cost of the green transition and 

tackling climate change will require enormous capital investment by the Irish government over the 

next 30 years in order to meet our 2030 and 2050 targets. 

ECB monetary policy will start to tighten in 2022-23 and this well eventually feed through into higher 

borrowing costs. While Ireland’s high public debt is of legitimate concern, the high per capita debt 

level is somewhat counterbalanced by Ireland’s high per capita income. The chances of a debt spiral 

are very low given the ECB’s willingness to do whatever it takes to underpin euro area governments. 

Our view is that Ireland should commit to an expenditure rule whereby annual increases in non-

cyclical public spending net of revenue measures should be aligned to the medium-term growth 

potential of the economy.   

Finally, fiscal sustainability would also be enhanced by reforms that structurally increase 

employment rates over the economic cycle. 

Employment rates 

We believe there is significant scope for policy to structurally increase the employment rate. For 

example, the high-cost of and/or lack of access to childcare remains a significant labour market 

barrier for female workers and in particular lone parents and second earners. Affordable childcare is 

an important policy tool to maximise an economy’s employment rate and by extension its 

productive capacity. 

Close to 40% of workers in Ireland have dependent children and Ireland needs to significantly 

increase its spending on childcare as a percentage of GNI*. Resolving the cost and access issues 

through direct government intervention should form one of the key planks of the National Reform 

Programme 2022. Doing so would have positive participation, employment and fiscal impacts over 

the medium-term and social impacts over the long-term. Resolving the issues surrounding childcare 

and eldercare would also help reduce the gender pay gap over time. 

Incentivising businesses to enable and encourage their workers to work from home could help 

improve on the weak employment rates of cohorts experiencing particular barriers to labour force 

participation such as a disability or a caring responsibility. Greater working from home opportunities 

would also support more balanced regional development and ease pressure on the Dublin housing 
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market. Similarly, greater flexibility around core working hour schedules would help reduce labour 

market barriers for cohorts with a disability and/or caring responsibilities. The public sector could 

and should lead in this respect. 

We are also of the view that Ireland should gradually move to a European style social insurance 

system. Such a system would better enable Ireland to manage the upcoming economic transitions, 

would better encourage entrepreneurial risk-taking and human capital development, and would 

help reduce the amplitude of economic recessions by smoothing aggregate demand. This scenario 

would reduce the consequences of business failure for individuals and households thereby 

increasing the desirability of taking a risk to start a new business. Aligning the rates of PRSI would 

help reduce the incidence of bogus self-employment.  

Marginal effective tax rates (METRs) should be maintained at low rates for low paid workers. The 

current low tax rate for this group should be considered a positive feature rather than a bug. The 

low METRS minimise employment disincentives as well as the risk of in-work poverty. In order to 

minimise METRs, welfare payments should never be subjected to income threshold cliff edges but 

instead should always be tapered away at a low rate as income increases. The step-effects in the 

PRSI system should be removed as these create a disincentive to work and a disincentive for 

employers to increase hours.  

The tax system should phase in full individualisation (individual taxation) in order to reduce the 

potentially significant employment disincentives that can exist for 2nd earners within couples. The 

current system (along with lack of access to low cost child and elder care) may be contributing to 

Ireland’s relatively poor participation rates for women. The higher standard rate cut-off (SRCO) for 

married households with one income should be aligned over the medium-term with the SRCO for 

non-married one earner households. 

Supporting the vulnerable 

Indexation of the welfare system would be an important and we believe positive fiscal and social 

reform. Price indexation can be seen as a proxy for ‘stand-still’ policy in terms of reducing 

deprivation rates. It will theoretically keep living standards at their current levels but will not 

improve them. In addition, headline inflation rates such as the CPI may actually under estimate cost 

of living increases for lower income households. For example, the current high level of inflation is 

concentrated in areas like energy, housing and food, and therefore disproportionately affects lower 

income households. In other words, indexing to the CPI, or indeed any of the other main inflation 

indicators, will not necessarily offset cost of living increases for poorer households. 
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The principal rationale for wage indexation is that it broadly prevents a worsening of income 

inequality, albeit it does not factor in all the returns to capital, or indeed differentials in wage 

increases. Crucially, wages generally rise faster than prices in most years, and therefore wage 

indexation will tend to improve living standards for poorer households over the longer-term. 

In addition, benchmarking the various welfare rates to some defined measure of sufficiency is an 

important complement to indexation. We need to understand the extent to which existing welfare 

rates, and indeed the overall tax and welfare system, are ameliorating poverty and deprivation rates, 

and therefore the extent to which we are currently achieving our policy targets.  

The main negative consequence of indexation is the fiscal cost. Indexation does reduce scope for 

policy innovation and spending in other areas. Cost of living issues can alternatively be addressed in 

other ways, for example, through provision of subsidised childcare, increased supply of affordable 

housing, subsidies to public transport, and so forth.   

However, indexation in line with wage earnings is sustainable in terms of fiscal space and is fiscally 

neutral. It does reduce policy flexibility, but also adds to certainty for household budgeting and 

arguably adds to fairness and fiscal certainty as more politically powerful cohorts will have less 

opportunity to push for special treatment at pre-election budgets. 

Vulnerable cohorts can also be supported by increasing wages for low income workers. This would 

also improve the incentive to take-up work and it is not reasonable to expect the state to continue 

to be responsible for effectively subsidising low wage enterprises via the welfare system.  

Examples of useful steps for consideration in this regard include raising the national minimum wage 

to a living wage benchmarked to median earnings, and establishing the legislative machinery to 

enable and support collective agreements on wages and productivity for each economic sector. This 

would help Ireland continue its transition to a Northern European style high employment, high value 

added and high pay model. Job quality is central to positive well-being outcomes. 

Finally, social insurance should be reformed to include a pay-related element, and to incorporate 

unemployment benefit, family benefits, illness benefits and disability benefits. Contribution rates 

and benefits should gradually converge on average EU levels over the medium-to-long-term. 

However, an upper threshold for benefits should be introduced that caps benefits at a level close to 

the annual median full-time wage. We note that employer social insurance contributions are 

particularly low relative to EU average and that self-employed contributions are disproportionately 

low relative to other workers. Raising self-employed contributions would also reduce the prevalence 

of bogus self-employment. 
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Submission to Department of the Taoiseach on the EU Semester and National Reform Programme  1 

Introduction 
The National Women’s Council (NWC) is the leading national representative organisation for women and 
women’s groups in Ireland, founded in 1973. We have over 190-member groups and a large and growing 
community of individual supporters. The ambition of the National Women’s Council is an Ireland where 
every woman enjoys true equality and no woman is left behind. This ambition shapes and informs our 
work, and, with our living values, how we work. We are a movement-building organisation rooted in our 
membership, working on the whole island of Ireland. We are also part of the international movement to 
protect and advance women’s and girls’ rights. Our purpose is to lead action for the achievement of 
women’s and girls’ equality through mobilising, influencing, and building solidarity. NWC welcomes the 
opportunity to make this submission to the Department of the Taoiseach on Ireland’s National Reform 
Programme as part of the EU Semester.  
  
At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in Ireland and across Europe, women sustained our societies 
through their paid and unpaid care labour and their work in essential services across the country. They 
continue to do so as we manage the aftermath of the pandemic and as the social and economic 
consequences unfold. However, NWC is concerned about the lack of attention to gender equality in much 
of the economic decision making that has taken place since the onset of the pandemic.  
 
The emphasis in the EU’s Multi-financial Framework (MFF) and Next Generation EU (NGEU) funding, of 
which the Recovery and Resilience Fund (RRF) is a part, was on jobs in traditionally male dominated areas, 
despite the greater impact of the pandemic on female employment. The RRF represented an opportunity 
to put the EU's commitments on gender mainstreaming and gender budgeting, as outlined in the EU 
Gender Equality Strategy 2020-2025, into practice. In recognition of this, a regulation on the RRF states 
that States should include actions on gender equality in their plans and emphasised the importance of 
investment in care infrastructure.1 However, unlike climate and digital goals, no spend requirement was 
attached to gender equality goals.  
 
Ireland’s Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP) includes welcome acknowledgement of the disproportionate 
impact of the pandemic on women, younger workers and on those with lower education attainment. It 
recommits Ireland to advancing equality through implementation of existing equality strategies for women 
and girls, Travellers, disabled people, migrants and the LGBTI+ community. However, the RRP fails to 
specify additional actions or to allocate funding to delivering on gender equality goals.  
 
As per the requirements of the RRF, the first objective of Ireland’s RRP is to ensure that Ireland introduces 
“innovative and radical ways to decarbonise society”.2 However, the plan fails to apply a gender lens to 
climate policy, representing a missed opportunity to advance gender equality while creating green 
employment. A key omission is the failure to invest in the care economy which can help deliver on gender 
equality and climate action goals, and thus to deliver progress across a number of the Sustainable 
Development Goals.  
 
Budget 2022 could be seen as the first budget of Ireland's post-Covid economic recovery. With borrowing 
costs low and tax receipts better than expected, Ireland had space to implement ambitious policies aimed 
at tackling gender inequality. There were some welcome allocations of funding to several key areas in 
relation to women’s equality, for example, investments in women’s health and increases in funding for 
childcare. However, piecemeal supports offered by Budget 2022 are not sufficient to address the 
challenges of poverty, low paid, precarious work and a housing crisis that impact disproportionately on 
women. Overall, the budget failed to deliver the public services and social infrastructure needed to tackle 
the wide-ranging structural inequalities that women experience. 
 

                                                             
1 REGULATION (EU) 2021/241 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 12 February 2021 
establishing the Recovery and Resilience Facility. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32021R0241&from=EN  
2 DPER (2021). Recovery and Resilience plan. https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/d4939-national-recovery-and-resilience-plan-2021/  
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The NRP must lay the groundwork for a significant, sustainable and ongoing investment in public services 
and social infrastructure. It must ensure a balanced, inclusive and green recovery by shifting the focus 
from propping up low paid work to supporting decent, well paid jobs. Crucially, policy and economic 
decisions must be gender and equality proofed to ensure that public spending delivers public good for all.  
 

Priorities for Ireland’s National Reform Programme 
 
Ireland’s National Reform Programme is required to address implementation of the RRP as well as previous 
Country Specific Recommendations (CSR’s) from the European Semester process which identify challenges 
for Ireland’s economic and social cohesion and include recommendations on childcare, universal health, 
access to the labour market, taxation, climate and housing. In addition, the NRP should also align with 
Ireland’s commitments under the Sustainable Development Goals. The SDG’s make a specific priority of 
achieving gender equality and the need to take deliberate actions to remove the barriers to women’s 
equality across every sector in society.   
 
NWC’s submission sets out our recommendations as to how reform and investment through the NRP could 
deliver a more equal and inclusive Ireland and tackle the structural inequalities that women experience. 
NWC recognises the importance of raising revenue so that Ireland has sufficient resources for investment 
and of gender and equality proofing spending and revenue raising decisions so this submission finishes 
with NWC’s proposals on revenue raising and on gender and equality proofing the National Reform 
Programme.  
 

1. Deliver Universal Basic Services; invest in the care economy, health and housing to create a 

society that values care, people and the planet 

2. Create a new model of work based on decent pay, workers’ rights and sustainable 

development, including an active labour market policy that works for women 

3. End poverty and the gender pensions gap to ensure an adequate standard of living for all, 

including those who were marginalised before the pandemic   

4. Invest in rural communities with a focus on social development as well as sustainable 

economic development  

5. Deliver feminist climate justice so that equality and a just transition are central to our green 

transition  

6. Ensure sufficient resources to fund an equal and sustainable recovery through taxation 

reform 

7. Embed gender and equality proofing in the National Reform Programme 

Deliver Universal Basic Services 
 
Ireland currently compensates for our high market income inequality by significant redistribution through 
taxes and social transfers.  This has led to reduced investment in quality, universal, public services.3 As a 
result, we have deficits in our public services, including; a housing crisis; a two-tier health system; a 
childcare system that was unaffordable and unsustainable even before the pandemic and some of the 
highest levels of unmet need for services in the EU. These essential services need to be placed outside the 
market and delivered on a public basis.  
 
The provision of Universal Basic Services (UBS) is the most effective way to meet society’s collective needs. 
Investment in UBS is an investment in a properly functioning and equal society and economy, and indeed, 
these services are essential assets when crises like pandemics strike. The priority in the NRP should be to 
move towards a system of UBS by focusing on: 

                                                             
3 Mary Murphy et al (2020). The High Road Back to Work.  
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• Investment in the care economy  

• Universal health 

• Housing  

Invest in the Care Economy  
The pandemic reinforced the centrality of care to a functioning society and economy. However, care 
continues to be under-resourced. Women continue to bear primary responsibility for unpaid care while 
workers in the sector are among the lowest paid in the economy, a key contributor to the gender pay gap. 
The European Commission’s assessment of Ireland’s RRP notes that the share of people inactive due to 
caring responsibilities remains well above the EU average.4 
 
The most effective and efficient way to tackle persistent gender inequalities in care is sustained investment 
in public services and social infrastructure, including a public early years and school age childcare system 
and universal adult social care. Investment in care has been shown to act as a better post-pandemic 
economic stimulus than investment in traditional economic recovery approaches, such as construction. 
Producing significantly less emissions than construction, care jobs are also green jobs5 so investment in 
care also helps us meet our goals on a low carbon economy.  
 
Despite the importance of the care economy to a sustainable recovery, the RRF’s did not include the care 
economy as a priority. While Ireland’s National Economic Recovery Plan notes that changing demographics 
will mean additional demands for skills related to healthcare and social care, without significant investment 
in the care economy, it is not clear how these skills gaps will be addressed. Funding the care sector would 
generate significant economic growth in the domestic economy, which was more negatively impacted than 
the multinational sector by the pandemic. Because the sector is comprised predominantly of low paid 
women workers, investing in care could reduce the gender pay gap significantly (by an estimated 5% in a 
UK context6), helping to address gender equality and deliver better pay and conditions for the many 
migrant women in the sector.  
 
Public Early Years and School Age Education and Care  
 
Affordability of childcare remains the single largest barrier to women taking up paid work.7 CSR no.2 (2019) 
included a recommendation that Ireland increase access to affordable and quality childcare. 
Notwithstanding welcome increased investment in Budget 2022, Ireland is some way away from the 
UNICEF target of spending 1% of national income on the early years sector and the current rate of increase, 
it would take several years if not decades to reach that target.8  
 
Investment in a public model is crucial. Countries with comprehensive public provision have childcare 
services that are more affordable, accessible, and of higher quality than countries with private service 
provision.9 Across European countries, the most important factor in lowering the pay and conditions of 
care workers is the extent to which it is marketised.10 While being constrained by their Terms of Reference, 
the Expert Group on a future funding model for childcare noted that there Ireland is a clear outlier in having 
virtually no public provision of Early Years and that public provision may be the only way to deal with some 

                                                             
4 EU Commission (2021). Summary of the assessment of the Irish recovery and resilience plan. 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/ie_rrp_summary.pdf  
5 WBG (2020). A care led recovery from Coronavirus. https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Care-led-recovery-final.pdf 
6 WBG (2020). A care led recovery from Coronavirus. https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Care-led-recovery-final.pdf 
7 NWC (2022). Submission to Commission on Taxation and Welfare. 
https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/COTW_NWC_submission_Jan_2022_2.pdf  
8 NWC (2021). Gender analysis of Budget 2022. https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/Budget_2022_Gender_analysis_final.pdf  
9 https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-06-16_l-rs-note-public-provision-of-early-childhood-education-an-
overview-of-the-international-evidence_en.pdf  
10 TASC (2020). Cherishing All Equally – the Care Economy.  
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gaps in the sector. The Expert Group notes that the introduction of a public model would need a clear 
political decision to underpin it. We call on government to provide political leadership on a public childcare 
model.  
 
A public childcare system should be supported by adequate paid parental leave. However, provision of paid 
statutory leave for parents in Ireland is much lower than EU norms and there is a larger gap between the 
end of paid leave and the start of ECEC services. The income replacement rate of paid leave is a key factor 
in whether it is possible to take the leave, particularly for fathers in low incomes families11 and for lone 
parents who are solely responsible for their household income. Extensions in both the duration and income 
replacement rate of paid leave are needed.  
 
Adult social care  
Homecare has been progressively privatised in Ireland to a largely unregulated, home care industry. 
Domestic and personal care workers are often migrant women workers, and women of colour, subject to 
the most extreme instances of precarious work and exploitation. As well as lower pay, workers in the 
private sector have weaker rights and are required to accept more unstable and ad hoc working hours than 
those working for non-profit or public sector providers.12 Perhaps only a quarter of care assistants are 
members of a trade union, and precariousness is also high in the sector.13 
 
NWC’s feminist analysis of care includes not only the perspectives of the women who provide care but also 
the women who need such supports. The absence of a sufficient state response to supporting disabled 
people to live independent lives, forces them into a position of dependence and leaves family carers to 
provide often very high levels of care. Investment in universal, social care services are vital to ensure older 
people and disabled people have the necessary supports to reduce dependence on family and friends and 
to have lives of dignity with opportunities to fulfil their full potential as citizens and adults.  
 
The European Commission assessment of Ireland’s RRP notes that Ireland is over-reliant on institutional 
care, while home-care, which is a key part of long-term care services in many other EU Member States and 
is more efficient and appropriate for addressing much of our care need, has been historically 
underprovided.14 

Recommendations 

• Invest in a public, affordable and accessible care infrastructure to support people at all stages of 

the lifecycle 

- Increase investment in early years education and care by 0.1% of national income per annum 

for the next seven years to deliver the UNICEF target of 1% of national income.  

- Commit to a public model of childcare 

- Increase investment in social care by 0.3% of national income to fund an increase in services 

and adequate pay for workers 

- Provide a statutory right to home care and social care supports for disabled and older people  
- Increase the duration of paid parental leave and the income replacement rate of Parent’s 

Benefit  

Universal Health      
As a result of gender inequality in society, women experience particular inequalities in health outcomes 
and in their access to health services. Because women have lower incomes and provide the majority of 

                                                             
11 Oireachtas Library & Research Service (2021). L&RS Bill Digest: Family Law Bill 2021  
12 Mulkeen, M. (2016). Going to market! An exploration of markets in social care. Administration, 64(2), 33–59 
13 NWC (2022). Submission to Commission on Taxation and Welfare. 
https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/COTW_NWC_submission_Jan_2022_2.pdf 
14 European Commission (2021). COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT. Analysis of the recovery and resilience plan of Ireland 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021SC0205&qid=1632756694242  
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care, including to older members of their family, they are more reliant on public health services.  Particular 
groups of women have poorer health outcomes and have less access to healthcare services, including but 
not limited to lone parents, asylum seekers, homeless women, Traveller and Roma women, LGBTQI+ 
women, women who have grown up in or on the edge of state care, as well as disabled women.  
 
The pandemic further exposed significant gaps in our two-tier health service. The European Commission’s 
assessment of Ireland’s RRP notes that Ireland remains the only country in Western Europe without 
universal access to primary care.15 The NRP provides an opportunity to escalate the implementation 
of Sláintecare and to deliver on CSR no.1 (2020), recommending that Ireland improve accessibility of the 
health system, strengthen its resilience, including by responding to health workforce’s needs and ensure 
universal coverage to primary care. 
 
Budget 2022 made some welcome investments in relation to women’s health, including nearly €9m 
additional funding to ensure continued implementation of the National Maternity Strategy, €16m in other 
measures to support women’s health in areas such as cancer, mental health and social inclusion. It 
established a further 6 ambulatory gynaecology "see and treat" clinics, pledged an increase in investment 
in efforts to tackle period poverty, and included almost €9m allocated to fund access to contraception for 
women aged 17-25.16 It is important to continue and build on these welcome investments.  
 
Women’s mental health and wellbeing has also been adversely affected by the pandemic. Government has 
committed that public spending on mental health would comprise 10% of the overall health 
budget.17 However, spending currently amounts to about 5.1%, significantly less than that recommended 
by the World Health Organisation (around 12%).18 It is imperative that Government undertake a gender 
sensitive approach in responding to the mental health impacts of the pandemic. 

Recommendations 

• Invest in health to escalate the implementation of Sláintecare, with a particular focus on recruitment 
and retention of frontline health and social care professionals, particularly where there are service 
gaps. 

• Deliver nationwide provision of abortion services through the community and hospital network and 
expand the universal contraception roll out so it extends across the whole of the reproductive age 
range. 

• Continue to resource the Women’s Health Taskforce and Women’s Health Fund to ensure the roll out 
of a gender responsive health service. 

• Invest in delivery of Sharing the Vision to ensure access to gender-sensitive mental health care across 
a continuum from primary and community supports (including community-based counselling 
services, family resource centres and women’ organisations) through to acute and specialist services 
for women who need them.  

Housing and accommodation  
 
The housing and homelessness emergency continues to have a devastating impact on women and families 
throughout Ireland. Ireland has one of the highest rates of female homelessness in the EU with figures 
likely an underestimation as women living in refuge accommodation, direct provision and disabled people 
living in institutionalised settings are not included. In addition, women with children are more likely to 

                                                             
15 European Commission (2021). COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT. Analysis of the recovery and resilience plan of Ireland 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021SC0205&qid=1632756694242 
16 https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/Budget_2022_Gender_analysis_final.pdf  
17 https://www.mentalhealthreform.ie/news/slaintecare-does-not-go-far-enough-for-mental-health/  
18 NWC (2021). Gender analysis of Budget 2022. https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/Budget_2022_Gender_analysis_final.pdf 
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move around, staying with family and friends than going to homeless accommodation in the early stages 
of homelessness. Traveller families forced to live on roadsides are also excluded from official statistics.   
 
Lone parents are particularly at risk from housing insecurity as are non-white, especially black, and 
Traveller women and men.19 A 2016 national study on women’s homelessness found that 10% of 
participants identified as members of the Traveller community.20 
 
Women who are lone parents are one of the groups most at risk of house repossessions and are the highest 
proportion of families living in emergency accommodation, the vast majority having been made homeless 
from the private rental sector. The use of family hubs has normalised family homelessness, which will lead 
to families being institutionalised and Ireland once again punishing women and children for poverty and 
inequality. 
 
Women are more reliant on the social housing system  -they are more likely than men to rent from a local 
authority or voluntary body and outside of single adults, lone parents are the most common family type 
on housing waiting lists.21 Around three fifths of those in receipt of Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) are 
women.22 HAP tenancies are a more precarious form of housing than traditional social housing as the 
agreement is with the landlord, not local authority.  SILC data shows that people renting continue to be 
more at risk of poverty with those in receipt of HAP, Rent Supplement or RAS most at risk of poverty when 
rent is deducted from income. When rent is deducted from income, half of one parent families are at risk 
of poverty (50%).23 
 
CSR no.2 (2020) includes a recommendation that Ireland increase the provision of social and affordable 
housing. The European Commission’s assessment of Irelands’ RRF notes that homelessness and availability 
of affordable and social housing remain structural challenges in Ireland, with clear detrimental impacts on 
health equity and social cohesion.24 Ireland’s strategy remains over-reliant on the private sector – both to 
build homes to provide housing through the private rented sector.  
 
Recommendations 
 

• Increase public and affordable housing by delivering up to 100,000 new homes on public land over 
five years  

• Provide resources to gender proof all homeless and housing strategies & budgets and establish 
gender sensitive support services for women living in homelessness 

• Establish & fully resource a statutory Traveller Agency with powers to approve and enforce Local 
Authority accommodation 

• Full resource work to implement the White Paper on ending Direct Provision  

A new model of work  
 
Our work and welfare systems were built for a different era on a male breadwinner understanding of the 
labour market and social welfare systems. A return to ‘normal’ will not support women. A new approach 

                                                             
19 IHREC (2018). Disrimination and Inequality in Housing in Ireland https://www.ihrec.ie/app/uploads/2018/06/Discrimination-and-
Inequality-in-Housing-in-Ireland..pdf  
20 Harvey, B (2021). The Traveller community and homelessness. Pavee Point: https://www.paveepoint.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/Harvey-B.-2021-The-Traveller-Community-and-Homelessness.-Pavee-Point-Traveller-and-Roma-Centre.pdf  
21 The Housing Agency (2021). Summary of Social Housing Assessments 2020 Key findings. 
https://www.housingagency.ie/sites/default/files/2021-03/SSHA-2020.pdf  
22 DPER (2018). Social Impact Assessment Series Social Housing Supports https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/SIA-Series-
Social-Housing-Supports-1.pdf  
23 CSO (2021). SILC 2020 
24 European Commission (2021). COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT. Analysis of the recovery and resilience plan of Ireland 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021SC0205&qid=1632756694242 



 

Submission to Department of the Taoiseach on the EU Semester and National Reform Programme  7 

must focus on creating decent, sustainable well-paid jobs, not jobs at any cost and should use public 
funding to drive improvements for workers.  

Active labour market policy that works for women  
Ireland’s RRP includes €27 million to support access to the labour market for jobseekers and €114 million 
to support the reskilling and upskilling of workers, focusing on green, digital and future-proof skills. 

Budget’s 2021 and 2022 also committed resources to labour market supports. Traditionally, men are 
more likely to benefit from expenditure on labour market supports - around 65% of those benefitting 
from a CE Scheme or TÚS place are men, less than 1 in 5 beneficiaries of the Rural Social Scheme are 
women.25 Spending on apprenticeships will increase by 4% in 2022.26 Apprenticeships are an 
important bridge into the labour market but only 5% of beneficiaries of investment in apprenticeships 
were women in 2020.27  
 
ALMP must address gender inequalities in access to emerging, higher paid and green jobs in STEM areas. 
Contrary to our policy aims, the proportion of women working in higher paid sectors like information and 
communications technology (ICT) in Ireland actually decreased from 30% in 2004 to 21% in 2017.28 In 
addition our ALMP should focus on skills development in alternative areas, such as care, which would 
represent a decent and green alternative for both women and men as well as helping to address unmet 
need for care services. Investment must include raising the pay and terms of conditions of the care 
workforce. 
 
CSR no.2 (2019) advises Ireland to provide personalised active integration support and facilitate upskilling 
for women and other vulnerable groups. The recently published Pathways to Work notes that prior to the 
pandemic, the intention was to prioritise marginalised groups such as lone parents, disabled people, 
Qualified Adults but COVID-19 has changed the context.29 Groups who were already more marginalised 
before the pandemic cannot afford to be left further behind. With spending on Local Employment 
Services set to drop significantly from €25.8m in 2021 to €9.91m in 2022, this is likely to impact on 
those most distant from the labour market, predominantly women – lone parents, qualified adults, 
carers and disabled people. Supporting women, and particularly the most marginalised women, post-
pandemic, requires a greater tailoring of active labour market policies toward the needs of women 
and this is best achieved through community-based and community development services and 
programmes. 30 
 
NWC recommends: 
 

- Invest in care as a key element of ALMP 
- Support women to access programmes in STEM areas 
- Ensure childcare supports, part time and remote opportunities are available to participants 

seeking active labour market supports  
- Recommit Pathways to Work to focusing on the most marginalised groups 
- Invest in community based and community development approaches to ALMP  

Decent work 
For many women, paid work is no guarantee of income adequacy with women predominating in low paid 
and precarious work. While almost 70% of women are ‘essential’ workers, they are among the lowest paid 

                                                             
25 DSP (2020). Annual Statistics 2019. https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/02f594-annual-sws-statistical-information-report/ 
26 Budget 2022 expenditure report 
27 Dept Higher Education (2021). Action plan for apprenticeships. 
28 https://witsireland.com/stem-resources/women-in-stem-in-ireland-by-numbers/  
29 DSP (2021). Pathways to Work 
30 NWCI (2021). Gender analysis of Budget 2022. https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/Budget_2022_Gender_analysis_final.pdf  
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in the economy. More than half of wholesale and retail workers31 and half of Early Years workers earn less 
than the Living Wage.32 Among undocumented workers, many of whom work in care and other essential 
sectors, 26% report earning less than the minimum wage.33  
 
The Living Wage remains significantly beyond the National Minimum Wage. Addressing the inadequacy of 
the minimum wage contributes to gender equality, closing the gender pay and pension gap and elevates 
women out of poverty, according to the EU Commission who have estimated that Ireland’s GPG could 
decline by almost 10% if the minimum wage were to reach 60% of median wages.34 
 
Collective bargaining is one of the most effective ways to create more equal redistribution of wealth,  
reduce inequality and address low pay. Countries with a high coverage of collective bargaining tend to have 
shorter working hours for both women and men, more flexible work options under secure employment 
conditions, better protection for non-standard workers, as well as a reduced gender pay gap.35 However, 
the proportion of employees covered by collective bargaining agreements in Ireland is low and legislation 
is required to address this, as recommended by the Citizens Assembly on Gender Equality.  
 
NWC has called for investment in public services. The public sector is an important employer for women, 
however, Ireland’s public sector accounts for a much smaller proportion of employment (15%) than other 
small open economies in Northern Europe (25-30%). Countries with larger public sectors employ more 
women and also tend to have the largest (unionised) female participation rates in the labour force.36 
Therefore, investment in public services delivers on multiple fronts for women. 
 
Public procurement can be a key lever in driving better terms and conditions for workers, given its 
significance in terms of government spending. Public procurement within the Public Service represents an 
estimated €15 billion a year, of which approximately €6.5 billion is on capital works and €8.5 billion is on 
goods and services.37 Public procurement policies can promote decent work by making public contracts 
only available to those companies that pay decent wages, are addressing their GPG, respect workers’ right 
to collective bargaining and are committed to sustainability.  
 
COVID-19 has provided us with a unique opportunity to reexamine our approach to work to ensure it is 
sustainable into the future. In this context, the NRP should look at how reduced working time, such as a 
four-day week, would help to facilitate a more equal distribution of care between women and men, 
supporting both to play more of a role in child-rearing as well as care of older family members. As founding 
members of the Irish campaign for a 4 Day Week38, NWC advocates for this transition to a modern work 
model for the benefits for workers, business and the environment.  
 
NWC recommends: 
 

• Deliver a Living Wage 

• Attach social criteria, clauses and conditionality, including living wage clauses to government 

procurement processes  

• Legislate for collective bargaining rights 

• Fund school infrastructure in physics and maths so women and girls can access higher paid work 

in areas like IT, engineering and green technology 

                                                             
31 CSO (2020). LFS Minimum Wage Statistics. Q4 2019. 
32 Pobal (2021). Annual early years sector profile report 2019/2020 
33 MRCI (2020). Live here, work here, belong here. A survey of over 1,000 undocumented people in Ireland 
34 EU Commission. COMMISSION STAFF WORKING DOCUMENT IMPACT ASSESSMENT Accompanying the document Proposal for a 
Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on adequate minimum wages in the European Union SWD/2020/245 final.  
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=SWD:2020:245:FIN  
35 European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC). Collective bargaining and gender equality. https://www.etuc.org/en/collective-bargaining-
and-gender-equality  
36 Regan, A. (2020). Time for a serious political debate on fiscal reform.  
37 DPER (2020). DPER Briefing Note Public Procurement 21/05/20 
38 https://fourdayweek.ie/ 
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• Support the transition to a four-day working week  

End Poverty and deliver an adequate income for all  

End poverty 
 
The social welfare system should ensure that everyone, no matter what their stage of life, can live free 
from poverty. However, poverty remains unacceptably high in Ireland. In 2019, 13% of the overall 
population was at risk of poverty with lone parents (86% of whom are women) and disabled people being 
those most at risk of poverty.39 While Budget 2022 increased core social welfare payments, the increase 
was not sufficient to protect low income households against the increasing cost of living. In fact, lone 
parents are to see a fall in their income in real terms. Being less likely to work, they do not benefit from tax 
reductions and because child benefit fell in real terms.40 
 
Ireland’s ‘Roadmap for Social Inclusion’ recommits to achieving the target of 2% consistent poverty that its 
predecessor, the ‘National Action Plan for Social Inclusion’ failed to deliver. The NRRP must invest in 
addressing poverty if Ireland is to meet its commitments under the Roadmap. Addressing poverty requires 
a whole of government approach which includes provision of universal basic services and decent work, as 
described previously. But it must also include providing adequate income supports to keep people out of 
poverty.  
 
Recommendations 
 

• Establish the minimum essential standard of living (MESL) as the benchmark for social welfare 

payments41 

• Deliver targeted supports to women most at risk of poverty – lone parents, Travellers, disabled 

people and those living in Direct Provision, including establishment of a cost of disability 

payment 

Deliver a universal pension 
 
As women are more likely to be in low paid, part time jobs on precarious contracts, this makes it difficult 
to collect sufficient PRSI contributions to be eligible for the full State Contributory Pension and so women 
are more likely to be reliant on the State Non-Contributory Pension than men. Only 28% of women of 
pension age have an occupational or private pension compared to 55% of men and there is a gender 
pension gap of 29%.42 Among women workers, 35% say they can’t afford to pay into an occupational 
pension and 6/10 part-time workers report that their employer doesn’t offer a pension scheme.43  
 
The Commission on Pensions made some welcome recommendations for those who spend in excess of 20 
years caring, however it is silent on the marriage bar, it continues the exclusion of women born before 1st 
Sept 1946 from the Home Caring Periods Scheme and it leaves the system of dependency inherent in the 
Qualified Adults system intact. The Citizens Assembly on Gender Equality44 understood that pensions 
inequality for women extends far beyond the cohort of women who are long term carers – it recommended 
both a pension solution for long term carers, a scheme to support those affected by the marriage bar and 
a Universal State Pension so that every resident of Ireland receives a pension upon reaching pension age.  

                                                             
39 CSO (2020). SILC 2019 
40 NWCI (2021). Gender analysis of Budget 2021. https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/Budget_2022_Gender_analysis_final.pdf  
41 https://www.budgeting.ie/ 
42 Eurostat (2021) Closing the gender pension gap. See: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/products-eurostat-news/-/ddn-20210203  
43 CSO (2020). Pensions statistics. https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-pens/pensioncoverage2019/  
44 Citizens Assembly on Gender Equality (2021). Report of the CA. https://www.citizensassembly.ie/en/about-the-citizens-
assembly/meetings/voting-results-citizens-assembly-on-gender-equality/full-list-of-recommendations11.pdf  
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CSR’s on the need to limit the scope and number of tax expenditures and to address the expected increase 
in age-related expenditure by implementing pension reform plans are particularly relevant here. The State 
spends approximately €2.4 bn per annum in private pension tax relief. This is well above the OECD average 
with Ireland spending the equivalent of 3.23% of total annual tax revenue compared to an OECD average 
of 1.23%.45 The bulk of the tax benefit and associated social transfer is received by those on already high 
incomes. In 2014, 72% of pension tax relief went to the top 20% of earners with 50% going to the top 5% 
of earners.46 As women tend to be lower earners, these tax reliefs also widen rather than narrow the 
gender pension gap. Men benefit from two thirds of the fiscal support offered by this system.47 These tax 
reliefs should be ended and the expenditure should be invested in sustaining an adequate first tier State 
pension and a universal pension into the future.  
 
Recommendations 
 

• Introduce a universal, fair State Pension system which will guarantee income adequacy in older 

age, paid for by ending tax relief on private pension and investing the savings in a first-tier state 

pension  

• Acknowledge the previous injustice of the ‘marriage bar’ with a once-off, ring-fenced 
retrospective scheme 

• Retain the current pension age of 66 years. 

Women in Rural Communities 
 
The European Commission’s assessment of Ireland’s RRF notes that regional disparities are a key challenge 
for Ireland.48 It has long been a concern that rural development policies have focused predominantly on 
economic development in isolation from social development. Policies have failed to recognise, resource or 
support the diversity that, while now growing, has always been a part of rural society. There was no 
reference to women in the Charter for Rural Ireland published in 2016. The development of rural policies 
and programmes must reflect the realities of women’s experience; women are more likely to be poor, to 
parent alone, to be the main provider of unpaid care work, to be in precarious employment, to earn low 
wages and to be at risk of domestic or sexual violence. ‘Our Rural Future’ the current Irish rural 
development strategy, makes no reference to gender-based violence in rural communities. During the 
pandemic, domestic violence increased by almost 25% since the coronavirus lockdown period began, with 
higher spikes in some geographical areas.  There are currently 9 counties in Ireland with no refuge spaces 
at all. 
 
Women face particular barriers to participation in public and political life in rural communities. Economic 
dependency, isolation, unequal opportunity and participation are compounded by the problems of 
distance from services and amenities. The absence of an adequate transport service and affordable 
childcare services in many areas make it difficult for women to avail of training and education or to enter 
into or retain employment. Without adequate public transport provision, car ownership is a necessity 
adding to the cost of living and environmental concerns. The cost of a ‘minimum essential standard of 
living’(MESL) was higher for rural households compared with their urban counterparts. This is especially 
high for older women living alone and lone parent households with teenage children. 
 
Women’s work on farms continues to be undervalued.  The number of family farms owned by women in 
Ireland is at a very low rate at 11.7%. 31% of women farmers are over 80 years of age. Only 8% percent of 
the €1.2 billion of Ireland’s EU CAP Single Farm Payments went to women farmers in 2012. Investment and 

                                                             
45 Collins, M. (2020). Private Pensions and the Gender Distribution of Fiscal Welfare. Social Policy & Society: (2020) 19:3, 500–516 
46 Collins, M.L. & Hughes, G. Supporting Pensions Contributions through the tax system. IEA Conference 2017 
47 Collins, M. (2020). Private Pensions and the Gender Distribution of Fiscal Welfare. Social Policy & Society: (2020) 19:3, 500–516 
48 EU Commission (2021). Summary of the assessment of the Irish recovery and resilience plan. 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/ie_rrp_summary.pdf 
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targeted action must provider a real opportunity to support women in agriculture, countering the 
perception that farming is a male occupation and shifting the cultural bias from male successors. This can 
be achieved through providing equal access to schemes, payments, land ownership and decision making. 
 
Women’s community development organisations have played an important role in enabling, supporting 
and facilitating the participation and empowerment of marginalised women, in a way that focuses on 
collective strategies for addressing social, economic, cultural and political inequalities. Multi annual 
funding for independent community development in rural communities is vital for the sustainability of 
these services and supports.  

 
Recommendations 
 

• Invest in rural transport solutions with a focus on disabled people, dispersed populations and 

women 

• Ensure that all rural development strategies and policies are gender and equality proofed. 

• Provide multi annual funding for independent community development in rural communities 

• Securing generational renewal and recognition for women farmers  

 

Deliver feminist climate justice   
 
International research has established that as climate impacts increase, existing inequalities, deprivation 
and exclusion will be worsened, with the worst impacts on women.49 Climate change mitigation and 
adaptation policies also have gender-differentiated impacts and must include a gender equality analysis if 
they are to be effective and fair.50  
 
In its submission on the RRP, NWC welcomed the stipulation that States must devote a minimum of 37% 
of expenditure to climate with the remaining 63% complying with the ‘do no harm’ principle. However, 
despite an obligation to consider gender equality in formulating the RRP, Ireland’s plan, which dedicates 
42% of the funding to climate actions, represents a missed opportunity to link efforts towards a green and 
gender equality society and economy. As has been stated previously, the failure to prioritise investment in 
the care economy in Ireland’s plan is a key omission. Ireland’s plan also fails to include additional measures 
to ensure that women can take up employment in the sectors prioritised in the plan, such as the energy, 
transport, and building sectors. Without specific measures to support women, more men than women will 
benefit from the jobs and economic investment in these sectors, perpetuating existing gender segregation 
and labour market inequalities.  
 
Our transition to a greener economy must be a just transition. All measures must incorporate climate 
justice investments to ensure rural communities, households experiencing energy poverty or those on low 
incomes, and who are the least responsible for and have the least capacity to adapt and respond to climate 
change, do not experience further inequality and poverty.  A just transition will require investment in 
creating the conditions for a low carbon economy, such as investment in public transport and retrofitting 
of homes for those in marginalised communities. Investment in high-quality social, physical and digital 
infrastructures, including public services, are a prerequisite for a shift to a greener economy that is capable 
of promoting decent and sustainable work.51 
 
The Programme for Government commits to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 7% per year, on 
average, up to 2030. Despite the restrictions on economic activity imposed by the pandemic, Ireland still 

                                                             
49 European parliament-The Gender Dimension of Climate Justice 2015 
50 https://cor.europa.eu/en/our-work/Pages/OpinionTimeline.aspx?opId=CDR-2509-2021 
51 Global Commission on the Future of Work (2019). Work for a brighter future. ILO. 
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did not meet its 7% target in 2020. Any reduction in emissions was short lived with no underlying structural 
changes to support a long-term reduction in emissions. Addressing energy poverty, through for example, 
supporting retrofits for low income households can help Ireland achieve emissions targets and promote 
gender equality since women, and lone parents in particular, are at greater risk of energy poverty due to 
their lower average income.52 They are also more impacted by current cost of living increases as they spend 
a greater share of their income on heat and energy. As noted in the European Commission’s assessment of 
Ireland’s RRP, Ireland lags behind our EU peers on achievement of SDG 13 (climate action) since emissions 
trends are not in line with our climate objectives. Approaching the issue of energy poverty in a gender 
sensitive way would help Ireland to deliver on SDG 13 as well as SDG 5 (gender equality) and SDG 7 
(affordable and clean energy).  
 
Likewise, advancements in gender equality can have a positive impact on achievement of our climate goals 

to create “a virtuous circle of sustainable and equitable development”.53 Greater representation of women 
in government is a key driver of progress on climate policies - it leads to more stringent climate change 

policies and lower CO2 emissions54, greater likelihood of ratifying an environmental treaty and better 
progress on establishing protected areas.55 This may be due to women in government reflecting a general 
tendency for women to be more concerned with climate change, to judge environmentally harmful actions 
as more unacceptable and to report intentions to act in environmentally friendly ways in the future.56 As 
well as their political participation, research has shown that women’s participation in civil society is a 
contributor to decreasing CO2 emissions. 57 Ireland has an opportunity to show leadership here by ensuring 
a coherent policy framework that integrates climate policy with gender and broader equality goals.  
 
 
NWC recommends: 
 

• Ensure all climate policies & investment are gender, equality and poverty proofed  

• Invest in public services, including a public care infrastructure, as a key element of a green 
transition  

• Prioritise rural and urban public transport infrastructure, including cycling, over roads building 

• Address energy poverty and support retrofitting for low income households to deliver on 
emissions targets in a just way 

• Invest in a just transition plan for rural development including ending intensive livestock 
production 

• Introduce ‘polluter pays’ environmental tax measures, remove fossil fuel subsidies and divest 
from fossil fuel investment  

• Support women’s political participation and leadership as a key driver of effective climate action; 
support women’s participation at civil society level 

The resources to fund an equal and sustainable recovery  
 
The historical agreement by the EU to borrow collectively to fund the pandemic recovery is a clear 
recognition of the need to invest to recover from the social and economic effects of the pandemic.  

                                                             
52 European Parliament (2017). Gender perspective on access to energy in the EU. Report for the FEMM committee. 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/596816/IPOL_STU(2017)596816_EN.pdf  
53 Tandon, A. (2020). Tackling gender inequality is ‘crucial’ for climate adaptation https://www.carbonbrief.org/tackling-gender-inequality-
is-crucial-for-climate-adaptation 
54 Tandon, A. (2020). Tackling gender inequality is ‘crucial’ for climate adaptation https://www.carbonbrief.org/tackling-gender-inequality-
is-crucial-for-climate-adaptation 
55 Women’s Environment and Development Organization (WEDO). Feminist Climate Finance Brief. https://wedo.org/wp-
content/uploads/2020/09/CanadaClimateFinance_FINAL_8312020.pdf 
56 ESRI (2022). PUBLIC UNDERSTANDING OF CLIMATE CHANGE AND SUPPORT FOR MITIGATION. 
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS135.pdf 
57 Lv, Z, & Deng, C. (2019). Does women's political empowerment matter for improving the environment? A heterogeneous dynamic panel 
analysis. Sustainable Development, Volume27, Issue4. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/sd.1926  
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However, Ireland and other European countries’ ability to expand public spending has been curtailed in 
recent years due to the EU’s strict fiscal rules. This was underlined in July this year when the government 
committed to limiting permanent increases in exchequer spending to 5%, in line with the projected growth 
rate of the economy. Spending above that needs to be funded through taxation. 
 
Tax plays a key role in shaping Irish society through funding our public services and social infrastructure, 
supporting economic activity and progressively redistributing resources. Ireland needs to increase its tax 
take in a fair, progressive, sustainable and gender sensitive way. Broadening the tax base has been 
repeatedly included in Ireland’s CSR’s, however, the European Commission’s assessment of Ireland’s RRF 
notes that it does not contain specific measures to broaden the tax base.58 
 
NWC’s submission to the Commission on Taxation and Welfare sets out our proposals on providing the 
resources for an equal and sustainable society, which are summarised below:59  
 
NWC recommends: 
 

• Set out a pathway to increase tax take in a fair, progressive, sustainable and gender sensitive 
way: 
- Introduce a wealth tax of 1.5% on those with wealth above €4.36 million in assets60 
- Carry out a comprehensive gender and equality assessment of the potential for a third rate 

of income tax on higher earners and/or an increased rate of USC  

- Carry out a comprehensive gender and equality assessment of the potential to raise revenue 

through increased taxation on wealth in the form of property 

- Remove fossil fuel subsidies and end lower rate of excise duty for aviation, autodiesel, 
marked gas oil, fuel oil & kerosene 

- Standard rate tax relief on pensions 
- Carry out a review of all individual and sectoral tax expenditures, assessing their cost and 

gender and equality impacts  
- Include the cost of tax expenditures as part of the annual budgetary process  
- Examine how employers’ PRSI can be increased to fund social infrastructure  
- Support global efforts to make corporation tax fairer through the development of a global 

minimum corporate tax rate 

 

Embed Gender and Equality Proofing  
 
With two record budget packages and €853m in investments for 2021-2022 under the RRF, Ireland is 
spending record amounts of public money. It is essential that such investment promotes equality rather 
than further embedding inequalities. Comprehensive gender budgeting must encompass equality for 
diverse groups of women and men. It must take into account how intersecting oppression and 
discrimination impacts on women’s experiences of a policy or budgetary decision. 
 
The need to develop plans at speed, in times of crisis does not negate the need to gender and equality 
proof those plans. If anything, COVID-19 has further reinforced the importance of gender and equality 
proofing. Ignoring gender issues can multiply the effect of the crisis if not addressed as part of the initial 
response. 
 

                                                             
58 EU Commission (2021). Summary of the assessment of the Irish recovery and resilience plan. 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/ie_rrp_summary.pdf 
59 NWC (2022). Submission to Commission on Taxation and Welfare 
https://www.nwci.ie/images/uploads/COTW_NWC_submission_Jan_2022_2.pdf  
60 Oxfam (2022). Inequality Kills: The unparalleled action needed to combat unprecedented inequality in the wake of COVID-19. 
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In common with women’s organisations across the EU, NWC had previously raised concerns with the 
Taoiseach at the lack of attention to gender equality across the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 
and the Next Generation EU (NGEU) funding schemes, of which the RRF is a part. Guidelines on the RRP’s 
were later updated to require States to include actions on gender equality in their plans in line with the 
European Pillar of Social Rights and emphasising the importance of investment in care infrastructure.  
Gender and equality proofing is also a requirement of the National Strategy for Women and Girls. 
 
Concerns have been expressed about the extent to which States, including Ireland, have fulfilled the 
requirements of the Regulation in terms of gender equality. As already stated, Ireland’s plan fails to provide 
much needed investment in the care economy, in particular. The European Commission is tasked with 
reporting on how the RRF plans tackle the inequalities between women and men by the end of July 2022. 
Further clarity will be needed on how exactly these funds will be measured and enforced from the 
perspective of gender. Without appropriate gender and equality disaggregated data, it will be challenging 
to scrutinise spending and its equality impact. 
 
Women need to be active partners in driving an equal recovery, indeed they crucial to its achievement as 
the research on effective climate action shows. Despite a commitment in Our Shared Future to create new 
models of sectoral engagement, there has been limited engagement with women’s organisations and with 
civil society in the development of Ireland’s RRP or National Reform Plan. While the European 
Commission’s guidelines on the RRF place an emphasis on how civil society organisations were to be 
involved in designing the reforms included in the plan, engagement with civil society was limited to a 
webinar on the National Economic Plan and a call for written submissions on the RRP. Indeed, NWC regrets 
that the European Commission does not intend to prepare a country report on, nor undertake a visit to, 
Ireland in advance of the development of the National Reform Programme which would have allowed for 
more meaningful engagement on the development of Ireland’s National Reform Programme. Effective 
social dialogue is an essential part of a functioning democracy. It should be transparent and accountable, 
focus on working collectively and ensuring participation of marginalised and excluded communities and 
with parity of esteem between civil society organisations and other sectors.61 
 
 
NWC recommends: 
 

• Ensure the NRP is gender and equality proofed and include a section on this in the plan 

- Publish gender and equality disaggregated data on the beneficiaries of projects and 

investments.  

- Ensure that all major capital infrastructure investment has been gender impact assessed  

• Ensure recovery measures benefit both society and the economy by developing new models of 

social dialogue and engagement that include civil society organisations  

 

                                                             
61 Community Platform (2020). Valuing social dialogue. https://communityplatform.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Valuing-Social-
Dialogue-1.pdf  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear Mr Shaw,  

Re: European Semester 2022 and the National Reform Programme  

The Northern and Western Regional Assembly welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the 

European Semester 2022 and the development of the National Reform Programme.  

Since the publication of the National Reform Programme in 2020, the Northern and Western Region 

has experienced an array of economic, employment and social challenges, with the scale and nature 

of these challenges likely to have exacerbated regional disparities that were highlighted in the 

European Commission’s Country Report Ireland 2020. 

Within this context, the Northern and Western Regional Assembly has documented these wide-

ranging challenges – through extensive research and policy submissions that have been attached for 

your consideration – with these issues summarised below:  

▪ Regional Disparities: The Northern and Western Region was downgraded from a “More 

Developed Region” to a “Transition Region” post-2020, the only NUTS 2 Region in Ireland to hold 

such a status. The latest available statistics from Eurostat show that this underlying trend 

remains unchanged, with the region’s GDP per capita being 78% of the EU 27 average as of 2019. 

Likewise, the Northern and Western Region was the only NUTS 2 Region in Ireland to be 

categorised as a “Lagging Region” by the European Parliament’s Committee on Regional 

Development, with “Lagging Regions” being characterised by extremely low growth which is 

divergent from the rest of its country. Further detail can be found in the Assembly’s Pre-Budget 

2022 submission, which is attached for your consideration. 

 

▪ Innovation Capacity and Competitiveness: The Northern and Western Region is now the only 

NUTS 2 Region in Ireland to be considered a “Moderate Innovator” – which is a region to record 

a regional innovation index score between 70% and 100% of the EU average – whereas the 

Southern Region and the Eastern and Midland Region were classified as being “Strong 

Innovators”, namely regions with a regional innovation index score between 100% and 125% of 

the EU average. Furthermore, as per the latest available CSO statistics, the level of private sector 

expenditure and employment in research and development has fallen in the Northern and 

Western Region, while the region’s relatively poor performance in terms of competitiveness – as 

per the EU’s 2020 Regional Competitiveness Index – can be predominantly credited to below 

average index scores recorded for infrastructure, market size, labour market efficiency and 

innovation. Further detail is available from the Assembly’s briefing note on the National 

Research and Innovation Strategy, which is attached for your consideration. 

 

Mr John Shaw, 

Assistant Secretary 

Department of the Taoiseach 

Government Buildings 

Merrion Square Upper 

Dublin 2, D02 R583 

 

 

15th of February 2022 

 



▪ COVID-19 Employment Impact: The outbreak of COVID-19 – and the subsequent disruption to 

the region’s labour market – has severely impacted the Northern and Western Region’s 

economy. The number of people that were based in the Northern and Western Region and in 

receipt of either the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP), Temporary Wage Subsidy 

Scheme (TWSS) or Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme (EWSS) peaked in Q2-2020, with 41.9% of 

the region’s labour force in receipt of these income supports in this quarter. The share of the 

Northern and Western Region’s labour force in receipt of these income supports dropped to 

25.8% in Q3-2020 and to 23.1% in Q4-2020. Subsequently, the number of recipients of these 

income supports – that were based in the Northern and Western Region – rose to 29.5% in Q1-

2021, with this ratio progressively dropping to 23.4% in Q2-2021 and 16.4% in Q3-2021. As of 

the 28th of November 2021, the absolute number of people that were based in the Northern and 

Western Region and in receipt of either the PUP, TWSS or EWSS, amounted to 48,050, 

representing a significant fall from the previous peak of 170,104 on the 3rd of May 2020. 

 

▪ Infrastructure Investment: As noted from the Assembly’s Pre-Budget 2022 submission, there 

has been a long-term underinvestment in the Northern and Western Region’s national, regional 

and local roads, health, third-level education, further education and research infrastructure. For 

example, the Higher Education Institutes based in the Northern and Western Region – on 

average – received general capital funding of €316 per undergraduate enrolled between 2010 

and 2020, which was below the corresponding national ratio of €375 during this period. General 

capital investment in Higher Education infrastructure in the Northern and Western region – per 

head of undergraduate enrolled – was below the State average in 8 out of the last 11 inclusive 

years. 

 

▪ Digitalisation: The lack of access to high-speed broadband in Ireland – particularly in rural 

communities – has been cited in the European Commission’s 2020 Country Report Ireland for 

contributing to regional imbalances in the State, with this issue representing a significant 

challenge for the Northern and Western Region. Of the three NUTS 2 Regions of Ireland, 

households based in the Northern and Western Region registered the lowest level of access to 

fixed broadband in 2020, with the region recording a connection rate of 76% compared to the 

State average of 85%. In conjunction to this, the European Commission’s 2020 Country Report 

Ireland also highlighted how a lack of basic digital skills in the Irish workforce were acting as a 

barrier for greater uptake of innovation, with this issue of particular relevance to the Northern 

and Western Region. For example, based on the latest available Eurostat statistics, 25% of 

individuals based in the Northern and Western Region never used the internet as of 2020, which 

was significantly higher than the State average of 6%, with such findings reinforcing the need to 

notably improve digital skills in the Northern and Western Region. Greater detail of the 

challenges experienced by the region in this regard can be found in the Assembly’s submission 

on Ireland’s Smart Specialisation Strategy, which is attached for your consideration. 

 

▪ Transition to a Low Carbon Economy: The transition to a low carbon economy will be a major 

challenge for all regions globally, particularly for rural oriented regions such as the Northern and 

Western Region. The scale of this challenge is evident from the fact that the region’s proportion 

of domestic buildings with a Building Energy Rating (BER) between “A” and “B” is quite low. 

Evidently, below-average proportions were found in all of the Local Authorities of the Northern 

and Western Region between 2009 and 2021, namely Leitrim (11% of homes registered a BER 

between “A” and “B”), Roscommon and Mayo (both 12%), Donegal (13%), Galway City and Sligo 

(both 15%), Galway County (16%), Cavan (17%) and Monaghan (20%). 



 

Likewise, the challenge of transitioning the region to a low carbon economy is also evident from 

the issues associated with the region’s public transport system. As noted from the Assembly’s 

submission on the National Transport Authority’s (NTA) “Connecting Ireland” initiative, 

residential dwellings based in the Northern and Western Region are – on average – 3.8km from a 

public bus stop, which was notably higher relative to the State average of 2.6km, with this ratio 

much higher for counties such as Donegal where residential dwellings are – on average – 13.5km 

away from a public bus stop. In terms of access to highly frequent transport services, only 6% of 

residents based in the Northern and Western Region lived close to a transport option with more 

than 50 departures each day, which was significantly lower compared to the State average of 

30%. Moreover, residential dwellings based in the Northern and Western Region are – on 

average – 30.4km from a train station, which was considerably higher relative to the State 

average of 15.7km and the highest out of the three NUTS 2 Regions of Ireland. As documented in 

the Assembly’s submission on the NTA’s “Connecting Ireland” initiative, the region’s 

underperformance in this regard seems to be contributing to a low usage of public transport 

services and a high reliance on private car journeys; all of which is undermining the region’s 

ability to transition to a low carbon economy. 

 

▪ Sustainable Development Goals (SDG): The culmination of these trends is likely to have 

amplified the challenges associated with delivering the UN SDGs within the Northern and 

Western Region, as documented in the Assembly’s submission on the 2nd SDG National 

Implementation Plan. For example, this is evident from the Northern and Western Region’s 

latest performance in key socioeconomic indicators under SDG 1 “No Poverty”. In terms of SDG 

1.1.1, the consistent poverty rate in the Northern and Western Region was 4.2% in 2020. With 

respect to SDG 1.2.1, the “at risk of poverty” rate in the Northern and Western Region was 

18.2% in 2020. Furthermore, in terms of SDG 1.2.2, the deprivation rate in the Northern and 

Western Region was 12.7% in 2020.  

Failure to combat these challenges could notably intensify regional inequalities that exist in Ireland, 

weaken social cohesion and undermine the delivery of the Programme for Government, the National 

Planning Framework, the Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy of the Northern and Western 

Region, the Climate Action Plan, Housing for All and the UN SDGs in Ireland.  

Considering the scale and nature of these regional challenges, the Northern and Western Regional 

Assembly – at a high-level – believes that a regional approach needs to be adopted and that a policy 

of “Positive Discrimination” towards the Northern and Western Region should be incorporated into 

the development and delivery of policies and funding streams that are key to overcoming these 

challenges.  

Yours Sincerely 

 

 

David Minton 

Director of the Northern and Western Regional Assembly 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

  

      

Ireland’s National Reform Programme 
2022 
 
Submission to the Department of the 
Taoiseach 

 



 

 

Contents 
Introduction ........................................................................................................................................ 3 

A balanced recovery ........................................................................................................................... 3 

Economic challenges .......................................................................................................................... 4 

Employment challenges ..................................................................................................................... 5 

Social challenges ................................................................................................................................. 9 

2020 Country Specific Recommendations ....................................................................................... 10 

Sustainable Development Goals ...................................................................................................... 24 

European Pillar of Social Rights ....................................................................................................... 25 

 

  



National Reform Programme 2022   February 2022 

3 
 

Introduction 
Social Justice Ireland welcomes the opportunity to make a submission on Ireland’s National Reform 

Programme to the Department of the Taoiseach. The 2022 National Reform Programme will 

determine Ireland’s contribution to meeting the targets set out in the European Pillar of Social Rights 

on employment, education and training and poverty and social exclusion.  Ireland must be ambitious 

in the targets that we set ourselves, and ambitious in the policies that are implemented to reach these 

targets.  Government should also take note of the learnings from the Europe 2020 Strategy, and 

actively ensure that those areas where targets were not reached, in particular poverty and social 

exclusion, are a key focus of the 2022 National Reform Programme (Social Justice Ireland, 2021).  We 

are happy to elaborate further on any section of this submission.  

A balanced recovery 
Having experienced the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, we must apply the lessons of what worked 

well to addressing other challenges.  The response to Covid-19 showed that Government could expand 

and adjust as required to protect society and the economy. The approach taken did not mean a choice 

between protecting the economy and protecting society; it was both addressed simultaneously, 

something Social Justice Ireland has been advocating for decades.  

There is widespread agreement on the immediate policy challenges Ireland faces: a totally inadequate 

supply of social housing; a two-tier healthcare system; climate change; growing inequality; 

homelessness; environmental goals not being met, to name but a few.   But it also needs to be 

recognised that all of these challenges, and more, preceded the Covid-19 pandemic.    

A return to the pre-Covid-19 ‘normal’ would be a pathway to continued failure. Our economic and 

social recovery must be balanced, and it must improve the wellbeing of everyone.  Building a better 

future is meaningless unless ‘better’ means fairer, more just and, therefore, more equal.  People want 

access to healthcare in a time of need, affordable and appropriate accommodation, meaningful work 

with a decent wage, a minimum floor of social supports in a time of need, access to decent services 

and protection of the environment.    

A new approach is required if we are to see these and similar challenges being addressed effectively 

in the years immediately ahead.  The role of Government within the economy and society is changing. 

The challenges we face in terms of housing, healthcare and meeting our climate goals clearly 

demonstrate the need for prioritising the common good.  

Ireland’s recovery should be built on a new Social Contract.  A Social Contract focused on delivering 

five outcomes simultaneously: a vibrant economy; decent infrastructure and services; just taxation; 

good governance; and sustainability (Bennett et al, 2020).   

We need investment in infrastructure and services to develop a thriving economy.  We need just 

taxation to fund this.  We need good governance to ensure people have a say in shaping the decisions 

that impact them.  We also need to ensure that everything that is done is sustainable; 

environmentally, economically and socially.  This will require new approaches to the world of work 

and a recognition of much of the work done in society that goes unpaid, under-recognised and 

undervalued.  

It will also require recognition that our tax and welfare systems are not fit for purpose in the twenty 

first century.  The time has come to set a minimum floor of income and services below which no one 

should fall.  The social welfare system and the income tax credits system should be replaced by a 

Universal Basic Income which would be far more appropriate for today’s economy. This should be 

accompanied by the development of Universal Basic Services to secure the wellbeing of all.  
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A new Social Contract will also require us to give climate action the priority it urgently needs. The 

response to Covid-19 shows that society can be mobilised quickly and effectively to address a real and 

present danger.  Climate change represents such a danger, but the policy response so far has been 

wholly inadequate.  We now know that we can respond quickly and effectively to major threats. An 

effective response to climate change must figure prominently in the new Social Contract.  

Even at the earliest stages of this pandemic, the critical value of having an effective public sector was 

illustrated. The focus of recent decades on constantly reducing the role of the public sector has been 

shown to be wrong.  Countries with a functioning public sector that caters for essential health services 

for all have been shown to be better equipped to deal with the pandemic than those without, including 

Ireland with its two-tier system of healthcare.  We cannot settle for a two-tier healthcare system when 

this pandemic has passed.  Ireland will emerge from the pandemic with a larger public sector.  We 

must ensure that this change delivers the foundation of a new Social Contract, that everyone benefits 

from a larger public sector, and that these much needed services and infrastructure are adequately 

resourced going forward.   

Economic challenges 
In the years before the pandemic, and despite the economic gains of recent years, Ireland continued 

to trail our Western European counterparts in terms of service delivery and infrastructure investment. 

As a result, a deficit emerged between Ireland and our peer countries in the EU-15. At the advent of 

Covid-19 this deficit was apparent in healthcare, housing and economic crises.  

The relative resilience of tax revenues in 2020 and 2021 indicate the scale of the low pay challenge, 

with some sectors seeing wage growth while other sectors were totally reliant on state supports either 

through the Pandemic Unemployment Payment or the Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme.    While 

the economy grew, despite the many challenges of 2020, the gains of previous years, which saw 

headline employment numbers, consumption and exports all on positive trajectories have all but been 

eradicated by the pandemic. However, according to the OECD, the Irish economy is set to recover in 

2021 and expand by over 4 per cent in 2022 (OECD, 2020). The Central Bank forecasts growth of 7.1 

per cent in the Irish economy in 2022, with continued growth out to 2024.  It also forecasts strong 

employment figures, predicting an unemployment rate below 5 per cent through 2024 (Central Bank 

of Ireland, 2022).  While the economic recovery and strong forecasts are welcome, it is important that 

our social and economic recovery post-Covid is balanced and that we begin to address the deficits that 

existed pre-Covid. 

Government has capacity to borrow at historically low interest rates. We must therefore review the 

recovery from the current crisis in two distinct, but connected, parts.  The first is the immediate 

aftermath of the Covid-19 crisis and the associated costs, and the second is the recovery of the 

economy and society into the future.  These must be separated out, with the Covid-19 costs ring-

fenced in 2021 and 2022 (and beyond if necessary) and financed through low-cost, very long-term 

borrowing.  

As Ireland emerges from the worst impacts of the pandemic we must not allow ‘reducing the deficit’ 

and ‘repaying the national debt’ narrative to dominate economic discourse. As Ireland emerges from 

the worst impacts of the pandemic we must not allow the ‘reducing the deficit’ narrative to dominate 

economic discourse.  Ireland may be comparatively well off in some areas, however as we have seen 

these are beset with inequalities. A misplaced focus on the deficit and any return to austerity to 

accelerate debt-reduction and fiscal balancing would not only be counter-productive, but would be 

damaging to society.  
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The pandemic has brought about many economic and societal challenges, but it also presents an 

opportunity to revisit how we structure our economy so that it works for the good of society as part 

of a new Social Contract.  

Employment challenges 
In Ireland, the Covid-19 pandemic has brought enormous uncertainty to the Irish labour market and 

consequently to many families throughout the country. The pandemic’s labour market impact has 

been uneven, in particular when judged across age groups, genders, and sectors of employment. 

Furthermore, the uncertainty remains and many of the challenges will only truly reveal themselves as 

the pandemic’s disruption recedes. 

Table 1 attempts to identify some of the labour market consequences of the pandemic by comparing 

CSO data from the final three months of 2020 to those for the same period in 2019. The table also 

includes the CSO’s Covid-19 adjusted employment and unemployment estimates for December 2020; 

these represent the lower bound for the true employment indicator and the upper bound for the true 

unemployment figure. Both estimates assume that most individuals in receipt of the short-term Covid-

19 Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) would be unemployed if the payment did not exist. The 

figures reveal the hidden reality of the pandemic’s labour market impact with pronounced decreases 

in employment and increases in unemployment. These are in addition to the existing challenges of 

unemployment (almost 140,000 people), underemployment (over 100,000 workers), a declining 

participation rate and static levels of long-term unemployment.  

Table 1: Ireland’s Labour Force Data and Covid-19 Impact, 2019–2020 

 2019 2020 

Dec 2020-

Covid Covid - impact 

Labour Force 2,471,700 2,445,100   

LFPR % 62.7 61.3   

Employment % 70.2 67.8 57.5 - 10 

Employment 2,361,200 2,306,200 1,970,609 - 335,591 

   Full-time 1,868,300 1,871,200   

   Part-time 492,900 434,900   

   Underemployed 108,400 101,400   

Unemployed % 4.5 5.7 19.4 + 14 

Unemployed 110,600 138,900 468,655 + 329,755 

LT Unemployed % 1.6 1.5   

LT Unemployed 38,700 36,800   

Potential Additional LF 98,700 162,500   

Source: CSO, LFS Quarter 4 2020 and associated releases (CSO, 2021) 

Notes: Data is for Quarter 4 2019, 2020 and the Covid impact estimates for December 2020. 

LFPR = ILO labour force participation rate and measures the percentage of the adult 

population who are in the labour market. 
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Employment % is for those aged 15-64 years.  

Underemployment measures part-time workers who indicate that they wish to work 

additional hours which are not currently available. 

LT = Long Term (12 months or more). LF = Labour Force. 

An insight into the sectoral impact of these labour market changes is provided by an assessment of 

the change in the total number of hours worked in Ireland between late 2019 and 2020 (Table 2). 

Overall, there were 6.6 million less hours of work completed; either through job losses, declines in 

economic activity, Covid-19 related closures or reduced work hours and opportunities. However, the 

distribution of these reductions varies dramatically across economic sectors. Some areas saw small 

increases, or small declines and these contrast with dramatic reductions for sectors such as 

accommodation and food services (-53 per cent), cultural and recreational (-36 per cent), 

administrative services (-34 per cent), transport (-13 per cent), construction (-13 per cent) and retail 

(-5 per cent). The largest impacted sectors are frequently identified as having a larger number of 

female workers and low paid workers. 

Table 2: Change in Total Hours Worked, Q4 2019- Q4 2020 

 2019 2020 Change % Change 

All Employment 77.4m 70.8m -6.6m -8.5% 

By economic sector:     

Accommodation and food service 5.1m 2.4m -2.7m -52.9% 

Other activities (cultural and recreational) 3.3m 2.1m -1.2m -36.4% 

Administrative and support services 3.5m 2.3m -1.2m -34.3% 

Transportation and storage  3.7m 3.2m -0.5m -13.5% 

Construction 5.5m 4.8m -0.7m -12.7% 

Wholesale and retail  9.5m 9.0m -0.5m -5.3% 

Human health and social work 8.9m 8.5m -0.4m -4.5% 

Education 5.1m 5.0m -0.1m -2.0% 

Financial, insurance and real estate  4.1m 4.1m 0.0m 0.0% 

Professional, scientific and technical 4.9m 4.9m 0.0m 0.0% 

Information and communication 4.7m 4.8m 0.1m +2.1% 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 4.6m 4.7m 0.1m +2.2% 

Public administration and defence 4.0m 4.1m 0.1m +2.5% 

Industry 10.3m 10.7m 0.4m +3.9% 

Source: CSO Labour Market Insight Bulletin, Series 5 Q4 2020 – Feb 2021 

Notes: Data is for the final three months of 2019 and 2020 

One of the major labour market concerns for the next few years is that many of these lost hours, or 

workers on temporary Government support payments, will be unable to return to work or will only be 

able to return to working less hours than they wish to have. As a result, the challenges of 
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unemployment and underemployment look set to grow bigger. It is telling that income tax receipts 

decreased by just 1 per cent in the year to January 2021, indicating it was the lowest income earners 

who were most impacted by pandemic-related employment and wage losses. 

Alongside these emerging challenges, it is important not to overlook the pre-pandemic labour market 

issues that remain, although they are somewhat hidden by the severity of the short-term labour 

market impacts. Long-term unemployment remains a major labour market challenge. The number of 

long-term unemployed was 33,300 in 2007 and increased to exceed 200,000 by 2012 before falling 

again to almost 37,000 in 2020 (see Table 3).  

For the first time on record, in late 2010 the Labour Force Survey (LFS) data indicated that long-term 

unemployment accounted for more than 50 per cent of the unemployed. It took from then until late 

2017 for this number to consistently drop below that threshold, reaching 26.5 per cent of the 

unemployed in the fourth quarter of 2020. As Chart 1 shows, the transition to these high levels was 

rapid and it is of concern that we might once again experience such a change. The experience of the 

1980s showed the dangers and long-lasting implications of an unemployment crisis characterised by 

high long-term unemployment rates. It remains a policy challenge that Ireland’s level of long-term 

unemployment remains high and that it is a policy area which receives limited attention.  

Chart 1: Long-Term Unemployment in Ireland, 2007-2020 

 

Source: CSO, LFS on-line database 

Note: Long term unemployment is defined as those unemployed for more than one year 

Addressing a crisis such as this is a major challenge and we outline our suggestions for targeted policy 

action later. However, reskilling many of the unemployed, in particular those with low education 

levels, will be a key component of the response. Using data for the third quarter of 2019, 48 per cent 

of the unemployed had no more than second level education with 20 per cent not having completed 

more than lower secondary (equivalent to the Junior Certificate). Post-pandemic, as employment 

recovers and as unemployment declines, Social Justice Ireland believes that major emphasis should 

be placed on those who are trapped in long term unemployment – particularly those with the lowest 

education levels. 
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Youth Unemployment 

The impact of the pandemic has also differed by age group. Chart 2 reports the CSO’s unemployment 

estimates from March 2020 to January 2021 for those aged 15-24 years (youth unemployment) and 

those aged above this. They provide two estimates of unemployment, a low estimate which reflects 

the normal measure of individuals without work and seeking work and a high estimate which add to 

this all of those in receipt of the PUP.  If all claimants of the PUP were classified as unemployed, the 

CSO’s COVID-19 adjusted unemployment measure indicates an overall rate of 25 per cent in January 

2021; 25.9 per cent for males and 24.1 per cent for females. Breaking these results down by broad age 

group, the estimate is 56.4 per cent for those aged 15 to 24 years and 21.4 per cent for those aged 

over 25 years. The data suggest the existence, and expected future growth, of a severe youth 

unemployment problem. Addressing this challenge will frame a core part of the policy response to the 

crisis in the period ahead.  

Chart 2: Estimated Unemployment Rates during Covid-19, 2020-2021 

 

Source: CSO on-line database, Monthly Unemployment estimates 

Note: The low estimate is the traditional LFS unemployment figure, the high estimate includes all 

those in receipt of the PUP.  

Underemployment and Precarious Employment  

The figures in Table 1 also point towards the growth of various forms of part-time and precarious 

employment over recent years. While the number of people employed is higher now than in most 

years since 2007 among these jobs, part-time employment has become a more frequent occurrence 

and now represents almost one in five jobs. Within those part-time employed it is worth focusing on 

those who are underemployed, that is working part-time but at less hours than they are willing to 

work. By the fourth quarter of 2020 the numbers underemployed stood at 101,400 people, 4.4 per 

cent of the total Labour Force and about one-quarter of all part-time employees.  

Judged over time, the CSO labour force data suggest the emergence of a greater number of workers 

in precarious employment situations. The growth in the number of individuals with less work hours 
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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 and one which may grow in the period ahead. 

Aside from the impact this has on the well-being of individuals and their families, it also impacts on 

their financial situation and adds to the working-poor challenges. 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. 

Social challenges 
According to the latest Survey on Income and Living Conditions (CSO, 2021) 13.2 per cent of the 

population, 661,518 people are living below the poverty line, of which 210,363 are children.  A further 

133,627 people living in poverty are in employment - the “working poor”. In a relatively wealthy 

country such as Ireland, this cannot be accepted.  Without COVID-19 income supports the at risk of 

poverty rate in 2020 would have been almost 21%, one in five people in Ireland.  While the Wage 

Subsidy Schemes and the Pandemic Unemployment Payment have helped to support people from the 

worst economic impact of the pandemic, the findings of the 2020 Survey on Income and Living 

Conditions are very concerning and point to the long term economic and social impact of the pandemic 

on households 

Although the number of people in poverty is much the same as a decade ago, it rose dramatically in 

the period immediately post-2008 and, from 2016 onwards, has been one of notable decline in the 

level of poverty risk. Our analysis of the income distribution effects of recent Budgets, looking at the 

entire period from 2017 to 2021, indicates that budgetary policy resulted in all household types 

recording an increase in their disposable income. The larger gains experienced by welfare dependent 

households explain much of the reasons why the levels of poverty and income inequality have fallen 

during these years. We obviously warmly welcome this progress. It reflects a dividend from budget 

policy over the period which, for the most part, distributed resources more generously to welfare 

dependent households. Our consistent message in advance of these Budgets was to reverse the 

regressivity of previous policy choices and to prioritise those households with the least resources and 

the most needs. 

However, the analysis also reveals that Budgets 2020 and 2021 shifted away from this approach, 

risking a reversal of much of the recent progress. Following the publication of Budget 2022 in October, 

we welcomed the €5.00 increase in core social welfare rates, but were disappointed to note that this 

was insufficient as a real step towards benchmarking social welfare against average earnings. In fact, 

the real value of core social welfare rates is set to fall in the coming year as inflation is predicted to 

pass 5 per cent in the period ahead.  To maintain the real value of core welfare rates as they were 

prior to the Budget would have required an increase of €10, only half of which was allocated.  

Social Justice Ireland had proposed an annual €10.00 increase over two years to meet this benchmark 

as a stepping stone towards the Minimum Essential Standard of Living1. Failure by Government to 

adopt this proposal means that the standard of living of many people who depend on social welfare 

will fall further behind the rest of society. 

Of course, households dependent on social welfare are not the only ones experiencing poverty. 

According to the latest CSO data, 5 per cent of the those who are employed are living at risk of poverty, 

 
1 www.budgeting.ie 
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approximately 100,000 workers. Over time poverty figures for the working poor have shown little 

movement (Table 3), reflecting a persistent problem with low earnings.  

Table 3: Incidence of Persons Below 60% of Median Income by Principal Economic Status, 

2003-2019 

 2003 2006 2009 2012 2015 2019 

At work 16.0 16.1 14.3 12.2 13.7 15.4 

Unemployed 7.6 8.3 12.9 19.2 14.2 10.9 

Students/school 8.6 15.0 14.6 14.2 15.4 10.6 

On home duties 22.5 18.4 18.0 15.5 14.8 13.4 

Retired 9.0 5.8 4.7 5.9 7.3 9.9 

Ill/disabled 9.1 8.0 6.4 7.3 8.4 12.3 

Children (under 16 years) 25.3 26.6 27.6 23.8 24.3 26.1 

Others 1.9 1.8 1.5 1.9 1.9 1.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Collins (2006:141), CSO SILC Reports (various years). 

Many working families on low earnings struggle to achieve a basic standard of living. Policies which 

protect the value of the minimum wage and reduce the prevalence of precarious employment 

practices are relevant policy initiatives in this area. Similarly, attempts to highlight the concept of a 

‘Living Wage’2 and to increase awareness among low income working families of their entitlement to 

the Working Family Payment (formerly known as FIS, Family Income Supplement) are also welcome; 

although evidence suggests that the Working Family Payment had a very low take-up and as such this 

approach has questionable long-term potential. 

With Budget 2022, Government chose to leave those on low incomes behind. As a result of 

Government’s failure to focus on low to middle income households with jobs, a couple with one earner 

at €30,000 received an additional €0.39 between them. Even more devastating is the outcome for a 

household of four, two adults and two children, one income at €30,000 who also have benefited by 

just €0.39 over the current Government’s two Budgets. 

2020 marks a year when a number of recent poverty-related targets were to have been met. Sadly, 

latest data indicates that these targets will not be achieved. Ireland’s national target is to reduce 

‘consistent poverty’ (a combined deprivation and poverty indicator) to 2 per cent or less by 2020. Our 

persistent failure to meet our own poverty targets, and address poverty and deprivation among 

children, single parent households and people with a disability is unacceptable.  These vulnerable 

groups are falling further behind the rest of society 

2020 Country Specific Recommendations 
CSR 1. 

In line with the general escape clause, take all necessary measures to effectively address the 

pandemic, sustain the economy and support the ensuing recovery. When economic 

 
2 www.livingwage.ie 
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conditions allow, pursue fiscal policies aimed at achieving prudent medium-term fiscal 

positions and ensuring debt sustainability, while enhancing investment. Improve accessibility 

of the health system and strengthen its resilience, including by responding to health 

workforce’s needs and ensuring universal coverage to primary care.  

Fiscal Rules 

In this time of unprecedented crisis, the European Union must heed the lessons from the financial 

crash of 2008 and take substantial and coordinated action to ensure that the European Social Model 

is at the forefront of a European wide recovery as we emerge from the worst impacts of the Covid-19 

pandemic.   

European fiscal rules should accommodate and indeed encourage, when appropriate, investment as 

a basic tool of economic policy within the capacity of governments.   The Stability and Growth Pact 

and the rules regarding budget deficits have had the opposite effect and inhibited investment in many 

EU Member States at a time when investment in public services and infrastructure would have meant 

much-needed employment and economic stimulus.  This undermined the European Social Model and 

meant that the European Union never fully recovered from the effects of the financial crisis.  Indeed, 

twelve years on from the last major shock, and after seven years of continuous growth, the first year 

of Covid-19 has seen the European Union confront (Social Justice Ireland, 2021a): 

• 14.9 million people unemployed  

• 5.8 million people long-term unemployed (representing over 37 per cent of total 

unemployment across the EU)  

• 2.9 million young people aged under 25 unemployed (the highest rates are in Spain, Greece 

and Italy) 

• 84.5 million people living in poverty (over 3.5 million more people than in 2008) - of whom 

over 18.7 million are children (one fifth of Europe’s children are living in poverty). 

Social Justice Ireland welcomed the activation of the general escape clause of the Stability and Growth 

Pact and the investment and support for Member States announced thus far.  However we remain 

concerned that a focus on prudent fiscal positions, albeit in the medium term, risks saddling member 

state with the economic consequences of Covid-19 for decades to come.  The impact of the pandemic 

on Europe’s society and economy has been profound, laying bare and accentuating structural 

disadvantages, vulnerabilities and inequalities in the labour market. It is thus vital that the path to 

recovery involves utilising positive economic momentum to deliver on new and more effective rights 

given many ongoing challenges and macro-level developments such as automation and increasing 

precarity 

The review of the macro-economic governance of the EU should incorporate lessons learned over the 

past two years, and the need to ensure fiscal rules prioritise investment, not only to support recovery, 

but to meet the climate goals the EU and member states have set.  AS currently designed, the SGP and 

the Fiscal Compact will prevent countries from pursuing the type of large-scale public spending 

required to support recovery and to meet the ambitious climate goals set out in the European Green 

Deal.  In addition, a social imbalances procedure should be developed and incorporated into the 

European Semester Process to ensure that social imbalances are given the same prominence as 

macro-economic imbalances, and subject to the same policy response.  This would support the 

delivery of the ambitions outlined in the European Pillar of Social Rights, support for a new, and 
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ambitious European Social Model which can meet current and future challenges, address social 

imbalances and support the goals of the Conference on the Future of Europe. 

The 2020 Semester Package and the Country Specific Recommendations referred to investing in a Just 

Transition and meeting climate obligations.  The Stability and Growth Pact and the fiscal rules must 

not inhibit Member States from doing the large-scale investment that a Just Transition requires. 

Significant investment in areas such as renewable energy, transport and retrofitting are vital to ensure 

Europe and Member States meet their 2030 targets in terms of reducing emissions and also make the 

systems wide transformation that adaptation and transition require. The fiscal rules must support 

investment at national level, not inhibit it. 

Ireland’s Health System 

We welcome the focus in the recommendation on the timely implementation of universal access to 

primary care, the need to fully implement Sláintecare and the need for reform of our long-term care 

system, including working in the community and support for home care. Social Justice Ireland 

welcomed the Sláintecare recognition that Ireland’s health system should be built on the solid 

foundations of primary care and social care.  However, 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 since the programme received cross-party support. 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. 

Covid-19 put an unprecedented strain on our healthcare system, however the systemic issues and 

overreliance on acute services which dominated the Irish healthcare infrastructure pre-Covid only 

served to exacerbate the problem.  The pandemic highlighted the structured weaknesses in Ireland’s 

health system, in particular capacity deficits and inequality in access.  Older people and people in 

disadvantaged communities were disproportionately affected.  Ireland’s health system ranked 22nd 

out of 35 countries in the 2019 Health Consumer Powerhouse report and on the issue of accessibility, 

ranked worst.   

Irish hospitals are working near full capacity. The occupancy rate for acute care beds is among the 

highest in OECD countries, and while having a high utilisation rate of hospital beds can be a sign of 

hospital efficiency, it can also mean that too many patients are treated at the secondary care level.  

The occupancy rate for acute care, hospital beds is 20 per centage points higher than the OECD 

average.   

Like the governments of other countries, the Irish government made additional allocations in 2020 

and 2021 to the health sector to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic. These commitments included 

expanding hospital capacity, developing primary and community-based responses, procurement of 

medical equipment, and an assistance scheme for private nursing homes.  Universal health coverage 

is a key pre-requisite to improving access to care for vulnerable groups, something, that might be said 

to be acknowledged in the government’s extension of coverage for GP visits for COVID-19 treatment 

to the entire population.   

The model of healthcare used in Ireland is defined by an over-emphasis on hospitals and acute care 

rather than primary and social care being more central. However, reform will not happen without 

prior investment. While recognising the significant additional resources provided in response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, it is essential that the resources are deployed in a way which delivers the 

transformation of the health service in line with Sláintecare. 
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Social Justice Ireland welcomed many of the initiatives and resource allocations announced as part of 

Budget 2022, including the commitment to implement the Sláintecare Implementation Strategy and 

Action Plan 2021-2023 and the continuing commitment to expanding the Health Service workforce.  

We have long argued for a more community-based approach to health and acknowledge the 

commitment to progressing Community Healthcare Networks and enhancing community care 

announced in Budget 2022.   

Ireland is the only EU health system that doesn’t offer universal coverage of primary care.  The full 

rollout of Community Healthcare Networks is the foundation of a universal healthcare system where 

primary care is accessible to all.  We are concerned that specific funding has not been identified.  To 

date, the model of healthcare used in Ireland is defined by an over-emphasis on hospitals and acute 

care rather than primary and social care being more central. However, reform will not happen without 

prior investment. While recognising the significant additional resources provided in response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, it is essential that the resources are deployed in a way which delivers the 

transformation of the health service in line with Sláintecare. 

In order to improve the accessibility of the health system and ensure universal coverage of primary 

care Government needs to invest the €500m infrastructure allocation set out in Sláintecare and a 

further €150m in the roll-out of community health networks to alleviate pressure on acute services 

and ensure treatment is provided at the appropriate level of need. 

CSR 2. 

Support employment through developing skills. Address the risk of digital divide, including in 

the education sector. Increase the provision of social and affordable housing. 

Developing Skills  

Ireland’s performance on digital skills is concerning.  Over 50 per cent of the population have low or 

basic digital skills and almost 20 per cent have no digital skills.  Only 28 per cent of people have digital 

skills above a basic level, below the EU average of 31 per cent. This general gap in digital skills is also 

confirmed by the OECD PIAAC survey of adult learning which found that the children of parents with 

low levels of education have significantly lower proficiency than those whose parents have higher 

levels of education, thus continuing the cycle of disadvantage.   This is echoed in the 2018 report by 

the OECD on education in Ireland which found that the educational attainment levels of 25-64 year 

olds are very similar to that of their parents and that 40 per cent of adults whose parents did not attain 

upper secondary education had also not completed upper secondary education. 

The skills that are easiest to automate or outsource are routine technical skills. Educational success is 

now about creative and critical approaches to problem solving, decision making and persuasion, 

applying the knowledge that we have to different situations. It is about the capacity to live in a 

multifaceted world as an active and engaged citizen.3   According to the World Economic Forum4 

without investment in our social welfare, training, skills development and education systems we risk 

facing into an era of technological change accompanied by job losses, mass unemployment, growing 

inequality and skills shortages.  The Future of Jobs Report 20205 found that half of all employees 

around the world will need reskilling by 2025 – and that number doesn’t include all the people who 

are currently not in employment.  The report also points to the skills that will be essential in 2025 

including analytical thinking and innovation, technology competencies, active learning creativity, 

 
3 http://oecd.org/general/thecasefor21st-centurylearning.htm 
4 http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2018.pdf 
5 https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-future-of-jobs-report-2020 
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originality and initiative, critical thinking, persuasion and negotiation.   The development of 

transferable skills such as critical thinking and creativity is crucial to helping people prepare to meet 

the workplace demands of today but also for those of tomorrow.  The report finds that sectors that 

have suffered from low-wage growth and output for decades could reap significant benefits from 

upskilling.   

This analysis supported by the OECD in a report on Well-being in the Digital Age6 which found that the 

digital transformation could compound existing socio-economic inequalities, with the benefits in 

terms of earnings and opportunities accruing to a few, and the risks falling more heavily on people 

with lower levels of education and skills.  The report notes that 14 per cent of all jobs are at high risk 

of being lost due to automation, with another 32 per cent at risk of significant change over the next 

10 to 20 years.  This means that nearly half of the labour force will be impacted by changes to their 

jobs as a result of automation by 2040.  Our training and skills development policy must be adapted 

to meet this challenge. 

The OECD makes a number of recommendations in relation to training and lifelong learning that 

should be incorporated into Ireland’s National Skills Strategy (including the revision to our lifelong 

learning targets outlined earlier).  These recommendations are: 

• Training opportunities need to be life-long, and incentives need to be provided to firms for 

training low-skilled workers, only 40 per cent of which currently receive firm-based training. 

• Governments should remove barriers to adult learning and implement policies supporting 

informed learning choices, new techniques such as distance learning, financing of life-long 

learning and developing systems of skills validation.  

• Governments should also review education and training systems to improve the accessibility, 

quality and equity of education for young people and of training systems for adults throughout 

their working life.  

• Foundational skills (e.g. literacy, numeracy) for all should be promoted by improving the 

recognition of skills acquired after initial education 

Lifelong learning is one of the key policy tools available to us as we deal with the economic and social 

fallout of COVID-19, and to meet our climate and digital challenges.   Engagement in adult learning 

can reduce the loss of foundation skills owing to ageing. It can help individuals acquire new skills and 

knowledge so that they can remain engaged in the labour market and society, despite technological 

and social transformations. Adult learning encompasses learning occurring in formal settings, such as 

vocational training and general education, as well as through participation in other forms of non-

formal and informal training. Participation and willingness to participate in the available adult learning 

opportunities were already low before the pandemic. COVID-19 mitigation strategies had a strong 

impact on the availability of learning opportunities, especially derived from informal and non-formal 

learning.  As we emerge from the pandemic and look at the challenging green and digital transitions 

that lie ahead, continuous investment in skills development, adult learning and lifelong learning are 

the best policy tools available to us, allowing investment in human capital and ensuring we can 

manage these transitions. 

Budget 2022 provided additional supports for skills development including additional training and 

skills places, green skills modules for 35,000 learners, and additional apprenticeship places.  We 

 
6 https://www.oecd.org/going-digital/well-being-in-the-digital-age.pdf 
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welcomed this additional resourcing and additional training places and urged that the age profile for 

apprenticeships be expanded to include older workers who may need to reskill.  However, we are 

concerned that the Budget did not resource the upskilling of those who are unemployed and at risk of 

becoming unemployed through integrating training and labour market programmes.  We are also 

concerned at the lack of pace in terms of adopting sufficient policies to address the worrying issue of 

youth unemployment. These should include education and literacy initiatives as well as retraining 

schemes.  Ongoing skills development and lifelong learning for people in employment and people who 

are not in employment must become an integral part of the education system.    

Digital Divide 

The pandemic has highlighted the challenges both Europe and Ireland face in terms of a digital divide 

and preparing for a digital transition. A NESC (2021) report on digital inclusion provides key 

information for policymakers as we consider the world of work, education and social inclusion in an 

increasingly digital age.  The report finds that greater digital inclusion is needed to ensure that 

"Ireland’s households, businesses and public sector are prepared for a just transition towards the 

‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’, as ICT changes the shape of enterprise, employment and living 

conditions".   

Among the key dimensions of digital inclusion are connectivity, access to devices, skills, and the 

confidence to engage with ICT.  

Connectivity: 

In Ireland, broadband connection rates and speeds are below average for households, businesses and 

farms in the Border, Midland and Western areas, for those in lower-income quintiles, and for those 

depending on welfare payments. In some areas, no broadband is available. 

Access to Devices 

Irish people on low incomes are more likely to own older and second-hand devices, to have internet 

access only on their smartphone, and to have limits on the amount of data they can use. Those with 

higher incomes are more likely to have broadband, and access to the internet on a range of devices 

including smartphones, laptops and desktops. These devices are much easier to use for employment 

or training. Finance is also a barrier to adoption of new technologies for Irish businesses and farms. 

Skills Gaps 

An important issue when it comes to skills gaps is the pace of change in ICT. Digital competency 

requires continuous learning. As well as the technical skills of being able to use devices, ICT users also 

need to be able to evaluate the accuracy and trustworthiness of online resources. In Ireland, skills are 

lower among older people, and those on lower incomes. 

Confidence 

Challenges are also encountered by those with poor literacy. In business and farming, smaller set-ups 

with owners or managers who are older tend to lag in ICT skills, and to find it difficult to compete for 

staff with good IT skills. This further affects their adoption of new technologies. There is an interplay 

between lack of skills, lack of motivation and poor use of ICT, both internationally and in Ireland. 

The report sets out five overarching recommendations to ensure that the gaps identified are closed: 

1. Develop a national strategy for digital inclusion, with a key focus on co-ordination, and with a 

strong commitment to fine-grained measurement of progress. 
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2. Create a comprehensive framework for digital skills progression. 

3. Support digital inclusion at community level. 

4. Deliver targeted supports for material access to key groups. 

5. Enhance guidance for digital and assisted-digital public services, and ‘complementary’ 

channels. 

More than a decade ago, the European Commission recognised that ‘Digital literacy is increasingly 

becoming an essential life competence and the inability to access or use ICT has effectively become a 

barrier to social integration and personal development. Those without sufficient ICT skills are 

disadvantaged in the labour market and have less access to information to empower themselves as 

consumer, or as citizens saving time and money in offline activities and using online public services’. 

Over ten years later, there are still areas in (particularly rural) Ireland who continue to be 

disadvantaged in this way, with the digital divide further exacerbating educational disadvantage in 

areas with poor connectivity.   

Social Justice Ireland has consistently proposed that Government policy must ensure connectivity to 

affordable high speed broadband access right across the country.  Government should also develop 

programmes to enable all internet users to critically analyse information and to become “savvy, safe 

surfers” and a grants scheme to support low income and vulnerable households to purchase ICT 

equipment needed to access public services on implementation of the National Digital Strategy.  In 

addition, Government should use the recommendations of the NESC report on Digital Inclusion as the 

basis of a comprehensive strategy to address digital inclusion and digital transition. 

In terms of education, the impact of limited digital resources and school closures will have long-term 

negative impact on our economy, but the worst impacts will be felt by students who were already 

disadvantaged (Social Justice Ireland, 2021).   

The pandemic has had a major impact on the delivery of education and training, particularly in the 

area of apprenticeships and vocational training.  Although there may be a temptation to focus on the 

online delivery of lifelong learning and education and training due to the impact of the pandemic, this 

would be detrimental to achieving our education and training ambitions.  The crisis provided a 

powerful test of the potential of online learning, and it also revealed its key limitations, including the 

prerequisite of adequate digital skills, computer equipment and internet connection to undertake 

training online, the difficulty of delivering traditional work-based learning online, and the struggle of 

teachers used to classroom instruction7.  An OECD study found that in addition to basic digital skills, 

online learning requires autonomy and self-motivation.  Users of online learning are primarily highly 

educated adults with strong digital skills and some courses show completion rates as low as 10%.  The 

study concludes that for or online learning to represent a valuable alternative to face-to-face 

instruction, it needs to tackle issues of inclusiveness to ensure all adults (including those with lower 

digital skills, limited access to IT and lower self motivation) can benefit.  It also needs to provide high-

quality reskilling and upskilling opportunities that can translate into sustainable employment 

opportunities for job seekers8.  

Investing in education and training will help us face big challenges such as climate change, rising 

inequalities, technological change and demographic change.  High quality education and training 

 
7 https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/the-potential-of-online-learning-for-adults-early-lessons-from-the-

covid-19-crisis-ee040002/ 
8 https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/the-potential-of-online-learning-for-adults-early-lessons-from-the-
covid-19-crisis-ee040002/ 
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accessible for all is one of the best investments a society can make but it does not come for free. 

Achieving good educational outcomes requires appropriate spending. 

Social and Affordable Housing 

Social Justice Ireland welcomes the focus in the country specific recommendation on the impact of a 

lack of social and affordable housing.  We further welcome the acknowledgement that the current 

shortages in social housing supply remain a significant challenge to foster inclusion, also for the most 

vulnerable and raises concerns about the potential risks of deepening inequalities, entrenched 

poverty and social exclusion.   

Housing Need and Demand 

The Government housing strategy ‘Housing For All’ which has a budget of €20 billion over the next 

five years consists of four pathways: 

• Supporting homeownership and increasing affordability; 

• Eradicating homelessness, increasing social housing delivery and supporting social inclusion; 

• Increasing new housing supply; and 

• Addressing vacancy and efficient use of existing stock. 

The Overall Targets set out in the Housing for All Strategy provide for 90,000 social homes, 36,000 

affordable homes, 18,000 cost rental homes and 156,000 private homes. At first glance this seems 

ambitious, however they are ten-year targets and funding is guaranteed for only half that period. The 

targets are also based on a Housing Need and Demand Assessment (HNDA) of 32,700 new homes each 

year which is inadequate; it would deal with the new households seeking housing each year but it 

does not take sufficient account of the stock of households currently seeking appropriate 

accommodation. 

The Government based this target on its Housing Need and Demand Assessments (HNDA)9 and 

research conducted by the ESRI10. The difficulty is that these projections are based on new household 

formations and do not take account of the years of under-investment in the sector.  In 2014 the ESRI 

projected an ongoing need for at least 25,000 new dwellings a year over the following 15 years11. This 

estimate was revised the following year to approximately 27,000 new dwellings each year between 

2016 and 2018, increasing year-on-year from 2018 to reach over 30,000 in 2024. It is important to 

note that this and subsequent ESRI research in this area does not factor into account the full extent of 

housing delivery or ‘pent up demand’ and could therefore be considered a conservative estimate. 

If we assume, on this basis, a demand of 25,000 in 2014 and 2015; a demand of 27,000 in 2016, 2017 

and 2018; and an additional increase of 1,000 per annum for each of 2019 and 2020, total demand for 

new dwellings between 2014 and 2020 would reach 187,000 new homes. According to the CSO’s New 

Dwelling Completions Report, just 96,535 homes were constructed during this period, creating a ‘pent 

up demand’ of 90,465 homes.  By only looking at future demand based on demographic projections, 

rather than ‘pent-up’ demand, the projections relied upon in Housing for All ignore the need of almost 

90,500 households. 

 
9 gov.ie - Housing Need and Demand Assessment (HNDA) (www.gov.ie) 
10 Regional demographics and structural housing demand at a county level (esri.ie) 
11 Executive Summary (esri.ie) p16 
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Social Housing 

Housing for All commits to delivering 90,000 social homes by 2030, with an average of 9,500 new-

build social homes per year to 2026.  While the targets for overall housing provision are based on 

future demand only as underpinned by research, the targets for social housing don’t appear have any 

foundation at all. 90,000 homes are not sufficient. The strategy commits to building 47,500 by 2026, 

with guaranteed funding.  However there is no indication or detail as to how the remaining 42,500 

homes to be delivered.   

Social Justice Ireland is concerned that almost half of the 90,000 homes will likely be delivered through 

the private sector using subsidies such as the Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) and Rental 

Accommodation Scheme (RAS).  Recent analysis by Social Justice Ireland (2022) on the impact of the 

cost of housing on the at risk of poverty rate found that poverty risk of households in receipt of housing 

subsidies is two and a half times greater after they have paid their rent.  The poverty rate among 

households in receipt of housing subsidies is 22.7 per cent before they make any rent payments. After 

these payments have been made, that rate increases to 55.9 per cent. Clearly subsidies are not 

working, it is essential that Government increase spending on actually building social homes instead 

of relying on a dysfunctional private rented sector.   

Social Justice Ireland has consistently argued for the prioritisation of social housing delivery, not social 

housing solutions. This would not only provide sustainable homes to the families that need them, but 

would free up almost 60,000 private rented homes to the market, a measure that would undoubtedly 

have a positive impact on market rents. The decline in Local Authority construction, discretionary 

nature of HAP tenancies, increase in the cost of private rents and the promotion by Government of 

policies which seek to rely on the private rented sector for the provision of social housing, places low-

income households in precarious living situations. It is also pushing them further into poverty. 

A question remains as to whether 90,000 social homes is sufficient.  There are currently 61,880 

households on the social housing waiting lists, as of November 202012. A further 59,821 households 

were in private rented tenancies supported by HAP as at Q4 202013. With a failure rate of 26 per cent, 

HAP tenancies can hardly be classified as secure or sustainable14. Therefore the overall existing need 

for social housing is 121,701, more than the social housing provision target set out in Housing for All.  

By ignoring current need, and not properly accounting for new entrants into the system, the social 

housing targets in Housing for All are doomed to fail those who need it most. 

More ambition required 

In order to increase the provision of social and affordable housing Social Justice Ireland recommends 

that the following policies are implemented. 

Build more social and affordable housing: An increase in social housing stock is needed to sustain 

this sector and reduce house and rent prices into the future. The target of 90,000 social homes in 

Housing for All would address only three quarters of existing need, and does not take account of the 

27,500 new households entering the system each year. A more appropriate target would be 20 per 

cent of all housing stock to be social housing, similar to other European countries. To achieve this 

Government must provide an annual capital cost of €3.3bn for social housing. 

 
12 gov.ie - Summary of Social Housing Assessments 2020 – Key Findings (www.gov.ie) 
13 gov.ie - Overall social housing provision (www.gov.ie) 
14 More than 1 in 4 HAP Tenancies not sustainable while real Social Housing need up 33% | Social Justice 
Ireland 
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Tackle long term mortgage arrears cases: Among the households most at risk of homelessness are 

those in mortgage arrears for more than ten years. Housing For All commits to broadening the scope 

for the Mortgage to Rent scheme, aiming to deliver 1,000 solutions every year. This is deeply flawed. 

A far better use of State resources would be to develop an equity fund to acquire a stake in 

properties in mortgage distress leaving families in place at a cost of €1.25bn. 

Invest in a skilled workforce: To achieve a target of 20 per cent of all housing stock to be social 

housing  will require a skilled workforce. Inclusion of a new construction apprenticeship programme 

whereby one in every fifteen is required to be an apprentice earning at least the Living Wage must 

form part of any building scheme. 

Remove demand side subsidies: The process of addressing housing affordability on the supply side 

rather should begin as soon as possible with the establishment of a construction procurement 

working group and the winding down of demand side schemes that artificially maintain high house 

prices. Housing for All sees the Government continuing its commitment to demand-side subsidies, 

artificially maintaining high purchase prices. The removal of the Help to Buy Scheme would save the 

Exchequer €144m. 

Ensure Social housing stock and land remain social: Building on land already owned by the State 

makes the delivery of social housing at scale feasible. According to a 2014 Residential Land 

Availability Survey, there was sufficient land in the ownership of the State to provide for the 

construction of 414,000 dwellings. Using less than half of this land would meet the 20 per cent 

target proposed by Social Justice Ireland. Once the houses are built, it is vital that they remain social. 

Approved Housing Bodies: Legislation should also be introduced to ensure that Approved Housing 

Bodies retain their social housing stock as social housing and prohibit its sale on the private market. 

This will be even more important after Housing for All which will see AHBs provided with additional 

funding as they are set to play a larger role in social housing provision.  

Services and infrastructure: To ensure the sustainability of social lettings, the services and 

infrastructure communities require must be in place. Community health networks, social care 

supports, community policing, safe spaces should be a priority. This regeneration would require an 

initial investment of €100m. 

Develop a functioning Private Rented Sector: Social Justice Ireland welcomes the specific 

commitments made in the Housing for All Strategy to increase protections for tenants, increase 

inspections, investigate deposit protection schemes, and introduce long-term leases. These must be 

expedited. 

Address Housing Data Deficits: It is impossible to make realistic progress against housing targets 

that are not based in reality. Government must begin the process of addressing this by aligning data 

collection on homelessness to the ETHOS typology and provide the necessary administration and ICT 

supports to Local Authorities at an initial cost of €3m. 

CSR 3. 

Continue to provide support to companies, notably small and medium-sized enterprises, 

especially through measures ensuring their liquidity. Front-load mature public investment 

projects and promote private investment to foster the economic recovery. Focus investment 

on the green and digital transition, in particular on clean and efficient production and use of 

energy, sustainable public transport, water supply and treatment, research and innovation 

and digital infrastructure. 
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Public Investment 

Ireland must ensure that our recovery package and investment priorities post COVID-19 help us build 

a sustainable society and economy, and also move us towards a just transition and meeting our 

climate targets by 2030.  Prevention an exacerbation of existing regional imbalances must also be a 

priority when designing investment programmes.  We welcome the Commission focus on the need for 

high speed rural broadband, and the potential for the current crisis to worse social and economic 

disparities at a regional level.   

Investment in green and digital transition 

The Programme for Government15 commits to an average 7% per annum reduction in overall 

greenhouse gas emissions from 2021 to 2030 (a 51% reduction over the decade), and to achieving net 

zero emissions by 2050. The Climate Action and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) Bill 202116 

established a legally binding framework with clear targets and commitments set in law, and ensure 

the necessary structures and processes are embedded on a statutory basis to ensure Ireland achieves 

national, EU and international climate goals and obligations in the near and long term.  The Bill 

contains a provision that the first two five-year carbon budgets proposed by the Climate Change 

Advisory Council should equate to a total reduction of 51% emissions over the period to 2030. 

There are also European targets that Ireland must contribute to.  As a member of the EU, Ireland has 

committed to legally binding emissions reduction targets in 2020 and 2030.  We have committed to a 

20 per cent reduction on 2005 emission levels by 2020, and a 30 per cent reduction of emissions 

compared to 2005 levels by 2030. Ireland will not meet the 2020 target and we are certainly not on a 

trajectory to make our 2030 targets.  The European Commission has also committed to a net reduction 

in greenhouse gas emissions by at least 55% by 2030, a substantial increase on the previous target of 

a 40% reduction.  Ireland must make a contribution to this target. 

Provisional greenhouse gas emissions published by the Environmental Protection Agency for 202017 

show that Ireland’s greenhouse gas emissions decreased by 3.6 per cent in 2020, less than the 

reduction seen in 2019 (EPA, 2021).  Lockdown measures in response to the COVID-19 pandemic 

resulted in a 15.7 per cent decrease in Transport emissions, the largest sectoral emissions reduction. 

Peat fuelled electricity generation decreased by 51 per cent in 2020. Together with a 15 per cent 

increase in wind generation - this led to a 7.9 per cent reduction in Energy Industry emissions. 

Residential greenhouse gas emissions increased by 9.0 per cent, with a substantial increase in carbon 

intensive fossil fuel use driven by low fuel prices and working from home.  Agriculture emissions 

increased by 1.4 per cent in 2020, driven by increased activity in all areas, including a 3.2 per cent 

increase in the number of dairy cows. 

While the overall reduction in emissions of 3.6 per cent is welcome, the majority of the reduction was 

due to a short term decrease in transport emissions due to the Covid 19 pandemic, which is likely to 

be once-off.  Emissions in Ireland are cyclical, and even though emissions fell during the recession, 

they immediately increased as economic activity increased.  Even with the impact of the pandemic 

taken into account, Ireland will miss our energy and climate targets for 2020.  Ireland faces significant 

emissions challenges but now has an opportunity to ensure that our investment strategy supports a 

just transition, reduces emissions and rebuilds a vibrant society and economy. 

 
15 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/ 
16 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2021/39/ 
17 https://www.epa.ie/publications/monitoring--assessment/climate-change/air-emissions/Irelands-
Provisional-Greenhouse-Gas-Emissions-report-1990-2020_final.pdf 
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Ensuring a sustainable recovery 

The investment plans associated with Covid-19 recovery will be critical in setting the environmental 

pathway for the next few decades, and crucial for Ireland’s climate ambitions and targets. Ireland’s 

NRP investment strategy should: 

Integrate a Sustainable Development Framework into economic policy.  This would ensure that 

policies are socially, economically and environmentally sustainable.   Sustainable development is 

defined as ‘development which meets the needs of the present, without compromising the ability of 

future generations to meet their needs’. It encompasses three pillars; environment, society and 

economy.  A sustainable development framework integrates these three pillars in a balanced manner 

with consideration for the needs of future generations. Maintaining this balance is crucial to the long-

term development of a sustainable resource-efficient future for Ireland. 

Develop a new National Index of Progress.  We must look beyond growth and take a new approach 

to economic policy which recognises the equal importance of social and environmental issues .  

Government should develop a new National Index of Progress encompassing environmental and social 

indicators of progress as well as economic ones. By measuring and differentiating between economic 

activities that diminish natural and social capital and those activities that enhance them, we can 

ensure that our economic welfare is sustainable.   

This would involve moving beyond simply measuring GPD, GNI and GNI* and including other indicators 

of environmental and social progress.  Indicators such as the value of unpaid work to the economy 

and the cost of depletion of our finite natural resources among others would be measured.   Wellbeing 

indicators such as health (physical and mental), economy and resources, social and community 

development, participation, democracy and good governance, values, culture and meaning and 

environment and sustainability would be an appropriate frame for developing a new National Index 

of Progress.   

Investment underpinned by a Just Transition Strategy.  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.  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 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. 

CSR 4. 

Broaden the tax base. Step up action to address features of the tax system that facilitate 

aggressive tax planning, including on outbound payments. Ensure effective supervision and 

enforcement of the anti-money laundering framework as regards professionals providing trust 

and company services. 

Broadening the tax base 

Social Justice Ireland believes that there is merit in developing a tax package which places less 

emphasis on taxing people and organisations on what they earn by their own productive work and 

enterprise, or on the value they add, or on what they contribute to the common good. Rather, the tax 

that people and organisations should be required to pay should be based more on the value they 



National Reform Programme 2022   February 2022 

22 
 

subtract by their use of common resources. Whatever changes are made should also be guided by the 

need to build a fairer taxation system. 

We must explore all tax options available to us, including redesigning old tools, introducing new ones, 

and bolstering ongoing efforts to address the international tax challenges posed by the digitalisation 

of the economy.   

Social Justice Ireland believes that, over the next few years, policy should focus on increasing Ireland’s 

tax-take. Government should set a new target to increase the overall tax-take and set out a pathway 

outlining how they will reach this target by broadening the tax base, and what policies will be 

implemented to do so.  Previous benchmarks, set relative to the overall proportion of national income 

collected in taxation, have become redundant following recent revisions to Ireland’s GDP and GNP 

levels as a result of the tax-minimising operations of a small number of large multinational firms.  

Consequently, an alternative benchmark is required.  We propose a new tax take target set on a per-

capita basis; an approach which minimises some of the distortionary effects that have emerged in 

recent years. Our target is calculated using CSO population data, ESRI population projections, and CSO 

and Department of Finance data on recent and future nominal overall taxation levels. The target is as 

follows: 

Ireland’s overall level of taxation should reach a level equivalent to €15,000 per capita in 

2017 terms. This target should increase each year in line with growth in GNI*. 

This calculation is based on a more realistic estimation of Ireland’s actual economic growth figures, as 

well as on per capita taxation numbers, population growth, and the estimated gap between Ireland’s 

actual tax-take and the tax-take needed if Ireland is to provide a level of public services consistent 

with the expectations of a developed Western European democracy. 

Increasing the overall tax take to this level would require a number of changes to the tax base and the 

current structure of the Irish taxation system. Increasing the overall taxation revenue to meet this new 

target would represent a small overall increase in taxation levels and one which we believe is unlikely 

to have any significant negative impact on the economy. However, it would require careful 

management, particularly as the windfall revenues from multi-national firms recede. 

Corporation Taxes 

The adequacy and fairness of corporate tax payments has been a recurring issue for a number of years. 

Despite a low headline rate (12.5%), there is limited data on the effective rate of corporate taxation 

in Ireland.  A recent report from the Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AG) shed new light on this 

sector. Using the approach used by the Revenue Commissioners to calculate the effective tax rate (tax 

due as a % of taxable income) they found an overall effective corporate tax rate of 9.8% in 2016. 

Among the top 100 corporate tax payers, who account for 70% of corporation tax paid, eight had a 0% 

or less rate, five paid between 0% and 1%, one paid between 1% and 5%, seven paid between 5% and 

10%, while the remainder (79 firms) paid more than 10%. It is clear that a small number of very large 

firms are at the core of the tax adequacy issues in this sector.   

Over the past few years there has been a growing international focus on the way multi-national 

corporations (MNCs) manage their tax affairs. The OECD’s Base Erosion and Profits Shifting (BEPS) 

examination has established the manner and methods by which MNCs exploit international tax 

structures to minimise the tax they pay.18 Similarly, the European Commission has undertaken a series 

of investigations into the tax management and tax minimisation practices of a number of large MNCs 

 
18  See www.oecd.org/ctp/beps.htm  
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operating within the EU, including Ireland. The European Parliament’s Special Committee on Tax 

Rulings has also completed a review of the EU tax system and highlighted its problems and failures 

(TAXE, 2015).19 

Given the timeliness and comprehensiveness of this work, it is important that it leads to the 

emergence of a transparent international corporate finance and corporate taxation system where 

multinational firms pay a reasonable and credible effective corporate tax rate. We welcome progress 

towards this over the past year, and the acceptance by the Irish Government that the system needs 

to change albeit that this will result in lower corporate tax revenues to the exchequer in the years to 

come.  

As the international tax landscape changes and there is a renewed focus on the international 

corporate tax system, 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.   

Social Justice Ireland believes that the issue of corporate tax contributions is principally one of fairness. 

Profitable firms with substantial income should make a contribution to society rather than pursue 

various schemes and methods to avoid these contributions.  We propose the introduction of a 

Minimum Effective Corporate Tax Rate of 6 per cent with a pathway to move to 10 per cent over time 

subject to the outcomes of the ongoing OECD BEPS process.   

Provide an Annual Review of Tax Expenditures 

The next Government should commit to an annual review of Tax Expenditures to be presented to the 

Oireachtas as part of the Budgetary process.  This review could be published as part of the Summer 

Economic Statement (or Spring Economic Statement) for discussion.  Sunset clauses, the impact of 

each tax expenditure, their cost to the State in terms of revenue foregone, their impact, and the length 

of time that they have been in place should all form part of this report.  Consideration of any additional 

tax expenditures should also be presented to the Oireachtas for debate and discussion in advance of 

any decision being made. 

Introduce Refundable Tax Credits 

Making PAYE and Personal income tax credits refundable would help make low-paid work more 

rewarding.   The main beneficiaries of refundable tax credits would be low-paid employees (full-time 

and part-time). The benefits from introducing this policy would go directly to those on the lowest 

incomes and it would help address the disincentives currently associated with low-paid employment.   

With regard to administering this reform, the central idea recognises that most people with regular 

incomes and jobs would not receive a cash refund of their tax credit because their incomes are too 

high. They would continue to benefit from the tax credit as a reduction in their tax bill. Therefore, no 

change is proposed for these people and they would continue to pay tax via their employers, based 

on their net liability after deduction of tax credits by their employers on behalf of the Revenue 

Commissioners.  

For other people on low or irregular incomes, the refundable tax credit could be paid via a refund by 

the Revenue Commissioners at the end of the tax year. Following the introduction of refundable tax 

credits, all subsequent increases in the level of the tax credit would be of equal value to all employees.  

Full details of this proposal and how it would be administered are available in our study Building a 

Fairer Tax System: The Working Poor and the Cost of Refundable Tax Credits.   

 
19  See www.europarl.europa.eu/committees/en/taxe/home.html  
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Re-introduce a Windfall Gains Tax 

The vast profits made by property speculators on the rezoning of land by local authorities was a 

particularly undesirable feature of the recent economic boom. For some time, Social Justice Ireland 

has called for a substantial tax to be imposed on the profits earned from such decisions. Re-zonings 

are made by elected representatives supposedly in the interest of society generally. It therefore seems 

appropriate that a sizeable proportion of the windfall gains they generate should be made available 

to local authorities and used to address the ongoing housing problems they face. In this regard, Social 

Justice Ireland welcomed the decision to put such a tax in place in 2010 and strongly condemned its 

removal as part of Budget 2015. Its removal has been one of the most retrograde policy initiatives in 

recent years. 

A windfall tax level of 80 per cent is appropriate and this still leaves speculators and land owners with 

substantial profits from these rezoning decisions. The profit from this process should be used to fund 

local authorities. In announcing his Budget 2016 decision, the Minister for Finance noted that the tax 

was not currently raising any revenue and so justified its abolition on this basis. However, as the 

property market recovers and as the population continues to grow in years to come, there will be 

many beneficiaries of vast unearned speculative windfalls.   

Social Justice Ireland believes that this tax should be re-introduced. Taxes are not just about revenue, 

they are also about fairness. 

Sustainable Development Goals 
Ireland ranked 11th out of 15 comparable EU countries on the Sustainable Development Goals in 2021 

(Social Justice Ireland, 2021b).  This is among the main findings of ‘Measuring Progress: Sustainable 

Progress Index 2021’ a report which compares 15 comparable EU countries across all UN SDGs, 

assesses their performance on each individual SDG and creates a ranking table for performance 

overall.  It uses 82 indicators across the 17 goals to analyse performance.  It comprises of three 

dimensions: economy, society and environment.   

Ireland ranked 10th out of the 15 countries on the economy in 2021.  On the social index, Ireland was 

in the middle of the ranking, in 6th place.  On the environmental index Ireland scored last suggesting 

significant challenges in meeting our environmental targets.    

According to the report it should be recognised that Ireland is performing well in many areas. Ireland 

is performing well in some areas and in 2021 was in the top 5 for three SDGs; ‘Quality education’ (SDG 

4), ‘life on land’(SDG 15) and ‘Peace, justice and strong institutions’ (SDG16).  But several of the SDGs 

are in the middle of the rankings (reduced inequalities, good health and wellbeing, decent jobs and 

economic growth for example), implying there is much scope for improvement. 

However, there are certain areas where Ireland is underperforming significantly, particularly in the 

area of climate action.  Unfortunately, in 2021 Ireland scored at the bottom of the list for several 

environment SDGs indicating that some persistent sustainability issues must be addressed. The data 

for SDG 7 ‘Affordable and clean energy’, SDG12, ‘Responsible consumption and production’, SDG13, 

‘Climate action’ in particular, point to the need to rebalance the goals of economic and social progress 

with sustaining the planet’s environment and resources as well as combatting climate change. 

Ireland ranked 11th out of the 15 countries on the economy dimension of the SDGs in 2021. Although 

the record on GDP per capita and unemployment is good – Ireland scored best on these indicators - 

the low score on the economy index is influenced by several factors including low pay, the proportion 

of youths not in employment, education or training (the NEET rate), the need for further policy action 
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with regard to logistics and broadband capacities and the precentage of GDP devoted to R&D.  These 

lower the score on this dimension.  

On the social dimension of the SDGs, Ireland was in the middle of the ranking, in 6th place.  Ireland 

scored highly on goals relating to education, peace and justice; less well on goals reflecting poverty, 

inequality, gender equality and health and well-being.  

Ireland scored last on the environment index which suggests Ireland is facing significant challenges in 

meeting our environmental targets.   Ireland’s score has improved on some environmental SDGs, but 

other countries are making progress at a much faster rate, pushing Ireland to the bottom of the 

rankings.  Poor performance on goals relating to responsible production and consumption, clean 

energy and climate change are among the key factors driving the result for this dimension.  

Addressing the complexities of sustainable development requires a joined-up thinking approach. It 

requires a balance between economic and social progress and sustaining the planet’s environment 

and resources as well as combatting climate change.   It requires political ambition and commitment 

towards a just transition. This approach must also be reflected in the National Reform Programme, 

and in the European Semester Process to 2030.   

European Pillar of Social Rights 
The European Pillar of Social Rights sets out 20 key principles and rights which the European 
Commission deem essential for fair and well-functioning labour markets and social protection 
systems.   The aim of the European Pillar of Social Rights is to take account of the changing realities of 
Europe’s societies and the world of work.  

Three 2030 headline targets are set out in the Commission’s European Pillar of Social Rights Action 
Plan (European Commission, 2021): 

• at least 78% of the population aged 20 to 64 should be in employment by 2030; 

• at least 60% of all adults should be participating in training every year by 2030; 

• a reduction of at least 15 million in the number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion. 

The delivery of the European Pillar of Social Rights will be challenging.  Europe is not on track to meet 
the targets set out in the Europe 2020 Strategy, and now it must deliver on the targets set out in the 
European Pillar of Social Rights whilst simultaneously supporting a fair recovery from the Covid-19 
pandemic and meeting the ambitious climate targets it has set itself to 2030 in the European Green 
Deal. 

Even prior to the arrival of Covid-19 in spring 2020, it has been clear that uneven recovery over the 
previous decade has meant that the benefits of growth have not been equally felt. Despite some 
positive developments in recent years, the EU has thus failed to meet its Europe 2020 target of lifting 
at least 20 million people from the risk of poverty and social exclusion and still remained ‘far from the 
original objective’ by 2019 (Employment Committee and Social Protection Committee, 2019).  

Twelve years on from the last major shock, and after seven years of continuous growth, the first year 
of Covid-19 has seen the European Union confront (Social Justice Ireland, 2021a): 

• 14.9 million people unemployed; 

• 5.8 million people long-term unemployed (representing over 37 per cent of total 
unemployment across the EU, a cause for concern); 
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• 2.9 million young people aged under 25 unemployed (the highest rates are in Spain, Greece 
and Italy); 

• 84.5 million people living in poverty (over 3.5 million more people than in 2008) - of whom 
over 18.7 million are children (one fifth of Europe’s children are living in poverty).  

The European Union never fully recovered from the financial crisis.  In order to meet the climate, 
digital, employment and poverty challenges that the European Union and Members States face a 
strong response based on the European Social Model is required.  This response must be based on 
investment in a sustainable future, in our social and human capital.  The European response must be 
focused on protecting people across the lifecycle, young and old, men and women, those with an 
income and those with no incomes.  Those people who were already in a difficult situation before the 
Covid-19 crisis have been hit the hardest, and unlike in 2008, they must be protected as part of any 
recovery.   

The key theme of the European Pillar of Social Rights is transition.  It sets out how the European Union 

and its Member States will transition to meet the digital and climate challenges, while meeting 

employment, training and poverty goals.  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.  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 society operates.  This principle must 

guide the development of Ireland’s National Reform Programme 2022.   
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Social Justice Ireland is an independent 

think-tank and justice advocacy 

organisation of that advances the lives of 

people and communities through 

providing independent social analysis and 

effective policy development to create a 

sustainable future for every member of 

society and for societies as a whole. 

Support Social Justice Ireland 

If you wish to become a member of Social Justice 

Ireland or make a donation to support our work 

you may do so through our website 

www.socialjustice.ie/members or by 

contacting our offices directly. 
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Mr John Shaw 
Assistant Secretary  
Department of the Taoiseach 
Government Buildings  
Merrion Square Upper  
Dublin 2, D02 R583 
 
 
 
15th February, 2022 
 
 
 
Re: European Semester 2022 – National Reform Programme 
 
 
 
Dear Mr Shaw, 
 
 
The Southern Regional Assembly (SRA) acknowledges the engagement with the Regional Assemblies 
to date and welcomes the opportunity to make a submission with regard to the European Semester 
process and contribute to the preparation of the National Reform Programme 2022. 
 
The SRA notes that the Commission will not prepare a Country Report on Ireland for 2022 in advance 
of  the  development  of  the National  Reform  Programme  but  rather  Ireland  should  report  on  the 
implementation National Recovery and Resilience Plan as part of the National Reform Programme.  
This, along with analysis carried out by the Commission, will inform the development of the Country 
Specific Recommendations which will be made in summer 2022. 
 
The Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy (RSES) for the Southern Region came into effect in January 
2020 and is the statutory 12‐year statutory strategic planning and economic development framework 
for the Region. The primary objective of the RSES is to implement the programme for transformative 
change  set out  in Project  Ireland 2040,  the National Planning  Framework  (NPF)  and  the National 
Development  Plan  (NDP‐  2018‐2027)  and  to  enable  a  50:50  distribution  of  growth  between  the 
Eastern and Midland Region, and the Southern and Northern and Western Regions, with 75% of the 
growth  to  be  outside  of  Dublin  and  its  suburbs.  The  RSES  is  aligned  with  the  UN  Sustainable 
Development Goals, the European Green Deal, National Strategic Outcomes of the NPF, existing NDP 
Strategic  Investment  Priorities,  and  provide  a  strategic  planning  and  economic  development 
framework  for  the  Southern  Region  to  become  one  of  Europe’s most  “Creative  and  Innovative”, 
“Liveable” and “Greenest” Regions.  
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In this context SRA made a detailed submission to the NRRP process emphasising that aligning the 
NRRP investment with our strategic statutory frameworks will be a key component in tackling recovery 
and the regional  imbalances that exist  in  Ireland.    I have attached the original submission for your 
attention and the following key points are relevant to the  National Reform Programme. 
 
 
Regional Disparities: The SRA submission to the NDP review called for a commitment to ring‐fenced 
funding  for  the  regions  to  achieve  the  National  Strategic  Outcomes  of  the  National  Planning 
Framework (NPF) and enable the full potential of our Region.  This is particularly important to enable 
our  cities,  towns,  rural  areas  and  economic  corridors  thrive  as  drivers  for  balanced  regional 
development and growth.   The 2020 Country Report highlighted that regional disparities in Ireland 
are  among  the  highest  in  Europe  and  are  increasing.    Continued,  focused  and  targeting  funding 
mechanisms will be required to address these disparities.  The recently published 8th Cohesion report 
highlights that regional disparities continue and have in many cases increased particularly due to the 
COVID Pandemic.   
 
COVID‐19 Impact: From a commercial market perspective7, 47.2 per cent of the Southern Region’s 

commercial units were operating in the sectors most likely to be the worst affected from the economic 

disruption caused by COVID‐19, implying that just over 27,583 commercial units in the region were 

likely  to  be  severely  impacted  as  a  result  of  the  public  health  measures.  This  was  above  the 

corresponding “COVID‐19 Exposure Ratio” for the State as a whole, which was 46 per cent. Out of the 

9 counties based in the Southern region, 6 recorded above average “COVID‐19 exposure ratios”, with 

the highest exposure ratio  in  Ireland recorded  in Kerry, with 53.8 per cent of  its commercial units 

operating in the sectors likely to be worst affected1.  

 

Transition to Low Carbon Economy:  The development of a Green Region is a fundamental pillar of 

the RSES, and Strategy Statement 8 calls for the ‘development of a Low Carbon and Climate Resilient 

Society’. The SRA recognise the transition to a low carbon economy can offer significant opportunities 

to  achieve  sectoral  diversification  in  the  Green  Economy  and  the  need  for  a  Just  Transition  for 

employment to a greener future.  In terms of household energy efficiency as per the latest figures , 

19% of the homes audited in Ireland registered either a BER of “A” or “B” between 2009 and Q3 2020, 

with below average proportions recorded  in many counties  in the Southern Region  (e.g. Tipperary 

(11% of homes to register either a BER of “A” or “B”), Clare (11%), Wexford (12%), Limerick County 

(12%), Limerick City (13%), Carlow (14%), Kilkenny (15%), Kerry (15%), Waterford City (15%), Cork City 

(17%), and Waterford County (18%).  

 
1 https://www.southernassembly.ie/uploads/general‐files/CV19‐Regional‐Economic‐Analysis.pdf 
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Digitalisation 

The recently published 8th Cohesion Report highlights that Broadband connections in the EU show a 

clear  digital  divide  both  between  rural  and  urban  areas  and  between  less  developed  and more 

developed regions. The provision of digital services and the capacity to operate successfully in a global 

business environment increasingly rely on fast and effective broadband connections. Unless the gap 

is closed, the competitiveness of less developed and rural areas is likely to deteriorate, leading to even 

greater disparities. 

Digitalisation  and  ICT  are  key  enablers underpinning  the  success of many of  the high‐performing 

sectors identified in the Southern Region and the Covid pandemic has highlighted and accelerated the 

need for investment in digitalisation, with many companies responding by moving their work online. 

At the same time the EU Green Deal places a great focus on leveraging digitalisation to improve the 

quality of life in regions. In order for the Southern Region to achieve a smart potential future, we need 

to consider the opportunities, benefits and challenges that smart technologies can offer beyond the 

traditional  applications.  Nevertheless,  the  region  has  digital  transformation  needs  that  impede 

development progress. 

The  lack of access  to high‐speed broadband, particularly  in  rural  communities, has contributed  to 

regional disparities in terms of skilled labour, productivity levels and competitiveness. The provision 

of high‐speed broadband is essential to the delivery of the NPF, the RSESs and the government’s rural 

development strategy “Our Rural Future” which aims close the gap in urban‐rural digital connectivity. 

Households based  in  the Southern Region registered a  fixed broadband connection rate of 83%  in 

2020, which was 2 percentage points below the State average of 85%. 

 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG):  
The Sustainable Development Goals are heavily reflected and embedded in the RSES for the Southern 

Region.  The Southern Regional Assembly notes the progress made on the Sustainable Development 

Goals to‐date however it calls for continued progress to be made and in particular for the National 

Reform Programme to ensure that adequate measures and resources are put in place.   

 

The SRA as a key stakeholder welcomes this opportunity to make a submission in the context of the 

European Semester Process and the development of the National Reform Programme.    I trust that 

these observations will be useful and should you have any queries or would like to discuss any of the 
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above in further detail please don’t hesitate to contact me. I look forward to ongoing consultation and 

collaboration in the future.  

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

_________________________ 

David Kelly, Director 
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Introduction 

The Southern Regional Assembly (SRA) welcome the preparation of the National Recovery 
and Resilience Plan (NRRP) and the opportunity to make a submission on this important 
initiative. The SRA support the joint submission by three Regional Assemblies of Ireland on 
the investments and reforms (below) that warrant inclusion in the NRRP to support effective 
regional development in Ireland. This submission frames the joint submission by three 
Regional Assemblies of Ireland to the priorities evident in the Southern Region and the 
statutory context of the Regional Spatial Economic Strategy for the Southern Region (RSES) 
published in January 2020.  

Recommendations by the three Regional Assemblies of Ireland 

Green Transition 

 Support the Just Transition in the Midlands. 

 Invest in the electricity transmission and distribution network. 

 Improve energy efficiency in the built environment.  

 Strengthen biodiversity, green and blue infrastructure.  

 Enhance water supply, flood relief and coastal defence infrastructure. 

 Deliver sustainable and active modes of transport. 

Digital Transformation 

 Support the delivery of the National Broadband Plan. 

 Enhance the use of smart technologies in public services. 

Smart,  sustainable,  and  inclusive  Growth  including  economic  cohesion,  jobs,  productivity, 

competitiveness, research, development and innovation, and a well‐functioning single market with 

strong SMEs. 

 Deliver enterprise infrastructure that supports Smart Specialisation and Clustering. 

 Reform funding mechanisms of the Project Ireland 2040 funds. 

 Support sustainable sectors in rural economies. 

 Ensure there is a regional approach to Smart Specialisation Strategies. 

 Enhance human capital levels across our Regions. 

 Support and expand the network of co‐working hubs in Ireland. 

Social and territorial cohesion  

 Invest in infrastructure and services to build socially inclusive communities. 

 

Health, and economic, social, and institutional resilience including with a view of increasing crisis 

reaction and crisis preparedness. 

 Deliver investment to enhance the health and wellbeing of our citizens. 
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Policies for the next generation, children, and youth, including education and skills.  

 Deliver education and childcare services and infrastructure that caters for future populations. 

 Enhance the capabilities of Higher Education Institutes. 

 

The Regional Spatial and Economic Strategy for the Southern Region (RSES1). 

The RSES is the statutory 12-year statutory strategic planning and economic development 
framework for the Southern Region. The primary objective of the RSES is to implement the 
programme for transformative change set out in Project Ireland 2040, the National Planning 
Framework (NPF) and the National Development Plan (NDP- 2018-2027) and to enable a 
50:50 distribution of growth between the Eastern and Midland Region, and the Southern and 
Northern and Western Regions, with 75% of the growth to be outside of Dublin and its 
suburbs. The RSES is aligned with the UN Sustainable Development Goals, the European 
Green Deal, National Strategic Outcomes of the NPF, existing NDP Strategic Investment 
Priorities, and provide a strategic planning and economic development framework for the 
Southern Region to become one of Europe’s most “Creative and Innovative”, “Liveable” and 
“Greenest” Regions. 

 

 

                                                            
1 http://www.southernassembly.ie/regional‐planning/rses 
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A dual track strategy is pursued that builds on our Metropolitan Areas; Cork, Limerick - 
Shannon and Waterford as significantly scaled (over 50% growth) economic drivers and 
supports the Region (and each constituent Local Authority) as a strong network of economic 
corridors (Atlantic Economic Corridor and Eastern Corridor), Key Towns, Towns, villages, and 
rural areas. The integration of the spatial and economic strategy is summarised as follows: 

 

 

 

What will success for the NDP and RSES look like in the Southern Region? 

 Taking the rights steps towards more sustainable travel, energy and bioeconomy to 
lead on Climate Action in the states transition to a Low Carbon Society. 

 Delivering ambitious, unprecedented, and sustainable growth targets for our cities and 
Metropolitan Areas (50% plus) – Cork, Limerick & Waterford, 

 Developing and consolidating our Key Towns, Kilkenny City, Tralee, Carlow, Ennis, 
Wexford, Killarney, Mallow, Clonakilty, Newcastle West, Thurles, Clonmel, Nenagh, 
Dungarvan, and Gorey,   

 Developing the Cork Docklands,  
 Regeneration of Limerick-Shannon, including the Limerick Northern Distributor Route/ 

Smart Travel Corridor, 
 Achieving a balanced ‘concentric city’ model north of the river in Waterford with 

development of the North Quays and adjoining lands in Kilkenny. 
 Creating an inclusive and Learning Region, building on our higher education institutions 

including establishing the new technological universities of MTU and TUSE, the TU 
application by Limerick IT with Athlone IT, a new Learning Region Network and 
developing a Smart Region. 

 Positioning the Southern Region as Ireland’s International Gateway through our 
seaports and airports. 

 Making the most of Cork and Waterford Harbours and the Shannon Estuary – our 
natural maritime assets.  

 Improving and protecting the quality of the environment and our rich heritage. 
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 Sustainably developing our tourism and recreational potential along the Wild Atlantic 
Way, into Ireland’s Hidden Heartlands, through Ireland’s Ancient East, and along the 
Blueways and Greenways. 

 Revitalising our urban areas and spaces through creative and regenerative place-
making, to deliver on Compact Growth and Housing Need, and provide new vitality for 
City and Town Centres. 

 Revitalising Rural Areas through readapting our small towns and villages and 
increasing collaboration between networks of settlements to seek higher value, 
diversified jobs for a higher quality of life. 

 Connecting our Region – enhanced infrastructure from North to South and East Coast 
to West Coast, connecting to the Atlantic Economic Corridor & developing an extended 
Eastern Economic Corridor to Rosslare Europort. 

 Creating the Greenest and most Liveable Metropolitan Areas for diverse communities, 
culture, and enterprise – 

 Investing in Public Services to tackle legacies, support planned population and 
employment growth, providing education, health, transport, community and social 
services and infrastructure. 

While based on a clear long-term strategy the RSES emphasises the need to act in response 
to unexpected shocks and Regional Policy Objectives (RPOs) 40 – Regional Economic 
Resilience states: 

‘to sustainably develop and enhance our regional economic resilience by widening our 
economic sectors, boosting innovation, export diversification, productivity 
enhancement and access to new markets. 

The RSES therefore provides a tailor-made statutory based regional structure that aligns with 
the aims of NRRP and the six pillars identified:  

1. GREEN TRANSITION 

The Assembly supports the prioritisation by the NRRP of: 

 Supporting climate action and transition to a low carbon economy. 
 Support the Just Transition in the Midlands. 
 Invest in the electricity transmission and distribution network. 
 Improve energy efficiency in the built environment.  
 Strengthen biodiversity, green and blue infrastructure.  
 Enhance water supply, flood relief and coastal defence infrastructure. 
 Deliver sustainable and active modes of transport. 

The development of a Green Region is a fundamental pillar of the RSES, and Strategy 
Statement 8 calls for the ‘development of a Low Carbon and Climate Resilient Society’.  

The SRA recognise the transition to a low carbon economy can offer significant opportunities 
to achieve sectoral diversification in the Green Economy and the need for a Just Transition for 
employment to a greener future. The SRA supports funding for research and development in 
Green Economy sectors and support for centres of excellence such as the National Bio-
Economy Hub in Lisheen in the Southern Region. The SRA support innovation in the 
bioeconomy as a major contributor to our indigenous renewal energy resources and as an 
economic driver for our rural areas. The SRA also support social enterprises and the circular 
economy within local communities to benefit environmental protection, employment 
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generation and community development. This priority aligns with and achieves RSES RPOs 
56-60. 

The SRA support the implementation of national policy on climate change, mitigation and 
adaptation and actions under the new Climate Action Bill. The SRA seek support for the 
initiatives of Climate Action Regional Offices in their important coordination with sectoral 
stakeholders and Local Authorities in delivering meaningful local actions for climate change 
mitigation and adaptation and the implementation of Local Authority Climate Change 
Adaptation Strategies. This priority aligns with and achieves RSES RPOs 56, 89 and 90.  

Strengthen Biodiversity, Green and Blue Infrastructure in the Southern Region: A 
requirement for strengthened Ecosystem Services approaches, Sustainable Urban Drainage 
Solutions and Nature-Based Design Solutions for all capital projects and works by Local 
Authorities and infrastructure agencies is supported. Initiatives for that enhance the 
biodiversity of the Regions need to be driven. Specifically, the implementation of the All-
Ireland Pollinator Plan and National Biodiversity Action Plan are supported. The SRA also 
support the on-going maintenance, enhancement, and extension to our network of Greenways 
and Blueways, National Parks, Forest Trails, Mountain Trails, Peatland Trails, and other 
designated locations for natural habitat, recreation, and enjoyment. This priority aligns with 
and achieves RSES RPOs 110, 122-128, 200-201 and 218. 

Enhance and expand renewable energy infrastructure in the Southern Region:  The 
SRA support implementation of the National Energy Efficiency Action Plan and investment to 
improve energy efficiency, retrofit and future proof our Region’s building stock. Support 
renewable energy generation, specifically the need for significant upgrading of energy 
transmission infrastructure to integrate increased on shore and offshore renewable sources 
onto the National Grid to meet our targets. The development of international energy 
interconnections and upgrading power stations for renewable technologies are priorities for 
security of energy supply. Support actions through future Regional Renewable Energy Strategy 
and Regional Decarbonisation Plans. The SRA also support local and community renewable 
energy networks, micro renewable generation, climate smart countryside projects and 
connections from such initiatives to the grid. This priority aligns with and achieves RSES RPOs 
87, 91-106 and 219-224. 

Increase the number of publicly owned EV charge points in the Southern Region:  
An increased rate of capital expenditure to facilitate and encourage greater use of electric 
vehicles by developing more publicly owned recharging facilities in the Southern Region. 
Additional resources in this regard should aim to develop EV “Fast Charge” points or EV “High 
Powered Charge”2 points in strategic and accessible locations across the Region. This priority 
aligns with and achieves RSES RPOs 91, 92 and 160-164.  

Enhance the cycling and pedestrian infrastructure of the Southern Region: Capital 
investment should aim to deliver safe cycling routes and enhance pedestrian facilities across 
settlements of all scale in our Region, with packaged investments to Local Authorities and 
transport agencies to action cost effective local walking and cycling infrastructure 
improvements and developing Greenway and Blue Way projects in the short term. This priority 
aligns with and achieves RSES RPOs 151, 152, 160-165, 174, 176, Cork MASP Objective 7 & 
8, Limerick MASP Objective 7, and Waterford MASP Objective 6.  

                                                            
2 Fast chargers can get an 80 percent charge to most EVs in 30 minutes, while high powered chargers can give a charge of 100km in as little as six minutes. Source ESB: https://esb.ie/ecars/how‐to‐charge‐your‐ev/fast‐
charging. https://esb.ie/ecars/how‐to‐charge‐your‐ev/high‐power‐charging 
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2. DIGITAL TRANSITION 

The Assembly supports the prioritisation by the NRRP of: 

 Support the delivery of the National Broadband Plan. 
 Enhance the use of smart technologies in public services including transport. 

RSES Strategy Statement 8 calls for High quality digital connectivity throughout the 
Region. This pillar of the NRRP accords with RPO 135 High Quality Capacity International 
Digital Transmission, RPO 136 National Broadband Plan (NBP), RPO 137 Mobile Infrastructure, 
and RPO 138 Digital Strategies.  

It is essential for our economic competitiveness and resilience to provide new and continual 
re-investment in the quality of our digital infrastructure networks across cities, towns, villages, 
and rural areas. The implementation of actions arising from Local Authority Smart Cities and 
Smart Town initiatives, actions under Local Authority Digital Strategies and investment and 
upgrades under the National Broadband Plan, in fibre technologies, wireless networks, 
Metropolitan Area Networks and other integrated digital infrastructures will provide a 
significant economic dividend for our Region. The recent publication by the three Regional 
Assemblies “Regional Co-Working Analysis” sets out eight key considerations for policy makers 
to realise the economic potential and benefits of remote working. This priority aligns with 
RSES RPOs 46, 48 and 133-138 (link to the report of the three Assemblies is at: 
https://www.southernassembly.ie/news/news-article/regional-co-working-analysis) 

Safeguard funding for the implementation of the National Broadband Plan in 
communities based in the Southern Region will be a key component in transforming the 
economic and social wellbeing of the Southern Region, and it is imperative that this digital 
infrastructure is delivered in a timely and efficient manner. This priority aligns with and 
achieves RSES RPOs 26, 46, 48, 134, 136 and 138. 

Enhance the use of smart transport technologies in the Southern Region: Transport 
infrastructure capital expenditure in the Region should involve a systematic integration of ICT 
in the planning, design, operations, and management of transport services of the Region’s 
settlements. Investment should leverage intelligent low carbon e-mobility systems. This 
priority aligns with and achieves RSES RPOs 157, 160-164, Cork MASP Objective 7 & 8, 
Limerick MASP Objective 7, and Waterford MASP Objective 6.  

3. SMART, SUSTAINABLE, AND INCLUSIVE GROWTH INCLUDING ECONOMIC 
COHESION, JOBS, PRODUCTIVITY, COMPETITIVENESS, RESEARCH, 
DEVELOPMENT AND INNOVATION, AND A WELL-FUNCTIONING SINGLE 
MARKET WITH STRONG SMES. 

The Assembly supports the prioritisation by the NRRP of: 

 Deliver enterprise infrastructure that supports Smart Specialisation and Clustering. 
 Reform funding mechanisms of the Project Ireland 2040 funds. 
 Support sustainable sectors in rural economies. 
 Ensure there is a regional approach to Smart Specialisation Strategies. 
 Enhance human capital levels across our Regions. 
 Support and expand the network of co-working hubs in Ireland. 

This pillar accords with RSES Strategy Statement 5 to build a competitive, innovative, and 
productive economy and Strategy Statement 11 to build an inclusive outward looking 
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region on the global stage. Chapter 4 sets out a coherent strategy for Innovative and Smart 
Strong Economy and RSES RPO 133 and 134 relate to the development of Smart Cities and 
Smart Region and the Southern Region is at the forefront.   

Deliver infrastructure that will support Regional Smart Specialisation and 
Clustering: A strong focus on Smart Specialisation and Clustering offering an innovative 
approach to kick-starting regional economies is supported. The SRA seeks to leverage existing 
enterprise ecosystems across national, regional, and local level by funding initiatives that drive 
a regional approach to Smart Specialisation. Strengthened funding for research and innovation 
sectors and for the actions of enterprise agencies and Regional Enterprise Plans is 
recommended to support enterprise growth, innovation, and diversity within our Region’s 
sectors of strength. This priority aligns with and achieves RSES RPOs 40, 51, 67 and 75. 

Support and expand the Southern Region’s network of co-working hubs: The degree 
to which urban and rural communities can capitalise on the potential economic benefits of 
remote working will depend on a variety of factors including the availability of co-working 
hubs with high quality facilities and the provision of high-speed broadband within such hubs. 
Therefore, sufficient capital investment should be provided to deliver more co-working hubs 
in line with the Region’s settlement hierarchy with a focus on cities and Key Towns while 
delivering an appropriate level of hubs in targeted rural communities/settlements serving a 
wide hinterland area within the Southern Region. This priority aligns with and achieves RSES 
RPOs 26, 46, 48, 134, 136 and 138. 

4. SOCIAL AND TERRITORIAL COHESION  

The Assembly supports the prioritisation by the NRRP to: 

 Invest in infrastructure and services to build socially inclusive communities. 
This pillar accords with RSES Strategy Statement 11 to building an Inclusive Region and 
supports balanced regional growth and achieving the overarching aim of the national policy 
to see a 50:50 distribution of growth between the Eastern and Midland Region, and the 
Southern and Northern and Western Regions, with 75% of the growth to be outside of Dublin 
and its suburbs. 

Invest in infrastructure and services to build socially inclusive and international 
communities in our Region: Growth projections under the NPF and RSES are dependent 
on welcoming people to live and work in our communities and offering a higher quality of life 
for all. The SRA support funding to deliver actions under Local Authority Local Economic 
Community Plans (LECPs), volunteering and active citizenship initiatives, regeneration of 
disadvantaged areas including RAPID initiatives and implementing Government policy “The 
Migrant Integration Strategy”. The SRA also support disability awareness initiatives and fund 
initiatives to improve equal access for all through universal design. This priority aligns with 
and achieves RSES RPOs RSES RPOs 179-183, Cork MASP Objective 22, Limerick-Shannon 
MASP Objective 22, and Waterford MASP Objective 24. 
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5. HEALTH, AND ECONOMIC, SOCIAL, AND INSTITUTIONAL RESILIENCE 
INCLUDING WITH A VIEW OF INCREASING CRISIS REACTION AND CRISIS 
PREPAREDNESS. 

The Assembly supports the prioritisation by the NRRP to: 

 Deliver investment to enhance the health and wellbeing of our citizens. 
This pillar accords with the overall strategy of the RSES to build a strong resilient, sustainable 
region. Strategy Objective 10 states to objective to build A Healthy and Learning Region. 
The Economic Strategy set in Chapter 4 addresses resilience and the need to Future Proof – 
Readiness to address emerging challenges. 

Support Culture, the Gaeltacht, Sports & Recreation and Heritage in our Region: 
The SRA support the development of a vibrant cultural and creative sector (measures under 
Culture 2025 and Creative Ireland Strategy 2017- 22) , our unique Gaeltacht areas (initiatives 
of Údaras na Gaeltachta under the Gaeltacht Act 2012 , sports and recreation (investments 
into sports and community organisations through the Sports Capital Programme) and the 
protection and interaction with heritage in our Region (fund initiatives of Local Authorities, the 
Heritage Council, local communities, heritage property owners for the revitalisation of historic 
cores and built heritage). This priority aligns with and achieves RSES RPOs 191-199 and RPOs 
203-205.  

Deliver investment to enhance the health and wellbeing of our Region’s citizens:  
Investments to deliver actions that promote healthier communities are supported. Gaps in the 
national healthcare infrastructure need to be addressed to meet this objective. The SRA 
support funding to implement the healthcare service investment programme, the Sláintecare 
Implementation Strategy and Action Plan. In response to population ageing, the SRA supports 
Age-Friendly communities and implementation of the National Positive Ageing Strategy. The 
SRA also supports funding to implement the Healthy Ireland and the National Physical Activity 
Plan. Our Region’s three cities are WHO Healthy Cities and form part of the Healthy Cities and 
Counties Network. The SRA supports such initiatives and funding for Local Authorities to 
implement healthier cities, towns, villages, and communities. This priority aligns with and 
achieves RSES RPOs 175, 178 and 182.  

Deliver infrastructure and services that will grow knowledge diffusion and develop 
a Learning Region: Knowledge diffusion is a key enabler to our Region’s economic resilience 
and growth. Supports to Higher Education Institutes and Education and Training Boards, the 
Regional Skills Fora and funding actions for life-long learning are needed. The SRA supports 
Lifelong Learning initiatives as essential components of a strong economy, as exemplified in 
Cork and Limerick’s attainment of the UNESCO Learning City status and extend the UNESCO 
Learning City status to Waterford city, to create a regional knowledge triangle. The SRA 
supports the Technological University for the South-East (TUSE) and the Munster 
Technological University (MTU). These priorities align with and achieves RSES RPOs 63 and 
184-190 in addition to Cork MASP Objectives 10 & 20, Limerick-Shannon MASP Objective 18 
and Waterford MASP Objectives 14, 22 & 23. 

Lifelong Learning initiatives as essential components of a strong economy, as exemplified in 
Cork and Limerick’s attainment of the UNESCO Learning City status and extend the UNESCO 
Learning City status to Waterford city, to create a regional knowledge triangle. 
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6. POLICIES FOR THE NEXT GENERATION, CHILDREN, AND YOUTH, INCLUDING 
EDUCATION AND SKILLS.  

The Assembly supports the prioritisation by the NRRP to: 

 Deliver education and childcare services and infrastructure that caters for future 
populations. 

 Enhance the capabilities of Higher Education Institutes. 

Strategy Statement 7 supports ‘Diversity, Language Culture and Heritage Enhancement’, 
and Strategy Statement 10 states to objective to build A Healthy and Learning Region.  

 

Strengthen investment and supports for childcare, education, and services for our 
Region’s youth: The SRA supports the provision and enhancement of facilities and amenities 
for children and young people, such as childcare, schools, playgrounds, parks, and sports 
grounds. Provision of quality affordable childcare places is critical, both developmentally for 
children and as an effective labour market intervention. The SRA supports the existing NDPs 
commitment to investment for primary and post-primary education services. Locating new 
school facilities and improving access to existing school facilities to be accessible by active 
walking and cycling and public transport is critical for healthy communities. The multi-use of 
school facilities for wider use by communities and co-location of childcare and school facilities 
is also supported. Education, training, and skills development can tackle legacies due to 
deprivation. The SRA support funding for actions through Children and Young People’s 
Services Committee Plans to realise the ambitions of our Region’s youth. This priority aligns 
with and achieves RSES RPOs 63, 175, 177, 185-190.  

 

The SRA supports the existing commitment to investment for primary and post-
primary education services. Locating new school facilities and improving access to existing 
school facilities to be accessible by active walking and cycling and public transport is critical 
for healthy communities. The multi-use of school facilities for wider use by communities and 
co-location of childcare and school facilities is also supported. Education, training, and skills 
development can tackle legacies due to deprivation. The SRA support funding for actions 
through Children and Young People’s Services Committee Plans to realise the ambitions of 
young people across the regions. 

 

Conclusion 

The Assembly welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the development of the NRRP. 
Aligning the NRRP investment with our strategic statutory frameworks will be a key component 
in tackling recovery and the regional imbalances that exist in Ireland, including addressing the 
50:50 distribution of growth between the Eastern and Midland Region, and the Southern and 
Northern and Western Regions allowing the Southern Region to develop critical mass and to 
fulfil the vision of our RSES, namely, to become one of Europe’s most “Creative and 
Innovative”, “Greenest” and “Liveable” regions. 
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The SRA are committed as a key stakeholder to help drive actions on our regional investment 
priorities through our own RSES and MASP implementation structures and are a key consultee 
for the Project Ireland 2040 Delivery Board.  

The SRA would welcome the opportunity to engage with the Department on this submission 
and are available for future consultation and clarities as required regarding this submission.  

 

Mise le meas,  

 

_______________ 

David Kelly,  

Director 




