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Presentation to Oireachtas Committee on Budgetary Oversight  

30 November 2016  

Commentary on Budget 2017 and priority proposals for Budget 2018 

 

The National Women’s Council of Ireland (NWCI) is Ireland’s leading feminist membership 

organisation. We seek full equality for women and draw our mandate from a membership of 

over 190 groups and organisations across a diversity of backgrounds, sectors and locations. 

We also have a growing, committed individual membership. 

 

NWCI welcomes the invitation to meet with the Oireachtas Committee on Budgetary 

Oversight to share our analysis of Budget 2017 and to make recommendations with a view 

to ensuring Budget 2018 places women and equality at the centre of decision-making on the 

distribution and redistribution of resources. 

 

The establishment of the Committee and the Independent Parliamentary Budget Office act 

as an important opportunity for greater Oireachtas oversight and input into the budgetary 

process. The budgetary process in Ireland has long been criticised for its lack of 

transparency and we hope the Committee will endeavour to progressively rectify this.  

 

Recession and austerity have had a disproportionate economic impact on women in Ireland. 

The Gender Pay Gap has widened from 12.6% to 14.4% while the Gender Pension Gap has 

widened from 35 to 37%. ESRI research has shown that women in couples suffered a 14% 

loss in income during the recession compared to 9% for men. A majority of low paid part 

time workers are women. Already vulnerable groups have suffered some of the worst 

impacts with 58% of lone parents, mostly women, experiencing deprivation.  
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We commend the commitment in the Programme for Partnership Government to devote two 

thirds of budgetary spend on public investment against one third on tax measures and its 

fulfilment in Budget 2017. This comes after too many years of a deep imbalance in the other 

direction. However we need to consider the full Government spend annually and not just the 

fiscal space for each budget.  

 

Reversing unsustainable cutbacks, investing in services and staff, repairing our social fabric 

and delivering the solid groundwork needed for a more equal and sustainable future must 

remain a priority.  

 

NWCI recognises the challenges posed by Brexit and the threatened political instability 

across Europe, the US and elsewhere. We urge the Committee to respond to any resulting 

reduction in fiscal space by advising against tax reductions in favour of rebuilding our public 

services.   

 

Taxation 

NWCI believes that tax concessions, such as the reductions in the Universal Social Charge 

on incomes up to €70,044.00 and the increased thresholds on Capital Acquisitions Tax, do 

not represent a strategic use of hard earned public funds. Budget 2017 was an opportunity 

to discontinue inequitable marginal rate tax reliefs which benefit the wealthiest and prioritise 

instead those at greatest risk of poverty.  

 

Childcare 

A welcome announcement by Minister for Children and Youth Affairs Katherine Zappone 

was the introduction of Single Affordable Childcare Scheme, which NWCI considers to be a 

breakthrough for the provision of childcare in this country. The childcare package is the first 

step to developing a publicly subsidised universal childcare model, similar to the models 

available in many other European countries, for which NWCI and other advocacy groups 

have campaigned for almost two decades. The provision of childcare is the most critical 

public service necessary to increase women’s participation in employment and civic life. This 

applies to women across all income groups as they are the most likely to drop out of 

employment when they have children. We therefore particularly welcome the start of the 

universal subsidy of €80 per month for all families for children aged between 6 months and 3 

years. While funding is still very limited at this point, the scheme has the potential to have an 

enormous positive impact on women’s equality if further funding is provided. We also 

welcome that payments will be made directly to the service providers as a measure to 

increase quality and avoid that providers will simply increase costs. The second means-
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tested part of the scheme catering for children aged between 6 months and 15 years is also 

positive as it recognises the need to provide childcare outside of school hours. This scheme 

will be particularly beneficial for lone parents, the majority of whom are women and are often 

on very low incomes. NWCI will make a submission to the consultation process opened by 

the Minister on the scheme and we hope the Committee will both support the direction taken 

by the Minister and push for significantly increased funding for the scheme in Budget 2018, 

with an emphasis on supporting lower income workers and those wishing to enter the labour 

market.  

 

Minimum Wage 

NWCI recommended in our pre-Budget 2017 submission that the minimum wage be 

increased to €11.50 per hour and that the ‘Living Wage’ be promoted through policy and 

practise. Historically, one of the few measures to significantly narrow the gender pay gap 

was the introduction of a minimum wage. We were therefore disappointed with the increase 

of only by 10 cent to €9.25 an hour and urge the Committee push the Government to meet 

its own commitments to raise the minimum wage to €10.50 without delay.  

 

Social Welfare  

We also welcome the €5 per week increase to social welfare payments – the first such 

increase in seven years – and the proportional increases for qualified adults and those on 

reduced rates of payment. We regret to the decision by Minister Varadkar, however, not only 

to retain reduced rate payments for under-25s, but to further compound this relative 

disadvantage by increasing their payment by only €2.70 per week. It is imperative that we 

challenge the notion that young people are lacking motivation to enter the workforce or that 

they must be coerced into doing so through punitive welfare policies. Young people are 

eager to begin to establish themselves in the world and are ready to work when supported 

through sufficiently-resourced, quality initiatives with proper attention to gender proofing. It is 

also important to recognise that many young people who may not be working are still 

actively contributing by participating in their communities; some may even be carers who 

require targeted supports to help them balance that care with their own development. The 

reduction of the personal rent contribution for people aged 18-24 are on age related benefits 

and those getting BTEA, a Further Education and Training (FET) training allowance or on 

Youthreach, however, is to be commended.  

 

Though the new €500 annual Cost of Education Allowance is a positive decision, we were 

concerned to see no change to the Family Income Supplement limit. 
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We believe the increase in the Home Carers Tax Credit and One-Parent Family Payment 

are a welcome development and we hope will particularly benefit women given that care 

roles in the home are predominantly held by women. Equally, the increased Christmas 

Bonus for those in receipt of the One-Parent Family Payment, the Domiciliary Care 

Allowance, State Pensions and Widow’s/Widower’s/Surviving Civil Partner’s Pensions will all 

benefit women who have been worst hit during austerity.  

 

NWCI believes the best way to improve take home incomes is to do so at source by raising 

wages and taking action against precarious, low paid work. Decent work for decent pay not 

only puts more money back into the local economy right across the country, it also eases 

pressure on the social protection system. We hope the partial-pay restoration fund will go 

some way to reverse the detrimental impact on pay cuts and freezes during austerity, which 

the ESRI have found have had a far stronger effect on women than men, given their 

predominance in the lower and middle tiers of the Public Sector, 

 

Pensions 

Ireland’s Gender Pension Gap has recently widened further to 37% and the PFPG has 

rightly identified closing of that gap as a priority. Though we welcome today’s €5 increase to 

the pensions payment, NWCI believes a Universal Pension is the best way to support 

equality in older age. We wish to recommend that the Committee make, as a priority over 

the coming 11 months, the introduction of a Universal Pension. In the interim, there are gaps 

and inequities in the first tier of our pension system which need urgent attention. This job of 

repair must, we believe, be given greater priority than the introduction of any new or 

supplementary tier. Currently, 84% of those receiving a full State Contributory Pension are 

men, and while this payment was protected during the recession, the Reduced Rate 

payments, on which a majority of women rely, have been steadily eroded. The fact that only 

16% of women receive the full contributory rate reflects both the legacy of the marriage bar 

and a system poorly designed to support individual entitlement or recognise care. Rather 

than address these inequalities, we have allowed them to deepen in recent years by 

increasing contributory thresholds and even making it harder to purchase voluntary credits.l 

ong overdue delivery of ‘Homemaker’s Credit’ or ‘Care Credit’, applicable for up to ten years 

and applied retrospectively to 1973. This practical recognition of the social and economic 

contribution of care should also serves as a Re-Entry Credit, ensuring that those looking to 

re-enter the workforce after a period spent caring can access training, educational or 

employment supports from their local Intreo office. 
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Gender and Equality Budgeting 

And finally, in looking forward to Budget 2018 and beyond, NWCI wishes to offer its support 

to the Committee to embed a process on Gender and Equality Budgeting, in line with the 

government’s commitment in the Programme for Partnership Government. We believe that 

these new mechanisms must be meaningfully developed and delivered. Gender Budgeting if 

implemented effectively has the potential to address structural economic inequalities for 

women and to allow the Government to assess the extent to which provisions made to 

improve the lives of women and men are achieving their intended impact. NWCI has been 

granted funding from the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commissions to support the 

effective implementation of this process in Ireland. The involvement of women in the Scottish 

Budget Advisory Group has, for example, been crucial to the success of equality budgeting 

in Scotland. Scotland also produces an annual Budget Equality Statement and NWCI 

believes Ireland should, at an absolute minimum, produce a similar statement to accompany 

Budget 2018 towards full equality and gender proofing over coming years. 

 

In conclusion, we thank the Committee once again for the opportunity to present our views 

and are happy to respond to any questions you may have.  

 


