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Introduction 

Chairman and members, first of all, thank you for the invitation to meet 

with you and I look forward to working constructively with the 

Committee in the months and years ahead. 

As you have requested, I will outline my priorities in the Department of 

Social Protection, particularly in a budgetary context. However, I am also 

keen to listen to, and understand, your views on what you see as the key 

issues for social protection in the years ahead.    

Overview 

I think it useful in the first instance to outline the scope and scale of the 

Department’s expenditure and its importance for millions of citizens in 

our country. 

An allocation of €19.625 billion was provided for the Department this 

year. This represents 38% of gross current Government expenditure. 

Expenditure to the end of August was just short of €13 billion and is very 

close to target for the year to date. 

Each week, about 1.37 million people, pensioners, people with 

disabilities, people on maternity or sick leave, carers, and jobseekers 

receive a payment from my Department. 

In addition to this, over 625,000 families receive Child Benefit each 

month for almost 1.2 million children.  
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Expenditure Levels by programme 

As you are no doubt aware, there is a misconception that most welfare 

payments go to the unemployed. This is not the case. 

 The biggest single block of expenditure in 2016 will be Expenditure 

on Pensions, which will amount to almost €7 billion, or 36% of 

overall expenditure; 

 Expenditure on Working Age Income Supports – including 

Jobseekers, One Parent Family Payment, Maternity and Paternity  

Benefit – accounts for some €4 billion or 20% of overall expenditure; 

 Expenditure provision for Illness, Disability and Carers will 

amount to over €3.5 billion or 18% of expenditure in 2016; 

 Expenditure on Children and Families will account for nearly 13% 

of expenditure or €2.6 billion, of which €410 million will be spent on 

the Family Income Supplement paid to low income working families; 

 Expenditure on Employment Supports, including Community 

Employment, Back to Education/Enterprise and various employment 

programmes, amount to €1.1 billion, or 6% of my Department’s 

expenditure; 

 Expenditure on Supplementary Payments like rent supplement, 

Agencies like MABS and the CIB and Miscellaneous Services 

accounts for €867 million or 4% of expenditure.   
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Supplementary payments have four main elements:  

 

1.  Rent Supplement,  

2.  Household Benefits Package,  

3.  Fuel Allowance, 

4.  Free Travel.   

Live Register 

The primary focus of the last Government was to repair the economy and 

save Ireland from national bankruptcy.  

Unemployment reached a crisis peak of over 15%; CSO data shows that 

the latest monthly unemployment rate is 8.3%.  Long term unemployment 

now stands at 4.4%, which represents a reduction of 50,600 people in the 

past two years.  There are more than 2 million people in employment 

now, with an additional 56,200 people in work over the past year.  

At the end of August, there were nearly 43,000 fewer people on the Live 

Register than the same time last year and 82,000 fewer people than this 

time two years ago. The Live Register peaked at 470,000 in mid-2011. 

We are now well on track for the Live Register to go below 300,000 in 

the coming months. This is still too high but it is worth noting that the 

last time it was below this figure was nearly eight years ago, in December 

2008.    

The ongoing fall in the Live Register is freeing up resources we need to 

meet rising demand in other areas. For example: for pensions, people 

with disabilities and carers. We estimate that we will need another €200 
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million in 2017 for increasing numbers of pensioners and that’s before 

any increase in rates.  

The question is how do we build a sustainable Budget over the coming 

weeks that will benefit all our people, young and old, rural and urban, in 

the workforce and to do so in such a way that does not spread resource 

too thinly to make a difference. 

2016 Expenditure  

There are a number of developments in 2016 that I’d like to touch on. 

Rent Supplement 

I have already honoured the FF/FG agreement and the Programme for 

Government commitment to increase Rent Supplement limits.  

The new measure, in place since the 1
st
 of July, means that maximum rent 

limits have increased in every part of Ireland.   

The extent of the increase reflects the rise in rents in each particular 

location for each household type..   

For example a 25% average increase in Laois and Roscommon; a 21% 

average increase in Leitrim, Cork City, Longford, and Galway City;  

A 29% average increase in Dublin, a 19% average increase in 

Westmeath, Kildare, and Louth; and a 15% average increase in Cavan 

and Donegal.  

This, of course, varies according to household size, as do market rents.  

Provision remains in place for discretionary increases on a case by case 

basis but the need to do this has fallen off considerably since July. 
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Paternity Benefit 

I am delighted that the Paternity Leave and Benefit Act was enacted over 

the summer.  My Department starts making paternity benefit payments 

this month to social insurance contributors, including the self-employed.  

This is an example of the social insurance system adapting and 

responding to the changing needs and wishes of families in this country.   

My Department is currently undertaking an awareness campaign for the 

scheme to ensure that eligible parents take it up.  I would appreciate your 

assistance in directing anyone with queries to the Department’s website, 

where there is detailed information on how to apply. You can find more 

information at: 

www.welfare.ie/paternitybenefit 

Christmas Bonus 

As was the case in 2014 and 2015, when a bonus was paid, there is 

currently no provision for a Christmas bonus in the Department’s 

allocation for 2016.  

In 2014 and 2015 the Government was ultimately in a position to pay the 

bonus given the continuing improvement in the State’s financial position. 

The State’s financial position is improving again in 2016 and I will 

therefore be seeking approval from my Government colleagues in the 

coming months for the payment of a Christmas Bonus once again this 

year. An announcement will be made on Budget Day in October.  
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Programme for Government 

Looking ahead, the Programme for Government contains a number of 

commitments on social protection. These include increasing pensions and 

the living alone allowance, protecting Free Travel for pensioners and 

people with disabilities, and a rate increase for people with disabilities 

and for carers. 

The Programme also outlines the Government’s commitment to the 

development of a new working family payment to reduce child poverty 

and make work pay, ensuring that no family is better off on welfare than 

in work.  This is, of course, a 5 year programme and everything cannot be 

done in one or two budgets. But, they will be done.  

The benefits and pensions that social welfare recipients receive are 

funded by both PRSI contributions and general taxation.  As a result, I 

believe we need a strong consensus across society on the importance of a 

comprehensive social welfare system, whereby the PRSI contributions 

and taxation paid by all workers, including the self-employed, provide 

adequate, sustainable and appropriate benefits when required. 

I want a welfare system, and in particular, a social insurance system 

which responds to life’s risks such as unemployment, long-term illness 

and parenting.  None of us know if and when we might require the 

support of the schemes and services operated by the Department.  What 

we all know is we want supports to be available if and when we need 

them.  

I want to reinforce the contributory principle by strengthening social 

insurance.  I want to enhance the treatments available under the 
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Treatment Benefit scheme, which was significantly cut back during the 

austerity years.  This includes dental and optical benefits.   

 

As the Members will be well aware, I want to extend the level of social 

insurance coverage available to the self-employed. It is a personal priority 

for me. I requested that the Department carry out a major survey of the 

self-employed to find out what new benefits they would most like to 

receive from Social Insurance reforms planned in future Budgets. The 

deadline for the survey was the 31
st
 of August.  The results are currently 

being analysed and I will share them with you in the coming weeks. 

These plans form part of the Government’s ‘new deal’ for the self-

employed which will encompass tax, welfare changes and great support 

for entrepreneurship.  

Conclusion 

The Summer Economic Statement outlined that there will be about €1 

billion of fiscal space available for new initiatives across all Departments 

in Budget 2017. Roughly one third will provide for tax reductions and 

two-thirds for additional spending. 

Clearly, if we were to do all we’d like to do, big Departments like Social 

Protection and Health or Housing could spend it on their own but that 

would not be right or fair. 

So choices will have to be made, everything can’t be done in one year. 

On July 22
nd

, I hosted the Department’s annual Pre-Budget Forum, during 

which I listened to the views of representatives from 40 NGOs, advocacy 

and representative organisations. 
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This was extremely useful and gave my officials and me a great insight 

into the competing priorities within the sector. 

Bearing that in mind, rather than a long shopping list of items that cannot 

be purchased, I would really welcome input from you all as to what you 

think should be the main 2 or 3 priorities for me in budget talks, and in 

Social Protection in general. 

I look forward to hearing your advice. 

Thank you    

ENDS 

 


