
1

Sarah Cremin

From: Covid19
To: Michelle Murphy
Subject: RE: Submission from Social Justice Ireland to Special Committee on Covid-19 Response

From: Michelle Murphy <michelle.murphy@socialjustice.ie>  
Sent: Tuesday 2 June 2020 10:20 
To: Covid19 <Covid19@oireachtas.ie> 
Subject: Submission from Social Justice Ireland to Special Committee on Covid‐19 Response 

Dear Ted, 
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1. Introduction 

Social Justice Ireland welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Special Oireachtas 
Committee on Covid-19 Response.  In this submission we highlight the impact of Covid-19 on three 
particular areas of concern and make policy relevant policy proposals.  These areas are addressing 
poverty, tackling rural decline and strengthening and delivering on our Community Health Networks.  
We are happy to elaborate on any area of this submission further to the Committee.   

2. Addressing Poverty 

Life on a low income is the norm for a large proportion of our society. Prior to the current public health 
crisis, one in every seven people in Ireland lived with an income below the poverty line; about 680,000 
people. Looking ahead, these numbers look set to rise as the very uneven impact of the Covid-19 crisis 
unfolds. 

The recent Department of Finance Stability Programme Update projections for unemployment point 
to an optimistic scenario where unemployment remains high for the next 12-24 months. When 
recovery comes, it is likely that many low income workers, and employees with precarious 
employment conditions, will be the last to experience it. Without a concerted policy effort, many will 
be stuck in poverty for some time. 

Poverty in Ireland: the numbers and the reality 
 

• 14 per cent of the population, around 680,000 people are living in poverty. 

• About 110,000 workers are at risk of poverty - 5.1 per cent of those who are employed. 

• Approximately 200,000 children (15.9 per cent) of children are living in poverty in Ireland 
today - these children are living in families with incomes below the poverty line. 

• Almost one in ten pensioners is living in poverty (11.4 per cent).   

• Poverty levels in the Border, West and South-East regions are higher than the country as a 
whole. The risk of poverty in rural Ireland was 1.1 per cent higher than in urban Ireland  in 
2018 with at risk rates of 14.7 per cent and 13.6 per cent respectively.   

• Those not employed due to illness or a disability have one of the highest poverty rates with 
almost one in every two (47.7 per cent) of this group with an income below the poverty line.   

The crisis has highlighted the presence and challenges of the poorest in our society in so many ways. 
For example, the importance of low income workers to the basic functioning of our society has been 
given great prominence; yet many are classified as the ‘working poor’ and continually struggle to make 
ends meet. 

Similarly, it has unexpectedly demonstrated to many households the impossible challenges of life on 
a low income; even when that income is set at rates well above core social welfare payments and the 
poverty line.  If poverty rates are to fall in the years ahead, and if we are to cope with the social and 
economic fallout of Covid-19, we need to see an increase in social welfare payments, equity of social 
welfare rates, adequate payments for children, refundable tax credits, decent rates of pay for low paid 
workers, a universal state pension and a cost of disability payment. 

Eliminating poverty should be a key priority for Government as we move towards rebuilding our 
society and economy as a result of the impact of Covid-19.  The latest figures show that we have a 
persistent problem with poverty which will be exacerbated by the Covid-19 crisis.  As a society we 
must confront these new challenges, learn from past policy failures and adequately resource new 
strategies to successfully target and reduce poverty.   
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Poverty in Ireland – the numbers 
The most up to date data available on poverty in Ireland comes from the 2018 SILC Survey, conducted 
by the CSO.  Table 1 below outlines the headline findings from the 2018 SILC survey on poverty in 
Ireland. 

Table 1: Risk of each group being in Poverty, 2018 

At work 5.1% 

Unemployed 47.3% 

Students/school 22.2% 

On home duties 23.2% 

Retired 12.3% 

Ill/disabled 47.7% 

Children (0-17 years) 15.9% 

Overall population 14.0% 

 

What is the poverty line? 

The poverty line is 60% of median income – in Ireland this is calculated by the CSO.  The poverty line 
for a single adult in 2020 is €284.46.  This is an income per adult equivalent figure.   

Table 2: 
Minimum Disposable Income Required to Avoid 
Poverty in 2020 

Household 
containing: 

Weekly line Annual line 

1 adult €284.46 €14,843 

1 adult + 1 child €378.33 €19,741 

1 adult + 2 children €472.20 €24,639 

1 adult + 3 children €566.07 €29,538 

2 adults €472.20 €24,639 

2 adults + 1 child €566.07 €29,538 

2 adults + 2 children €659.94 €34,436 

2 adults + 3 children €753.81 €39,334 

3 adults €659.94 €34,436 

Poverty line calculation 
 
According to the CSO the median disposable income per adult in Ireland during 2018 was €22,872 
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per annum or €439.33 per week. Consequently, the 60% of median income poverty line for a single 
adult derived from this value was €263.00 a week.  Updating this figure to 2020 levels, using 
published CSO data on the growth in average hourly earnings in 2019 (+4.0 per cent) and ESRI 
projections for 2020 (+4.0 per cent) produces a relative income poverty line of €284.46 for a single 
person. In 2020, any adult below this weekly income level will be counted as being at risk of poverty. 

The Working Poor 
Having a job is not, of itself, a guarantee that one lives in a poverty-free household. According to the 
latest CSO data 5.1 per cent of those who are employed are living at risk of poverty – about 110,000 
workers. Over time poverty figures for the working poor have shown little movement reflecting a 
persistent problem with low earnings.  

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’ and to increase awareness among low income working families of their entitlement to 
the Working Family Payment (formerly known as Family Income Supplement) are also welcome. 

Social Justice Ireland has long argued that one of the most effective mechanisms available within the 
present system to address the problem of the working poor would be to make tax credits refundable.  
How does a refundable tax credit work?  A low-income worker who does not earn enough to use up 
his or her full tax credit would have the part of the tax credit that they do not benefit from “refunded” 
to him or her by the state. 

Poverty and Older People  
Among all those in poverty, the retired have experienced the greatest volatility in their poverty risk 
rates. In 1994 some 5.9 per cent of this group were classified as poor; by 1998 the figure had risen to 
32.9 per cent and in 2001 it peaked at 44.1 per cent. The most recent data record a relatively stable 
poverty rate, of almost one in ten pensioners, with the reduction over the last decade driven by 
increases in old age pension payments. While this lower risk of poverty is welcome, it remains a 
concern that so many of this county’s senior citizens are living on so little. 

Poverty and People with a Disability 
Those not employed due to illness or a disability are one of the groups at highest risk of poverty with 
almost one in every two (47.7 per cent) of this group classified in this category.  Overall, although 
those not at work due to illness or a disability only account for a small proportion of those in poverty, 
their experience of poverty is high. Furthermore, given the nature of this group Social Justice Ireland 
believes there is an on-going need for targeted policies to assist them. These include job creation, 
retraining and further increases in social welfare supports. There is also a very strong case to be made 
for introducing a non-means tested cost of disability allowance. 

Poverty and Education 
The CSO SILC results provide an interesting insight into the relationship between poverty and 
completed education levels. As might be expected, the risk of living on a low income is strongly related 
to low completed education levels. Those whose education ceased at lower secondary or less carry a 
one in five change of being poor; the risk is notably less (one in twenty) for those with third-level 
degree qualifications.  These figures underscore the relevance of continuing to address the issues of 
education disadvantage and early-school leaving. Government education policy should ensure that 
these high-risk groups are reduced. The CSO results also suggests that when targeting anti-poverty 
initiatives, a large proportion should be aimed at those with low education levels, including those with 
low levels of literacy. 
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Poverty: Rural & Regional 
Results from the CSO SILC survey provide a detailed breakdown of poverty by region. The data 
suggests an uneven national distribution of poverty. Using 2018 data, poverty levels are recorded as 
higher than the country as a whole for the Border, West and South-East regions. The CSO analysis also 
found that the risk of poverty is higher in rural areas compared to urban areas. In 2018 the risk of 
poverty in rural Ireland was 1.1 per cent higher than in urban Ireland with at risk rates of 14.7 per cent 
and 13.6 per cent respectively. 

Policy Solutions 
Social Justice Ireland believes that in the period ahead Government and policy-makers generally 
should: 

• Acknowledge that Ireland has an on-going poverty problem. 

• Adopt targets aimed at reducing poverty among particular vulnerable groups such as children, 
lone parents, jobless households and those in social rented housing. 

• Examine and support viable, alternative policy options aimed at giving priority to protecting 
vulnerable sectors of society. 

• Carry out in-depth social impact assessments prior to implementing proposed policy initiatives 
that impact on the income and public services that many low income households depend on. 
This should include the poverty-proofing of all public policy initiatives. 

• Recognise the problem of the ‘working poor’. Make tax credits refundable to address the 
situation of households in poverty which are headed by a person with a job. 

• Support the widespread adoption of the Living Wage so that low paid workers receive an 
adequate income and can afford a minimum, but decent, standard of living. 

• Introduce a cost of disability allowance to address poverty and social exclusion of people with 
a disability. 

• Recognise the reality of poverty among migrants and adopt policies to assist this group. In 
addressing this issue also replace direct provision with a fairer system that ensures adequate 
allowances are paid to asylum seekers.  

• Accept that persistent poverty should be used as the primary indicator of poverty 
measurement and assist the CSO in allocating sufficient resources to collect this data. 

• Move towards introducing a basic income system. No other approach has the capacity to 
ensure all members of society have sufficient income to live life with dignity. 

• Acknowledge the failure to meet repeated policy targets on poverty reduction and commit 
sufficient resources to achieve credible new targets. 

Full details of our most recent research into this areas is available in Poverty Focus 20201. 

 

3. Tackling Rural decline 

As we navigate through the global crisis caused by COVID-19, it is clear that rural areas will bear a 
significant social and economic impact over the long-term.  The challenges that faced rural Ireland 
prior to the current pandemic remain, and new challenges have emerged, not least the impact of a 
potentially prolonged period of unemployment on areas that were already struggling. 

Challenges facing rural Ireland  
Some of the key issues in rural Ireland prior to the current pandemic that still have to be addressed 
are2: 

 
1 https://www.socialjustice.ie/content/publications/poverty-focus-2020 
2 For a more detailed outline see https://www.socialjustice.ie/content/policy-issues/election-2020-some-key-
issues-facing-rural-ireland 
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• Rural areas generally have an older population, higher rates of part-time employment, lower 
median incomes, higher dependency ratios and higher poverty rates than the national 
average. 

• The average distance to most everyday services for people in rural areas is at least three times 
longer than for people in urban areas.  For supermarkets, GPs and pharmacies, the average 
travel distance was seven times longer for rural dwellings. This raises challenges for delivery 
of services. 

• The driver of the rural economy in Ireland has moved from the primarily agricultural to a more 
diverse base involving services, manufacturing, tourism and others.    

• Two out of every five jobs in Ireland are at high risk of automation with towns where 
employment is dominated by agriculture and manufacturing most exposed to the impact of 
automation on employment3. 

• Supporting rural households to ensure that they have sufficient incomes will be crucial to the 
future of rural Ireland.   

• High quality and connected public transport links and sustainable regional employment 
opportunities are vital to the future of rural economies. 

• Lack of quality broadband is a considerable barrier to the sustainable development of rural 
Ireland.   
 

The impact of Covid-19 on the regions 
A recent paper from the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection gives an outline of 
the immediate impact Covid-19 in terms of job losses and wage supports on a county and regional 
level4. 

Some of the key findings of this paper are: 

• By the week ending April 24th, there were more than 1.1m persons in receipt of State support 
interventions to the labour market, including those on the Live Register and those in receipt 
of the newly introduced Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) and the Temporary Wage 
Subsidy Scheme (TWSS)5. In addition, there was an increase in those availing of short-time 
working arrangements.  

• While there have been job losses in all sectors, individuals working in tourism, hospitality, food 
and retail have seen the largest job losses. 

• The hit to these sectors will be potentially long lasting for two reasons. First, they are 
dependent on international travel which is likely to be subject to restrictions and an 
abundance of caution until the virus has abated entirely. Second, domestic consumers are 
likely to curtail demand for social activities for a similar time.  

• The Wage Subsidy Scheme (TWSS) - the share of employers using the scheme is heavily 
weighted towards smaller firms; with over 80 per cent of employers availing of the TWSS seen 
in firms with less than 20 workers, albeit that this is smaller than their representation across 
all firms. This may have consequences for the recovery of smaller firms once the containment 

 
3 https://www.ucc.ie/en/media/projectsandcentres/srerc/SRERCWP2019-1_upload.pdf 
4 https://assets.gov.ie/73799/2aa16fdcf3344493bbb79cec4f9071c0.pdf  
5 This has since increased to 1.2 million (see https://www.gov.ie/en/news/7fc9de-update-on-payments-
awarded-for-covid-19-pandemic-unemployment-paymen/ 
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restrictions are eased, as recruitment is costly and time-consuming for both employers and 
employees. 

From a regional and rural development perspective the breakdown of affected sectors is particularly 
concerning. 

There are four sectors in which the proportion claiming the PUP exceeds twenty-five per cent, namely 
Accommodation and Food Services, Construction, Administrative and Support Services and Wholesale 
and Retail Trade and Repair of Vehicles.  These sectors are classified as severely affected.   

A further two sectors have been identified as moderately affected, in which the proportion claiming 
the PUP is between ten and twenty-five per cent.  These sectors are Transportation and Storage and 
Manufacturing.  Combined, these sectors provide a large proportion of the employment in rural and 
regional areas.  Therefore it is reasonable to conclude that the impact in terms of job losses in the 
region will be significant, and the fact that many of sectors will be slow to open back up, indeed some 
may never open back fully. 

The recent Department of Finance Stability Programme Update projections for unemployment point 
to an optimistic scenario where unemployment remains high for the next 12-24 months . When 
recovery comes, it is likely that many low income workers, and employees with precarious 
employment conditions, will be the last to experience it. Without a concerted policy effort, many will 
be stuck in poverty for some time. 

Regional economies 
A report published by the Three Regional Assemblies6  gives a Covid-19 Regional Economic Analysis.  
The report analysed which counties are more likely to be exposed to significant economic disruption 
caused by the COVID-19 outbreak. The report found that coastal and rural counties are more likely to 
be exposed due to their reliance on commercial units that generally require human interaction and 
cannot be operated remotely. The county with the highest “COVID-19 Exposure Ratio”  was Kerry, 
with 53.8 per cent of its commercial units operating in the sectors likely to be worst affected, followed 
by Westmeath at 51 per cent, Donegal at 50.6 per cent, Cavan at 50.5 per cent and Clare at 50.4 per 
cent. 

The report also examined which towns are more likely to be exposed to significant economic 
disruption caused by the COVID-19 outbreak. Popular coastal towns and rural based towns are 
particularly exposed. 

The OECD in a recent paper estimate that the implied shock of Covid-19 could amount to a 45-70% 
decline in the international tourism economy in 20207.  The domestic tourism economy is expected to 
recover more quickly once containment measures are lifted, however even this will be slow moving 
and health concerns and the impact of social distancing and other measures may influence consumer 
sentiment and lead to a situation of very muted demand in the domestic tourism economy. Also, it is 
unlikely that domestic tourism could compensate for the decline of international tourism flows. This 
will translate into significant macro-economic effects in countries, cities and regions where the sector 
supports many jobs and businesses. 

An obvious challenge for policy makers in Ireland is that rural areas were more dependent on social 
welfare transfers than urban areas and had lower median incomes than urban areas prior to Covid-
19.  The current pandemic will exacerbate this situation and any policy response must address income 
sustainability in the long-term.   

 
6 6 http://www.southernassembly.ie/uploads/general-files/CV19-Regional-Economic-Analysis.pdf 
7 https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/view/?ref=124_124984-7uf8nm95se&title=Covid-
19_Tourism_Policy_Responses  
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Policies such as increased investment in healthcare and other public services and ensuring affordable 
and accessible quality public services to all regardless of urban or rural location must be part of the 
response.  Improved and expanded public services could contribute to regional attractiveness in 
remote and rural areas, while also supporting the transition to a low carbon economy8.  

Rural proofing and public service delivery according to the equivalence principle will play a key role 
here and should guide policy. 

A recent report from Smith School at Oxford University notes that the recovery packages, soon to be 
designed and implemented, will reshape the economy for the longer-term, representing life and death 
decisions about future generations, including through their impact on the climate9.  The report 
recommends that governments should steer investment towards a productive and balanced portfolio 
of sustainable physical capital, human capital, social capital, intangible capital, and natural capital 
assets consistent with global goals on climate change.  The authors are clear that any recovery package 
must also address existing concerns such as poverty, inequality and social inclusion. 

The report identifies five policy areas with high potential on both economic multiplier and climate 
impact metrics. 

1. Clean Physical Infrastructure 

2. Building Efficiency Retrofits 

3. Investment in Education and Training  

4. Natural Capital Investment 

5. Clean Research and Development  

These have obvious implications for Ireland 2040 (National Development Plan) and for public policy.  
Renewable energy and clean energy infrastructure are job intensive and they offer high returns on 
public investment as they drive down the cost of transition to clean energy.  Residential and 
commercial retrofitting, natural capital spending in areas such as rural ecosystems, biodiversity and 
expanding parkland are identified as fast-acting climate friendly policies that will have an immediate 
impact and long-term returns.  Natural capital spending is identified as particularly appropriate in 
current circumstances because worker training requirements are low, many projects have minimal 
planning and procurement requirements, and most facets of the work meet social distancing norms. 

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. The OECD 
recommend three overarching principles to accelerate a fair, low-carbon recovery.  The new 
Government should adopt these when developing Ireland’s post-Covid investment strategy. 

1. Aligning the short-term emergency responses to the achievement of long-term economic, 
social and environmental objectives and international obligations (the Paris Agreement and 
the SDGs). This includes, in the short run, securing jobs while avoiding unconditional subsidies 
to polluting activities. 

 
8 https://www.oecd.org/cfe/regional-policy/recommendation-effective-public-investment-across-

levels-of-government.htm 

 
9 https://www.smithschool.ox.ac.uk/publications/wpapers/workingpaper20-02.pdf 
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2. Preventing both lock-in of high-emissions activities and worsened well-being of those in the 
bottom 40% of the income distribution. COVID-19 has dramatically worsened the conditions 
of vulnerable groups, both in advanced and developing economies. The efforts to build an 
inclusive and sustainable future must prioritise a fair transition to a low-carbon economy. 

3. Systematically integrating environmental and equity considerations into the economic 
recovery and stimulus process. Support to the most affected sectors and investment in 
infrastructure must pass the test for contributing to a low carbon economy going forward. 

Translating the OECD principles to the Irish context the new Government 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.  Social Justice Ireland’s Sustainable Progress Index10 could inform this process.  The index 
uses 80 indicators across the 17 SDGS and compares 15 EU countries across all UN SDGs, assesses their 
performance on each individual SDG and creates a ranking table for performance overall.  

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. 

 

 

 

 
10 https://www.socialjustice.ie/sites/default/files/attach/publication/6248/measuringprogress-
thesustainableprogressindex2020new.pdf  
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4. Strengthening our Community Health Networks 

Before the COVID-19 pandemic ever reached these shores Irish hospitals were already 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.  

Even though Ireland spends more per capita on Health than the OECD average (health spending is 
almost 25 per cent higher), the number of beds per 1,000 population is considerably less than the 
OECD average, and our hospital bed occupancy rate reaches almost 95 per cent (see chart 1).  This is 
about 20 percentage points higher than the OECD  average (which was 75.2 per cent)11 and the highest 
in the EU 28. In its report on the Irish Healthcare system in 2019 the OECD found it to be hospital-
centric, with significant capacity constraints in primary and secondary care and concluded that the 
current health infrastructure is simply not adequate for current demand and unable to cope with the 
projected increases due to population ageing.  And that was before a global pandemic.   

Chart 1: Occupancy Rate of Curative (acute) Care Beds, 2000 and 2017 (or nearest year) 

 

Source: OECD 2019 

One of the things that contributes to this situation is the inability to discharge people, often older 
patients, due to problems accessing support in the community and step-down facilities, nursing homes 
and other forms of support.  The problems associated with our high bed occupancy rates are 
associated with a persistent failure to invest properly in areas such as primary care, community care 
and step-down facilities.   

 A recent ESRI report highlights unmet need for formal home support, finding that Ireland provides 
formal care to only 24 per cent of those needing it and that (among the different groups examined) 
38 per cent of people over 65 have unmet needs for care, as do 34 per cent of disabled adults12.  The 
HSE estimated in 2017 that increasing availability of rehabilitation beds would potentially free up 12 
per cent of delayed discharge beds13.  In 2019 the OECD came to a similar conclusion noting that the 
high rate of delayed discharges in Ireland contributes to high hospital bed occupancy rates.  Hospital 

 
11 https://www.oecd.org/ireland/ireland-country-health-profile-2019-2393fd0a-en.htm 
12 https://www.esri.ie/publications/access-to-childcare-and-home-care-services-across-europe-an-
analysis-of-the-survey-on 
13 https://www.hse.ie/eng/services/news/newsfeatures/planning-for-health/ 
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bed occupancy rates could be reduced if post-discharge planning and care arrangements for the 
elderly were improved and if access to primary care and community care was improved.   

 At the end of September 2019, there were 724 delayed discharges recorded by the HSE of which 137 
were waiting to go home, 454 were awaiting nursing home care and 133 complex patients awaiting 
bespoke supports14.   This represents an increase of 19.5 per cent on September 2018, and is 31.6 per 
cent above the maximum target of 550.  There were a further 7,252 people waiting on funding for 
home support. Hospital bed occupancy rates could be reduced if post-discharge planning and care 
arrangements for the elderly were improved and if access to primary care and community care was 
improved.   

The impact of COVID-19 

The failure to properly invest in primary care was having detrimental impacts on the Irish healthcare 
system long before the COVID-19 pandemic.  But this lack of investment now leaves our system 
painfully exposed. 

In a policy briefing on healthcare system responses to COVID-19, the OECD emphasises that the 
experience in China and Italy has highlighted the critical need to ensure adequate capacity of hospital 
beds in general and intensive care.  The report finds that given the characteristics of the treatment 
required for the most severe COVID-19 patients, the most important bottlenecks in hospital capacity 
are taking place in intensive care beds. A preliminary analysis of the most recent publicly available 
data suggests that, across ten OECD countries, the variation in capacity is six-fold, ranging from a high 
of 33.9 critical beds per 100,000 population to a low of 5.0 beds per 100,000 (see chart 2).  Ireland is 
at the low end with just 5.0 beds per 100,000 of population. 

Chart 2: Capacity of intensive care beds in selected OECD countries, 2020 (or nearest year)  

 

Source: OECD, 2020 

High occupancy rates of acute care beds are symptomatic of a health system under pressure that has 
limited capacity to handle an unexpected surge of patients requiring immediate hospitalisation.  
Ireland has almost no capacity when it comes to this issue with a bed occupancy rate of 95 per cent 

 
14 https://www.hse.ie/eng/services/publications/performancereports/july-to-september-quarterly-report.pdf 
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(see chart 1 above).  This problem within the Irish healthcare system has been highlighted for a 
number of years and is primarily as a result of a lack of an integrated primary and community care 
structure.  Ireland remains the only Western European country without universal coverage for primary 
care.  

Primary Care 
Primary care is central to Sláintercare via the roll-out of the Community Health Networks (CHNs).  
There is a real danger that any new expenditure will be diverted to the acute hospital system, in 
response to Covid-19.  However CHNs are essential for the delivery of the primary care system which 
is the basic building block for Sláintecare, and an effective healthcare system.   

The development of primary care teams (PCTs) and primary care networks across Ireland was intended 
to have a substantial impact on reducing problems within healthcare provision, and to shift from over-
reliance on acute hospital services to a more community based model. The Primary Care Team is 
intended to be a team of health professionals that includes GPs and Practice Nurses, community 
nurses (i.e. public health nurses and community RGNs), physiotherapists, occupational therapists and 
home-care staff.  

It was envisaged that 530 Primary Care Teams supported by 134 Health and Social Care Networks 
would cover the country by 2011. According to the Department of Health’s annual report for 2018, 18 
Primary Care Centres became operational in 2018 bringing the total to 126 operational at the end of 
2018 with eight expected to become operational throughout 2019 – still far short of the original target.  

The work done on existing centres and networks is welcome, but much more is needed to ensure that 
they are properly operational, staffed and integrated within the entire system. Without this they are 
unlikely to command the confidence and trust of local communities. Social Justice Ireland has called 
for the roll out of 96 primary care networks (average population 50,000) intended, amongst other 
things, to support primary care teams. Greater transparency about their planning and roll-out is also 
needed. An important first step to address these concerns would be the publication of a 
comprehensive plan for their implementation. This plan should clearly outline how the Primary Care 
Teams and networks will link with mental health and social care services and how collectively these 
community services will be integrated with acute hospital services as well as other important services 
at local government, education and wider community level. 

Social Justice Ireland believes that an investment of €250 million over a five-year period is needed to 
support the infrastructural development of the PCTs and networks.  

Older People’s Services 
The ostensible Government policy commitment to support people to remain in their own homes 
(which coincides with the wishes of most older people) was not evidenced by the significant decrease 
in the provision of Home Help hours15 following 2008 at a time of population ageing.  Numbers of 
people receiving home help and the hours allocated reduced from 2008 and especially from 2010, and 
there were still fewer people in receipt of Home Help support in 2017 than there had been in 2008.  
Numbers of people in receipt of Home Care Packages (HCPs) grew after 2008 but the funding for that 
scheme was largely static for many years and the average value of each package fell.  

In 2018, two home care schemes were amalgamated by the HSE making comparison of their delivery 
with earlier years difficult. The HSE Annual Report for 2018 suggests that 17.1 million hours of home 
support (combining home care packages and home help but not intensive home care packages) were 

 
15 HSE reports make it clear that older people are the main beneficiaries of Home Help services and Home Care 

Packages. 
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delivered to some 53,000 people. An additional 406,000 intensive home care packages were delivered 
to 250 people. See Table 3. 

Ireland provides relatively low levels of formal home care by comparison with several other countries 
and research suggests that 38 per cent of older people who need home care do not have their needs 
met; they were also the group with the highest level of unmet need16. Indeed, the HSE itself 
acknowledges that home care has not kept pace with population growth or population ageing; 7,252 
people were waiting for home support funding at the end of September 2019 (HSE, 2019a: 38).  

Table 3: Support to Older People in the Community and in Nursing Homes 

  2012  2013  2015 2016 2017 2018 

Home Support*  

People in 
Receipt 

   
  53,000 

Hours delivered     
   

17.13m 

Intensive Home Care Packages 

People in 
Receipt 

   
  250  

 

Hours Delivered       406,000 

NHSS (Fair Deal) funded places 

Numbers of 
People 

 

22,065  

 

23,007  

 

23,073  

 

23,142 

 

22,949 

 

23,305 

% of 65+ 
population 

 

4.02 

 

4.06 

 

3.96 

 

3.7 

 

3.5 

 

3.5 

Source: HSE Annual Report and Financial Statements (2012 – 2018).  

*Comprising Home Care Packages and Home Help services; Figures amalgamated for these two services from 
2018 making comparison with previous years difficult. For figures for each service from previous years see Healy 
et al, 2019. 

Over 60 per cent of the older people’s budget goes towards long-term residential care while only 
approximately 4 per cent of the over 65 population live in residential care settings. The number of 
people supported by the NHSS (Fair Deal) scheme in 2018 were approximately 23,300 or around 3.5 
per cent of those aged 65+, a  proportion that has been falling slightly over recent years, as Table 3 
shows.   

A consultation process was commenced to consider establishing a statutory homecare scheme. A 
statutory basis for home care has been called for by Social Justice Ireland and moves in this direction 
are welcome. However, supporting people to live at home requires an integrated approach that 
ensures access to a range of supports in the home as well as transitional facilities. To achieve this, 
deficits in infrastructure need to be addressed urgently with an emphasis on replacement and/or 

 
16 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/2019-08-29-
Access%20To%20Care%20Services%20Final%20Version%202.0_1.pdf 
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refurbishment of facilities. If this is not done, the inappropriate admission of older people to acute 
care facilities will continue with consequent negative effects on acute services and unnecessary stress 
on people and their families. A related issue is the shortage of short-stay community beds intended 
to enable people to return to their own homes after a period of intervention and support (including 
step-up, step-down, convalescence, assessment and review, respite and rehabilitation services).  

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

Social Justice Ireland believes that on the capital side, an investment in the order of a total of €500 
million over five years, (€100 million each year), is required to meet growing need.  This would enable 
some 12 to 15 community nursing facilities with about 50 beds each to be replaced or refurbished 
each year. In addition to supporting the needs of older people, this proposal would also stimulate 
economic activity and increase employment in many local communities during the construction 
periods. 

Social Justice Ireland also believes that on the revenue side funding in excess of €100m is required at 
a minimum to bring core community services for HCPs, Home Help, and residential care supports 
through the Fair Deal scheme to more sustainable levels. This funding will assist in stabilising the 
current system and allow for a progressive development towards an integrated model of service over 
a period of years based on an appropriate allocation for demographic growth each year.  

Medium to long term policy goals 
The correct policy response in the Irish context in the medium to long-term, once this crisis is over, is 
to focus on developing our primary care and community care infrastructure so that acute care beds 
can be made available quickly in times of extreme pressure such as we are experiencing at present. 

For Ireland, a key medium to long-term policy goal must be to develop Ireland’s healthcare system so 
that it provides universal coverage for primary care.  This requires investment in community care, 
primary care and social care.  It requires a rebalancing from the current system of reliance on hospital 
care with resources being diverted to primary care and to implementing Sláintecare. 

As stated, Ireland remains the only Western European country without universal coverage for primary 
care.  Unfortunately the Sláintecare measures taken so far do not commit to providing universal health 
coverage by legislating for an entitlement to care.  

Social Justice Ireland believes that access to healthcare based on need, not income, should remain an 
important aim for Ireland’s healthcare system. We welcomed, in particular, 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. 

Since the formation of the HSE in 2005, healthcare has consistently accounted for approximately a 
quarter of all voted expenditure. In recent Budgets, Social Justice Ireland has highlighted issues with 
the allocation to Health as being insufficient to address new measures and existing commitments, 
unlikely to address waiting lists, and inadequate to address and plan for population ageing.  Thus, an 
open and transparent debate on the funding of healthcare services and on the optimal delivery model 
is also needed. This debate must acknowledge the enormous financial expenditure on healthcare and 
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the issues we raise above about healthcare expenditure, including the fact that, in international 
comparison, Ireland's per capita expenditure on healthcare is relatively high, despite a relatively young 
population.   

Once the worst of the COVID-19 crisis has passed, healthcare policy in Ireland should focus on the 
following: 

• Ensuring that announced budgetary allocations are valid, realistic and transparent and that 
they take existing commitments into account. 

• Increasing the availability and quality of Primary Care and Social Care services. 

• Creating additional respite care and long-stay care facilities for older people and people with 
disabilities and provide capital investment to build additional community nursing facilities. 
Implement all aspects of the dementia strategy. 

• Working towards full universal healthcare for all. Ensure new system structures are fit for 
purpose and publish detailed evidence of how new decisions taken will meet healthcare goals. 

• Enhancing the process of planning and investment so that the healthcare system can cope 
with the increase and diversity in population and the ageing of the population projected for 
the next few decades. 

• Ensuring that structural and systematic reform of the health system reflects key principles 
aimed at achieving high performance, person-centred quality of care and value for money in 
the health service. 

As outlined above community services are not fully meeting growing demands associated with 
population change reflected in the inappropriate levels of admission to, and delayed discharges from, 
acute hospitals. With increases in the population, especially amongst older people, the acute hospital 
system, which is already under pressure, will be unable to operate effectively unless there is a greater 
shift towards primary and community services as a principal means of meeting patient needs. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed how reliant the Irish public health service on the acute hospital 
system to deliver care.  Concerns regarding our high bed occupancy rate and our underdeveloped 
primary care and social care infrastructure, expressed over many years went unheeded.  These 
concerns must guide health policy once the worst of the health impacts of COVID-19 have passes.  If 
we are to deliver a healthcare system to meet our needs, today, and in the coming decades – one that 
is well placed to deal with any future shocks - we must invest in our primary and community care 
infrastructure and fully implement Sláintecare. 

 

5. Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic has given us all cause for reflection on how society functions, how it has been 

structured, and in whose interests. It has served to highlight some of the superfluous, the irrelevant, 

and occasionally the absurdity, in how we live our daily lives, and similarly highlighted the absolutely 

essential nature of services and people we previously took for granted. 

This has all presented us with a once in a generation opportunity to build a new society, a new 

economy and a new country that reflects the lessons we have learned in recent weeks. This submission 

highlights three areas of particular concern to Social Justice Ireland in terms of our response to Covid-

19.  All plans for recovery from the present crisis must ensure that the economy and society are 

treated equally and addressed simultaneously. 
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