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7. SOME CONSIDERATIONS REGARDING THE COST OF
SOCIAL SECURITY IN IRELAND.

By B. F. SHIELDS, M.A., D.Econ.Sc.

Perhaps the most convenient approach to this subject is to assume
for the moment that our social problems are of so similar a nature to
those of Great Britain that their solution lies in the adoption of a
social security plan on lines identical with those of the Beveridge
proposals. On such an assumption the total cost of a social security
plan in Eire would be £44| million per annum as shown by the follow-
ing table, in which the figures for Eire have been computed on the
basis of the estimated relative populations of Eire and of Great Britain
in 1941. (Eire, 2-99 million; Great Britain, 46-565 million.)

TABLE I.

Unemployment Benefit (including
training benefit) ...

Retirement Pensions and Assistance
Pensions

Children's Allowances

Health and Rehabilitation Services

Other Benefits

Contributing Interests :

(1) National Exchequer (and Local
Rates for hospitals and Public
Assistance)

(2) Insured Persons

(3) Employers

(4) Others (Mainly Interest)

Sir William
Beveridge's

Estimates for
Great Britain

(1945)

£ million

115

174

113

170

125

£697

351

194

137

15

£697

Comparable
Estimates
for Eire

£ million

7-4

11-2

7-25

10-9

8-0

£44-75

22-54

12-46

8-79

•96

£44-75

Per cent,
of

Total

16-5

25-0

16-2

24-4

17-9

100

50-4

27-8

19-6

2-2

100

As to whether the figure of £44| million can be regarded as a reason-
able, though rough, approximation, the following table provides us
with some guidance :—
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TABLE II.

135

1936

G.B.

1931

1941

Total
Popln.

000

2,968

44,795

46,565

Under
15

000

820

10,825

9,573

Per cent.
of

Total
Popln.

27-6

24-2

20-6

Men
15-64

Women
15-59
(both
incl.)

000

1,799

29,675

31,421

Per cent.
of

Total
Popln.

60-6

66-2

67-5

Men
65 +

Women
60 +

000

349

4,295

5,571

Per cent.
of

Total
Popln.

11-8

9-6

12-0

While it is clear that we have to provide for a greater percentage
of children and about the same percentage of old people, our unem-
ployment problem being relatively less than that of Great Britain is
an offsetting factor; and, on the whole, it may perhaps be said that
the estimate provides a reasonable basis for consideration.

That a figure of this magnitude would be an insupportable liability
is evident from the following figures :—

(A)

(B)

Estimated Cost of Social
rity Proposals (1945)

National Income

Percentage of (A) to (B):

TABLE

Secu-

4,595

15

III.

GREAT BRITAIN

£ Million

697

(1938) : 6,338

• 2 % 11

(1941)

0 %

EIRE

£ Million

44f

155 (1936-9)

28-9%

It is unnecessary to explain in regard to these figures their obvious
limitations arising from the fact that they compare national incomes
of certain years for which suitable estimates are available with esti-
mated social expenditure based on the assumption that the price
level in 1945 will exceed that of 1938 by 25 per cent. The figures
should be taken merely as a convenient method of showing that if
the Beveridge proposals were applied to Eire the expenditure in-
volved would absorb so high a proportion of our national income as
compared with the British proportion that it would be far beyond our
capacity to bear it.

To put the matter in another way, Annual Income per head of
population may be taken as approximately £100 in Great Britain in
1938 (the last pre-war year); ours may be taken as approximately £53
in 1938 (see Professor Duncan's paper read before this Society in
1939 ). It follows, therefore, that a scheme which will cost as
much per head of population in Eire as in Great Britain will weigh
far more heavily on the former country whose people must defray
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that cost out of incomes which are little more than one-half of those
in Great Britain. The Beveridge scheme is to be financed partly by
the weekly contributions of gainfully occupied persons, and a pro-
visional contribution of 4/3 per week has been suggested in the case
of male workers of 21 and upwards. While this sum might with
difficulty be borne in an industrial country in which, for example,
wages of male adult workers in sixteen leading industrial groups,
employing 6J million workers, averaged £3 9s. Od. per week in October,
1938 (which, on Sir William Beveridge's assumption will be 25 per
cent, higher in 1945), it would be an impossibly high burden in an
agricultural country like ours in which almost 55 per cent, of gain-
fully occupied persons are engaged in agricultural occupations or as
domestic servants.

If, then, we cannot afford to provide for social security as part
of a plan involving the adoption of the Beveridge proposals in their
entirely, we may inquire as to the extent to which it is possible to make
reasonable provision for such allowances as part of a modified social
security plan more in keeping with our resources. It is of interest to
consider the type of social security plan which would be possible on
an expenditure of £22 million, i.e., one half of the figure in Table I,
which of itself would represent no inconsiderable liability. The
following table shows the approximate cost of the main benefits and
the share of the contributing interests (i.e., following on the lines of
Table I) :—

TABLE IV.

Unemployment Benefit, including training benefit

Retirement Pensions and Assistance Pensions

Children's Allowances ...

Health and Rehabilitation Services

Other Benefits

(I) National Exchequer

(2) Insured persons

(3) Employers ...

(4) Others (mainly interest) ...

£ million
(in round figures).

3*

5*

3*

54

4

£22

11

6i

41-

4

£22

The following observations refer to the adequacy or otherwise of
the sums available for the various benefits :—

UNEMPLOYMENT BENEFIT : The provision of £34 -million would be
insufficient if unemployment exceeded definite limits. Any estimate
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of future unemployment will necessarily be arbitrary, but figures for
past years suggest that rough approximations may be made on the
.assumption of 12 months' unemployment of between 50,000 and 75,000
adult persons, of which 40 per cent.-would be married. The weekly
rates of benefit to be applied to married and single persons on the
basis of one half of those suggested in the Beveridge Report would
be 20/- and 12/- respectively, and the total annual cost would be
£1-98 million for 50,000 unemployed and £2-97 million for 75,000
unemployed., These rates of benefit fall short of those which could
be reasonably regarded as offering genuine security from want, and
hence in a scheme with this as a major aim, might be increased to 30/-
per week and 18/- per week for unemployed married and single per-
sons respectively, thereby bringing the rates up to three-fourths of
the Beveridge rates. This would increase the total annual expendi-
ture on benefits to £2-97 million for 50,000 unemployed and £4*46
million for 75,000 unemployed. The first of these figures is less than
the estimated figure of £3£ million in the above Table by just over
£^ million, while the second figure exceeds the estimate by almost £1
million. If the £3^ million was not to be exceeded it would, therefore,
be necessary that the unemployment figures on the basis described
should not exceed approximately 60,000.

RETIREMENT AND ASSISTANCE PENSION : The Beveridge pro-
posals include the provisions of pensions at basic rates of 40/- per week
for man and wife and 24/- for single persons, but these rates are to
be introduced gradually over a transitional period of 20 years, during
which the rate of basic pension will rise from 25/- for man and wife
and 14/- for single persons to the full rates. Meanwhile, assistance
pensions, based on a means test, are to supplement the initial basic
rates. Assuming for the purposes of a simply computed approxima-
tion that in Eire we continued our present rate of 10/- per week
per person but applied it, as suggested in the Beveridge Report, to
men of 65 and over and women of 60 and over, the total number of
persons who would thereby qualify for pensions may be taken as
350,000 (the actual 1936 figure being 348,952). The total annual cost
of such a scheme would be £9*125 million, which exceeds the estimate
of £5 | million in Table IV by over £3£ million. Thus, in order to
keep within the estimate, not only would the rate of pension be less
than half the British, basic rates (and even less than the admittedly
inadequate initial British basic rates) but could not be extended to
the same age groups as in Great Britain. The most that could be
done within the limits set by the figure of £5^ million would be to
increase the existing rate of pension to 12/- per week and to apply
it to all persons over 70, irrespective of means. On the basis of the
1936 Census figures, which show the number of persons over 70 at
173,683, the annual cost of such an increased rate would be £5*4
million. Alternatively, if the rate of pension was increased to 15/-
per week and applied only to those entitled to pensions under exist-
ing legislation (i.e., persons over 70 with limited means) the annual
cost would be £5-1 million. These alternatives are no more than a
meagre addition to the existing pensions for our old people. They
serve to throw into prominence our difficulties in providing for other
social benefits; the fact that it would require an expenditure of just
over £15 million per annum to grant pensions at the rate of 16/6 per
week (i.e., approximately three-fourths of the ultimate basic rates sug-



138 Cost of Social Security in Ireland

gested in the Beveridge Report) is sufficient to show how large the
problem of provision for old age looms in a scheme of social security
for Sire.

CHILDREN'S ALLOWANCES : The sum of £3^ million is provided in
Table IV in respect of this item. If the allowance for each dependent
child was 4/- per week the annual cost would vary as follows :—

TABLE V.

Annual Cost
(at 4s. per week

per Child)

Total number of dependent children under 16
(Per 1926 Census)

Total number, excluding the first child in
each family

Total number, excluding the second child in
each family ...

£8-92 million

£6

£3-86

Since there has been a decline of 5'3 per cent, between 1926-36, in the
number of dependent children under 16, the lowest of the above figures
would be reduced to £3-66 million, which is reasonably close to the
estimate of £ 3 | million, assuming the decline affected each category
of children equally. If, however, we were to provide allowances for
all dependent children under 16, the estimate of £3^ million would be
quite inadequate. It even falls far short of the £6 million required
to pay 50 per cent, of the Beveridge rate to children in excess of the
first child in each family. Since, therefore, our circumstances compel
the adoption of an even greater modification than is involved in
reducing the allowance from 8/- to 4/-, and since a scheme which
takes into account only those children in excess of the second child in
each family has obvious disadvantages even as a partial solution of
the problem, an alternative proposal is worth consideration. If
allowances were given only on the basis of a certain minimum number
of children then there is no provision for a family with one or two
children but with a very low income. If allowances were given only
to persons within certain income limits, no provision is made for a
large family which, though over the prescribed income, may be much
worse off per head than a small family with an income under the
limit. Where a modified scheme has to be adopted, principles of
equity should govern the basis of allowances, and hence allowances
might be given where the income per head per family is less than a
certain sum. For rural areas the income limit per head might be
taken at 10/- per week or £26 per annum, i.e., on the assumption
that an agricultural labourer with £78 per annum can support a wife
and child but cannot support two children, since the income per head
per family is thereby reduced from £26 per annum to £10 10s. Od.
For city dwellers a higher figure, say, 15/- per head, is indicated, and
for urban areas an intermediate figure of 12/6 per head might be
adopted. In the case of farmers the poor law valuation could be
made a basis for allowance. The object of the allowance would be
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to bring the income per head in each family up to an amount not
exceeding the stipulated 10/-, 12/6 and 15/- per week in the case of
rural, urban and city dwellers respectively, but since the full attain-
ment of this object would be altogether beyond available resources, a
maximum allowance per child would be necessary—say, 4/- in city
areas, 3/- in urban areas and 2/- in country areas. A few examples
will illustrate how this proposal would work :—

TABLE VI.

Man and wife
with :—

2 Children

3 „

4 „

6 „

Weekly
income

30/-

30/-

60/-.

100/-

Weekly
income

per head
per family

7/6

6/-

10/-

12/6

Weekly allowance for children

City
areas

8/-

12/-

16/-

20/-

Urban
areas

6/-

9/-

12/-

Nil

Rural
areas

4/-

6/-

Nil

Nil

171,064 @

171,064 @

513,192 @

855,320

4/- =

3/ - =

2/- ==

Annual
Cost
£ m.

1-78

1-34

2-68

5-8

As to the probable cost of such a proposal, some guidance may be
obtained by computing the cost on the assumption that all children
would qualify for allowances. Since in 1936 57*3 per cent, of our
population lived outside towns and villages, 19*8 per cent, lived in
Dublin and Cork and the balance in towns and villages, the probable
cost would be approximately £5f million, arrived at as follows :—

Children resident in City areas
(say 20% of total children)

Children resident in urban areas
(say 20% of total children)

Children resident in rural areas
(say 60% of total children)

Totals

To reduce this figure to £ 3 | million would involve the exclusion from
benefit of approximately 40 per cent, of all children. So high a per-
centage reduction might not emerge in the practical application of
the scheme, but at even a 25 per cent, reduction the total expenditure
would not exceed the £3^ million by much more than £ | million. It
will be appreciated, however, that to keep the cost reasonably close
to the estimate on Table IV involves a very substantial departure
from the scale of allowances contemplated in the Beveridge Report.

Finally, there remains for consideration the extent to which the
total cost of the modified scheme of social security, i.e., £22 million,
could be borne by the two principal contributors, i.e., the State and
insured persons, whose contributions, as shown in Table IV, would be
£11 million and £6^ million respectively. From the State contri-
bution should be deducted the amount the State is expending directly
on benefits similar to those of a modified Beveridge scheme. At a
rough conjecture a figure of between £5 million and £6 million in
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1938-39 may be taken, leaving to be obtained by additional taxation
a somewhat similar sum, which, in relation to Total Eevenue of that
year (£31*9 million) would involve an increase in taxation of between
15 | per cent, and 19 per cent. The difficulty of raising by additional
taxation sums as large as £5 million or £6 million may be judged by
the fact that, while the estimated 1942-43 Revenue is almost £6^
million in excess of actual revenue in 1938-39, this is only because of
the very steep increases in taxation necessitated by the conditions of
the present emergency and payable largely out of the fortuitously
high profits of business concerns, which in normal times could make
no similar contributions to national revenue.

As to the contributions of insured persons if the general contributory
principles of the Beveridge Report were to be followed broadly, the
total sum of £6^ million to be provided by such persons would be met
by wreekly payments of 1/9-J by all gainfully occupied persons aged
14 years and over (1,339,085 per 1936 Census) or by approximate
payments of 1/11 per week from males and 1/5 per week from females.
Our circumstances are such, however, as to render this basis wholly
inappropriate. In Great Britain the contributions of insured persons
would be part of a scheme of complete social security; in Eire, because
of our special difficulties, such contributions would be towards the
cost of so modified a scheme that the benefits obtainable by many
gainfully occupied persons would be in some cases extremely modest
in amount, in others problematical and in still other cases wholly or
virtually non-existent. Some persons would never qualify for retire-
ment pensions based on a means test, and many persons would never
receive children's allowances. As for unemployment benefit, whole
sections of the community are at present outside the benefit scheme;
for example, over half a million farmers and family workers engaged
in agricultural occupations, or about 38 per cent, of our (1936) gain-
fully occupied persons of 14 years of age and over. Actually only
428,460 persons were insured against unemployment in 1936-37 and to
suggest, therefore, that the remaining gainfully occupied persons
should now contribute would amount either to requiring contributions
from over 900,000 persons who would be denied benefit, or alterna-
tively to admitting them to benefit and thereby increasing the liability
for unemployment benefit far beyond the sum which formed part of
the £22 million scheme.

Just as in the case of contributions from all gainfully occupied
persons, difficulties also arise if contributions were to be confined to
persons now liable to contribute to National Health Insurance. In
1941 they numbered approximately 600,000, and hence to contribute
the sum of £6J million would require a weekly payment of 4/- by each
person. Not only is this an altogether too severe contribution, but in
many cases it could not possibly be paid.

Sufficient has been said to indicate the genuine and grave difficulties
which both the State and insured persons would experience in pro-
viding their share of the cost of what is admittedly a very meagre
instalment of social security. It may be that the burden of health
and rehabilitation services and of the other benefits proposed in the
Beveridge Report would be lighter than appear in the modified scheme
of £9-J million. This matter is outside the scope of this paper, and
requires examination before we can get a clear picture of the extent
to which social security can be provided for our people.
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