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Introduction
In a few weeks from now the Irish people will go to the polls.
We will of course be told that the economy is in recovery mode, there will be
promises of tax cuts, more spending, employment targets. Things that a
Government refused to do while in office for five years, they are now promising
to do if we just trust them again. However, the debate over what kind of
recovery we might eventually have will be limited.
The current economic and social model will be taken as a given. Our enormous
levels of deprivation, our low levels of investment, the under-performance of
our indigenous enterprise sector – these and other vital structural issues will be
ignored or only feature as walk-on parts.
After years of austerity, recession and stagnation it is imperative that we take
a step back and analyse what is really happening in the foundations of our
economy and society. Only then can we put forward the policies needed to
ensure long-term and sustainable economic growth – the growth needed to
create a prosperous society.
As a nation we are walking backwards into the past, into the failed policies of
the Celtic Tiger. Though the landscape is different, the intent is the same: to
return to the low-tax, low-spend, low-service and low-wage model. This will
entail ongoing privatisation of the public sphere, including our water service,
and a rolling back of the democratic space where people can collectively
resolve their individual problems.
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Privatising the Public Sphere:
Neo-Celtic-Tiger Economics
We need a new model, a new way of doing things. We need investment-led
growth, an enhanced social wage and new enterprise strategies. Most of all we
need to confront one of the biggest crises facing us: the lack of affordable
housing. In a nutshell, we need to put people first.
Unite, as a key part of the Right2Water and Right2Change movement, is putting
forward the following analysis and policy proposals to help inform the election
debate. But this debate will go on long after the polls close. CHANGE is
happening and we must ensure it is a change to a more equitable nation and it
continues as a permanent feature of our debate. It will hopefully challenge the
‘business-as usual’ policies that are being promoted.

That Ireland has entered into a recovery phase is not in doubt. The question is
what kind of recovery? Will we return to the failed policies of the past or build
an economy on solid foundations – one that will promote long-term sustainable
growth? Will we privilege tax cuts over investment, dividends over public services,
private wealth over people’s living standards?
Privatising the Public Sphere
The Government is committed to substantial tax cuts in its next term. Given the
new fiscal rules in the Irish Constitution, these tax cuts can only be introduced
by squeezing public spending - despite Ireland already having a lower level of
spending on public services than almost any other EU country.i
Ireland would have to spend €8 billion
more on public services to reach the
EU average:

And hopefully give people confidence that things can change for the better.

• To reach the EU-15 average:
we would have to spend an
additional €11 billion
• To reach the average of
other small open economies:
we would have to spend an
additional €14 billion.

Jimmy Kelly
Ireland Secretary
Unite the Union

ii

iii
SOCIAL HOUSING:
the Government intends
to provide nearly 70 percent
of social housing through the
private rented sector –
representing a
massive transfer to private
landlord interests.
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HEALTHCARE:
using employment as a
proxy, the public health sector
fell by 12 percent between 2008
– 2014 while the non-public
health sector grew by 27. Private
health is growing while
public provision is
being squeezed.

EDUCATION:
expenditure has fallen by
9 percent since 2009, while at
the same time pupil numbers
have increased by 9 percent.
This is forcing parents to
pay more (textbooks,
classroom resources, etc.)
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With a rising elderly demographic and the number of children growing, we
would have to increase age-related expenditure just to stand still – never mind
bring public services to European levels.iv

Among non-financial companies, Irish profits exceeded the Eurozone average;
however, this did not translate into higher investment levels which fell below
European averages.v

Squeezing public services to pay for tax cuts is forcing people into private markets whether healthcare, childcare, pensions, education, etc. These markets drive up
service costs to maximise returns; this, in turn, increases living costs.

In addition to a high profit, low investment environment, Davy Stockbrokers
charted the extra-ordinary flow of investment into property, describing the level
of private sector investment into the productive economy as ‘pitiful’:

This drive to private markets can take many forms:
• withdrawal of public services - waste collection
• individualising social supports - compulsory private pensions
• externalising costs on to households - out-of-pocket spending for primary
school services
• traditional privatisation: the current government has privatised Irish Life,
Bord Gais Eireann
To facilitate this, a supportive fiscal policy is required. The Government parties
have a convenient model at hand which they are now adapting to new
circumstances.

‘It is interesting to note that most of the . . . increase in our 'core'
productive capital stock was related to the state or semi-state sectors.
It was not driven by private enterprise.’vi
The current landscape is different – we are not experiencing a credit-fuelled
property boom. However, the strategy is eerily similar. Public spending will be
squeezed; for private markets to prosper there is a need to boost incomes
while managing and limiting wage increases.
Tax reductions: the Government parties are committed to reducing personal
tax rates (at the extreme, Fine Gael has proposed abolishing USC). This mirrors
the long-term pre-crash reduction strategy.

Neo-Celtic-Tiger Economics
During the Celtic Tiger, wage increases were managed under a one-size-fits-all
national framework (with employer opt-outs). In return, the Government
reduced personal taxation to ensure after-tax income rose. Who was the big
winner in all this? The corporate sector – increased profits, dividends and
bondholder rent. Unlike the trade union movement which gave a binding
commitment (e.g. no local wage claims), the business sector was not required
to give any commitment – for investment targets, planned expansion of the
indigenous sector, employee workplace participation, collective bargaining, etc.

Wage management: with no national framework to manage wage increases,
the market is now setting wages. In the past, trade unions could counter this
through a strong workplace presence. However, there has been a gradual
weakening of trade union membership in the private sector, falling from 27
percent to 16.7 percent in the decade up to 2014.vii Alongside this, there is a
rise in a myopic, short-termist and hostile management culture (e.g. ‘quarterly
capitalism’ – a focus on short-term returns at the expense of long-term economic
value). Over the boom-time period labour was weakened; coming out of the
recession it has been weakened further. In effect, market power is determining
the distribution of work income, and workers’ market power is weakening.
Alongside this ‘let the market rip’ approach, the Government has pursued a
robbing Peter to pay Paul approach to wages and rights. While established a
Low Pay Commission, Joint Labour Committees were re-established but with
a smaller negotiating remit (e.g. the exclusion of Sunday premium), reduced
numbers covered, and a greater ability for business to veto progress.
Profit enhancement: the current situation is merely a continuation of the pre-crash
period; the accumulation and use of profit is not democratically managed or
accountable.
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There is even a continuation of Celtic Tiger corporate tax reductions which saw
the tax rate on domestic companies fall from 40 to 12.5 percent: the current
Government intends to cut the current tax rate to 6.25 percent under new
knowledge box relief. More companies are now allowed to conceal their profit
levels from workers’ and public scrutiny. Like the pre-crash period, there is no
attempt to manage the use of profits (e.g. for investment).
Tax reductions, wage management
and profit freedom – as we emerge
from recession the Government is
returning to past, failed policies.
Fianna Fail had revenue from the
property bubble to cut taxes and
increase public spending. This no
longer applies. The current
Government will, instead, squeeze
public spending; buttressed by a
potential emerging foreign capital
bubble: corporate tax revenue,
economic activity, non-productive
investment (e.g. the commercial
retail sector).
Nonetheless, the strategy remains the same – full freedom for employers to
accumulate without any restraints; and to dispense profits without any social
accountability.
Managing the Recovery Economics
Of course, Governments have to assuage popular demands in order to win
elections. For instance, the Government implemented the recommendation
of the Low Pay Commission – but at the same time they cut employers’ social
insurance (increase the direct wage, cut the social wage). Clawing back public
sector pay cuts has commenced – a combination of pay cuts and freeze which
is now unsustainable; but only 15 percent has been restored. It will be several
years before they are fully restored – especially with future public spending
being squeezed.

Health, education, homelessness – all these are at crisis point. The Right will
have to accommodate popular demands into their privatisation project. Fine
Gael’s Universal Health Insurance was one example but it fell apart under the
weight of its cost. And no doubt low-income groups will be subsidised, as in
the UHI proposals; however, it will expose low and average income workers to
private markets. This will foment tensions towards between sections of workers
– the employed and unemployed, for example – which the Right will hope to
exploit by, for example, suppressing income supports.

Outsourcing Economic Activity
In a similar vein, the Government is outsourcing economic activity and, so,
leading to an unbalanced economy. In the pre-crash period, the economy was
over-reliant on the construction sector – a result of the speculative excess of
finance capital. Today, we are witnessing an over-reliance on foreign
multi-nationals, leaving the Irish economy exposed to the vagaries of
international flows. This is exacerbated by over-reliance on tax incentives that
are already subject to international scrutiny and criticism. With the OECD, EU,
and other national governments taking action to reduce global tax avoidance,
we are in danger of seeing what has been called ‘the cornerstone of industrial
policy’ (i.e. an accommodating corporate tax regime) being circumscribed.
Through its ritual denials and obstructionist tactics, the Government is
sleep-walking the economy into a crisis down the line; just as Fianna Fail did
when it was sleep-walking the economy into a speculative crash.

The National Competitiveness Council has warned of an economy dependent
on a ‘narrow range of exporting sectors’.

Even the Living Wage; with popular support growing for a Living Wage, Fine
Gael has had to respond. However, they want to substantially increase taxpayer
subsidies to low-pay employers to achieve this goal – exempting employers from
making any contribution.
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Two largely multi-national sectors – pharmaceuticals and ICT –have seen their
share of total exports rise from 52 percent in 2002 to 70 percent in 2013.viii
These two sectors made up over 90 percent of the total increase in exports
during this period. This is extremely unbalanced.

This social uncertainty exists alongside economic uncertainty. Temporary
contract employment has nearly trebled over the last seven years while
under-employment remains high by EU standards. This employment
uncertainty is compounded by low levels of income support between jobs.

In the indigenous sector, the government has relied on supply-side measures
(subsidies, tax breaks) creating further imbalances. Domestic capital has avoided
high value-added activity and focused on low-wage sectors.

This perfect storm of social and economic uncertainty comes against the
background of low living standards and high levels of poverty risk or
social exclusion.

Irish living standards are 15 percent below the EU-15 average. At the same
time, Ireland’s level of at-risk of poverty or social exclusion is over 20
percent higher.x
Indigenous manufacturing employment is half the EU level while hospitality
employment is nearly double. Our reliance on hospitality is extreme (Spain, Greece,
France and Italy all have a higher level of tourism but hospitality employment
still remains approximately 10 percent, compared to Ireland’s 17 percent).ix
Outsourcing economic activity to foreign capital, or subsidising domestic
capital that avoids high value-added activity, will condemn us to economic
under-performance while leaving us exposed to the caprices of multi-national
activities which are driven by tax accountancy.
Social Insecurity
All this creates social and economic insecurity. People worry that they cannot
make ends meet, meet a medical bill or back-to-school costs. What if they
become sick or unemployed? What if their elderly parents require nursing care?
And how will they be able to obtain a retirement income?
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Rather than relieving rising living costs, tax cuts can actually increase them.
Bus and rails fares have increased by 24 percent since 2011, while private rents
have increased by nearly a third. Childcare costs remain penal while health
insurance costs have grown by 34 percent. Transport, accommodation,
childcare, healthcare: these require substantial public investment – tax cuts
only deprive us of the resources needed for this investment.

The combination of tax cuts, limited wage increases and employer subsidies
may work to ensure private markets achieve an adequate level of return even if
significant numbers will be unable to afford these goods, or only at considerable
strain on household finances. And as workers’ net income increases they will
find that the inflation caused by private markets will depress real (i.e. after
inflation) wages.
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This will generate higher levels of inequality which, in turn, will lead to new
bubbles in the economy. Since the beginning of the crisis, the gap between
high-income and average income earners has widened.
Over the recession inequality widened significantly, with the top 10 percent
earning 2.6 times more than average wages in 2008; six years later this gap rose
to 2.9 times. This is likely to accelerate as the CSO shows manager / professional
earnings growing at a faster rate than white and blue-collar earnings.
This is the future being laid out for us: privatisation of the public sphere,
economic under-performance, social insecurity and growing inequality.
There is a different, better future.

A Democratic
Recovery
A Democratic Recovery – a recovery that is shared and
accountable – will first need to reverse this trend towards
outsourcing and insecurity.
Such a recovery must recognise the importance of public
markets; of public action in the private market; of wages and
living standards; of shared services and shared costs in a new
social settlement.
This requires that people begin to take charge of their future
– a social and collective endeavour: in the workplace, in the
markets, in the community, in the democratic institutions.
This next election can begin that process and in the following
pages we outline five proposals that start that process.

12

1

INVESTMENT

2

WAGE-LED GROWTH

3

A NEW SOCIAL SETTLEMENT

4

ENTERPRISE FOR THE PEOPLE

5

HOUSING FOR NEED, NOT PROFIT
13

1

Investment
The Key Ingredient

The key to long-term economic growth is investment – in the capital base
of the economy. Over 50 percent of economic growth is made up of
investment – in infrastructure, business, transportation, social housing, etc.

However, as Davy Stockbrokers pointed out at the beginning of the recession,
most of the productive investment was due to the state. Private capital was
primarily sunk into houses and property. This is an important lesson as we head
into the recovery.
We must drive public investment – through the Exchequer capital programme
and public enterprises; we must direct private investment away from property
and other unproductive activities towards the productive sectors; and we must
ensure that our investment is efficient and accountable.

Public Investment – Exchequer
Ireland has one of the lowest levels of public investment in the EU, ranking
26th out of the 28 countries. Public investment is 1.9 percent of GDP.xii
Unfortunately, under its own Capital Programme, the Government intends to
keep public investment low up to 2021 – projected to be 2 percent. It is highly
likely that Ireland will still rank towards the bottom of the EU tables.
These levels are well below Ireland’s long-term public investment trend of 3.5
percent of GDP. If the future capital programme were to rise to this level by
2021, this would imply a 50 percent increase in investment over this period.
Increase Capital Programme to Ireland’s long-term averaged –
an additional €12 billion investment up to 2021

There is no doubt. The real driver of economic growth is investment – investment
in the capital base of the economy. This is true not only for Ireland but for
Europe, the US and Asia as well.xi
Half of all Irish growth over the 14-year period ending in 2014 was due to
investment. There is a major consideration, however, in the Irish case – during
this period growth was driven by property investment, primarily dwellings.
However, even extracting this (and the bubble it created), we’d find the Irish
experience similar to other industrialised countries.
The productive investment during this period was considerable: in transportation,
machinery and other equipment, commercial and industrial buildings, computer
hardware and software, water & waste, etc.
14

Priority Areas
Ireland’s infrastructural deficits are considerable. Though not a hard measure,
the Global Competitiveness Index gives an indication of these deficits.
The following is a list of some (but not all) key areas:
Advanced Broadband: The Government’s National Broadband Plan –
which was cut by nearly 40 percent in the Capital Programme – is
inadequate as it targets very slow speeds. What is required is a roll-out
of fibre-to-the-door broadband capable of speeds of one gigabit for all
businesses and households in the state.
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Water & Waste: the Government is in denial over the Eurostat ruling
which determined that water investment will be counted as general
government expenditure. However, the Capital Programme treats water
investment as ‘off-balance’ sheet. The Capital Programme needs to be
revised to ensure water & waste investment over the medium-term.
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Wage-Led Growth

Conservation Initiatives: The long-term goal is to develop a strong
energy renewable sector. In the mean-time we need to reduce reliance
on environmentally-damaging fossil-fuel imports and reduce energy costs.
This requires a major initiative to retrofit all buildings in the public sector
(government buildings, schools, hospitals, etc.). In the long-term this will
substantially reduce Exchequer costs.

Workers’ incomes and living standards are the key to long-term growth
and social prosperity. Security of working hours and security of next
week’s wage are vital to ensure full participation in the consumer
economy. The 21st century will be wage-led.

Public Transport: We need a major upgrading of our public transportation
networks: This includes expanding urban and rural bus services, Luas /
DART extensions and the Dublin Metro. Public transport solutions should
be privileged over road construction in our cities outside Dublin.

To counter the process of market-led wage pricing requires the strengthening
of labour rights in the workplace and a special emphasis on wage growth for
the low paid. Ireland is a low-wage economy.
• We have the second-highest level of low pay in the OECDxiii

Other area that require increased investment include port development and
access, our road infrastructure (in particular, the rural road network), green
technology, especially tidal and wave, school refurbishment, etc.

• One-in-five in the workforce suffer multiple deprivation experiences.xiv
• 350,000 workers earn below the Living Wage.xv
We have weak institutional support for employees in the workplace. Labour
protection indicators show that Ireland is a laggard in the EU while collective
bargaining is limited to only a relatively few sectors and workplaces.
New research from the OECD and the IMF shows that the decline of labour
rights is feeding directly into inequality and financial instability – which itself
was a contributing factor to the Great Recession.
An economy becomes unbalanced if income becomes concentrated at the
higher end, and if labour does not have the equivalent set of rights in the
workplace as employers.
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A Decent Work Act
A Decent Work Act should be introduced into law to ensure that workers enjoy
similar rights to those enjoyed by workers in other European countries. Low
wages, uncertain hours and poor working conditions exclude people from fully
participating in the consumer economy. A Decent Work Act would ensure that
people can fully participate – contributing to a more stable level of demand.
A Decent Work Act would, among other things:
Introduce the right to collective bargaining
Give part-time workers the right to extra hours in the workplace when
they become available
End precariousness through creating banded hours based on length of
work and pattern of working hours
Statutory Sunday premium and overtime pay
Extend statutory sectoral collective bargaining to all low-paid and
fragmented sectors

The Social Wage
The social wage, paid by employers into the social insurance fund, allows workers
in European countries to access a range of social protection programmes such
as pay-related unemployment and illness benefits, strong family supports; as
well as free public services such as health. This promotes high living standards
and social security.
Irish workers do not have these benefits because the social wage is so low.
Employers’ social insurance in Ireland is one of the lowest in the EU.
A strong social wage is vital to promoting social prosperity and ending poverty
and deprivation. It is just as important as the direct wage that is paid by the
employer directly to the employee.

A Living Wage
The Living Wage is estimated by the Living Wage Technical Group to be €11.50
per hour for a single person working full-time, or €449 per week. As the
Technical Group describes it:
‘The living wage makes possible a minimum acceptable standard of living,
based on the concept that work should provide an adequate income to enable
individuals to afford a socially acceptable standard of living. Earnings below
the living wage suggest employees are forced to do without certain essentials
so they can make ends meet.’
There is no single strategy that can bring about a Living Wage. It requires a
number of policies.
The Government to commit to introducing the Living Wage as a statutory
floor in the medium-term (i.e. the Living Wage would become the national
minimum wage)
The Government and all public agencies to become Living Wage employers,
and all public procurement contracts to have a Living Wage clause so that all
companies the state and public agencies do business with pay their employees
the Living Wage.
Reduce high living costs through stronger social protection benefits and
public services – this would reduce the amount of wage that would need to
be paid to ensure a minimum adequate income
An example of the last point: in Dublin, rent makes up 40 percent of the Living
Wage. If public sector intervention could reduce rents by even €100 per month
(see below), then the Living Wage need not be as high as €11.50 since living
costs would be reduced. The same holds for high health costs and high public
transport fares.

The social wage is explored in more detail below.
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A New Social
Settlement

Ireland spends less on public services than all other EU countries (with
the exception of Bulgaria, Cyprus and Romania). Years of recession and
austerity have hollowed out the Irish social state, leaving public services
ill-equipped to cope with rising demand from higher levels of pupils and
elderly; never mind creating European-style public services. Accompanying
this is an anaemic social protection system – incapable of protecting
people from poverty and deprivation.
Ireland needs a new social settlement: one that guarantees European
levels of public services and social supports.

Substantially increasing the social wage would provide the additional resources
to begin building a strong, European-style social protection system.
This is the foundation for a new social settlement.

Last year RTE featured public services and social protection in France where
full-time childcare is free, visits to the GP cost €7 while unemployment benefit
is 80 percent of a workers’ previous wage. While lauding the system, the panel
discussion doubted whether people here would be willing to pay the level of
taxes needed to fund such a system. What they didn’t know is that Irish
workers already pay more tax than French workers.
How can the French fund their system? The ‘social wage’ - that part of a
workers’ pay packet that is paid by the employer into a social insurance fund.
This funds access to public services (e.g. health) and strong social and income
supports.
The reason for Ireland’s poor level of public services and social supports is
because the social wage is so low – the lowest of any EU country.

Health and Education
Prior to the budget, opinion polls showed a substantial majority of people
wanted the government to invest in health and education, not tax cuts. The
government ignored this democratic preference. Our health and education
services will need investment and reform, building from the ground up.
Expand access to free / low-cost GP care to the entire population,
along with resources in the primary care sector.
Increase resources to our hospital system (we have one of the lowest
levels of spending on hospital services).
Remove perverse profit incentives and eliminate our three-tier health service
through the introduction of comprehensive social insurance or a
NHS-style health delivery.
Launch an investment drive in pre-primary and primary education
accompanied by removal of back-to-school costs (school transport fares,
school textbook costs, voluntary and classroom resource fees).
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Childcare

The Social Wage

Irish families suffer from some of the highest childcare fees in Europe. This not
only creates a severe financial burden on households, it also limits labour supply
– a crucial ingredient in long-term economic growth. Affordable childcare must
be a priority for the government.

European economies can afford high levels of public service and social protection
expenditure due to a strong social wage. The social wage is paid by the employer
(employer’s PRSI) into a social insurance fund though which workers can access
income supports and public services for free or at below-market rates. While the
employers’ social insurance can be considered a tax (it is a mandatory payment) it
is also a social wage - part of employers’ compensation, and therefore subject to
collective pay bargaining.

Organise non-profit and community childcare facilities into a national
network through which the state can drive investment and subsidies to
increase resources into the sector while reducing costs.
Where supply is limited or non-existent, the state to directly establish
childcare facilities through local authorities.

Were the Irish social wage to be increased to the European average, employers’
PRSI would more than double and the Social Insurance Fund would benefit by
nearly €8 billion.
Start the long-term process of increasing the Irish social wage to the
European average, adjusted for the elderly demographic.

Social Protection
Social protection has been subjected to consistent cuts throughout the crisis
period – both in nominal and real (i.e. after inflation) terms. This weakened an
already poorly-designed social protection system which is over-reliant on
means-testing and lacks pay-related supports.

This can be done by increasing the social wage to the EU average on
incomes in excess of €100,000, lowering the threshold incrementally in
subsequent years. This would mean that domestic sectors would not
experience the increase in the short-term.

The introduction of pay-related unemployment and sickness benefit.
Increased subsidies for prescription medicine with annual caps beyond
which social insurance pays the cost.
Increase family supports – through a pay-related maternity / paternity
benefit along with child raising allowances.
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Enterprise
For The People

Ireland’s business model is broken. A poor indigenous sector and an
over-reliance on multi-nationals which in many cases are here for the
tax breaks - we need new enterprise strategies based on our skills and
resources. Business in Ireland is too important to be left to Irish business.

Historically, Irish business, as distinct from foreign-owned business, has favoured
property and low-value added activities. Irish business is almost absent from the
export platform, save for the food sector while it suffers from chronically low
levels of investment.
We must break from the low-tax, low-wage, welfarist policies that that have
dominated enterprise strategies in the past. If low corporate tax rates, low
employers’ social insurance (social wage), low wages and low labour market
protection for workers formed the key to success, we’d have the best
indigenous sectors in Europe.
New strategies will need be evidence-based and focus on growing indigenous
business (in particular, in the export sector), energising the public enterprise
sector, developing new business models, and promoting high-road employers.

Public Enterprise
We need to revitalise public enterprise in a range of sectors – and not just for
infrastructural delivery. This will involve expanding current activities as well as
starting up new public businesses – either stand-alone or in partnership with
private sector businesses.
Local government should be reformed and empowered to facilitate the
development of municipal enterprises, either wholly public-owned or in
partnership with local capital.
Expansion of public enterprise could crowd-in new economic activities in the
private sector which are focused on the productive economy and
socially-beneficial sectors.
Reorganise public enterprise around ICTU’s proposed Public Holding
Company which can coordinate enterprise expansion/start-ups, secure
lower borrowing costs and redirect retained savings into new equity for
business.
Reform city/county enterprise boards to provide for the establishment
of municipal companies to engage in activities that are not available locally.

Companies of Excellence
We need a new contract with the businesses that seek support from our enterprise
agencies. Business and the state have a right to expectations and benefits in
what should be a democratic partnership that advantages all stakeholders. This
should be accompanied by strong monitoring and evaluation to assess what works.
A premium suite of grant-aiding and in-kind supports should be developed
for companies that, in return, give verifiable commitments to labour rights,
employee participation, and investment. Job creation agencies should seek
to recoup the support through equity so that all stakeholders benefit.
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New Popular Business Models
For too long Irish business has been restricted to either the private or public sector.
We need to create a plurality of business models to accommodate the
entrepreneurial and wealth-generating aspirations of communities and workers.
This will require new institutional and financial supports for labour-managed firms,
management-employee enterprises, community cooperatives and joint
public-private owned local businesses.
A new Democratic Enterprise Agency to promote new business models
with supports tailored for their needs (e.g. loan guarantees, mentoring,
management training in democratic decision-making structures, etc.)

Strategic Investment Bank
Historically, Irish banking has not accommodated the productive sector, preferring
to partner with property and finance. The Government failed to introduce a
Strategic Investment Bank despite its commitment in the Programme for
Government.
Establish a Strategic Investment Bank to provide long-term, patient loans
for business development and infrastructural investment.
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Housing for Need,
Not Profit

In the boom period we faced a housing crisis of high costs and
developer-led supply. Today that crisis continues – with rising rents,
high property prices, increased waiting lists and homelessness. Irish
governments have learned little since the crash. Tackling homelessness
and waiting lists, and bringing housing on stream, is the great social
challenge for the remainder of the decade.

In 2008, there were 48,000 on the housing waiting lists. The latest estimate
is that there are 130,000. Homelessness has now increased to a crisis point.
Rents are rising well above inflation. And hundreds of acres lie derelict or
vacant as local government has no resources to build and private owners are
waiting for prices to rise.
In the private sector rents have risen by over 30 percent since 2011 and over
10 percent in last year. This is due to limited supply and landlord market
opportunism. Rents, particularly in Dublin, are unaffordable for many.
Average rents now make up 40 percent of the Living Wage in Dublin.
And elevated house prices mean that many households will be unable to afford
home ownership. While many commentators have tried to blame the Central
Bank rules, the reality is that Irish house prices are still high by EU standards
due to minimal supply of appropriate accommodation and land hoarding.
We entered the recession with a housing crisis. We have exited the recession
with a housing crisis. It is time we end this crisis so that we don’t repeat this
vicious cycle.
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Public Housing Associations

Taxation Measures

Ireland’s model of social housing provision is a European outlier. Few countries
provide social housing directly through the state as this impacts on the deficit.
Instead, they use a network of housing associations and public companies to
provide housing which keeps housing investment off-the-books.

Land that is has been zoned for residential development is lying idle. Owners are
holding on to the land in order to wait for prices to rise, even though we have a
housing shortage. The official response has been to reduce taxes and provide
incentives. Now is the time to provide a stick.

Ireland should move toward this model, transforming local authority housing
into public housing associations (essentially a public housing trust or public
enterprise). This would be a medium-term development.
Transfer local authority housing assets (buildings, land) to a local public
housing association.
Create a Housing Bank out of the current Housing Finance Agency to
borrow on behalf of the associations.
Housing Associations, particularly in Dublin, to house people off the
waiting list and provide rental units on the private market for low/average
income earners.
This will take time to bed-down and to achieve off-the-book status. A number
of other strategies will need to be employed.

Emergency Housing Investment
An Emergency Housing Investment Programme should be launched over
the next three years. This will involve a programme to eliminate homelessness,
kick-start the long-term goal of social housing provision, and provide housing
for victims of the current European refugee crisis.
This Investment Programme to be funded by the repayments of bank
bailout loans (e.g. AIB is expected to repay €4 billion over the next 12 months).

A land use levy to be applied at 15 percent of the market value of land
that is zoned for development but is not being developed.

New Housing Models
We need to develop new, non-speculative housing models for the
home-ownership sector and new rental options to accommodate family cycles.
Two examples of this:
Limited equity cooperatives: affordable housing with small mortgages
combined with rental payments (similar to previous shared ownership
schemes). Residents would own the house outright but could only sell it
back to the cooperative for the price of the inflation-indexed mortgage.
This would facilitate home ownership without the speculative element.
Long-term fixed leasing: tenants would be able to rent an accommodation
for the long-term (e.g. 10 years) at a fixed rate. Special incentives could be
put in place to bring private landlords into the scheme.
These and other models could exist alongside private rental, public housing
associations, traditional local authority housing and market-based home
ownership; these would provide a plurality of housing models to accommodate
people’s choice and life-cycles – for young singles, households with children and
the elderly.

Such a programme would have to be negotiated with the EU Commission.
As this is a once-off investment programme, it would have no impact on the
structural deficit. A resolution passed by the Oireachtas declaring Ireland to be
suffering from a Housing Emergency would also assist in this negotiation (EU
fiscal rules allow for emergency expenditure without impacting on the deficit).
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Strength in Unity

In the last election the broad Left won 38 percent of all Dail seats – an unprecedented
level. Instead of building on that strength, progressives divided with Labour entering
the Government. There has been further fragmentation on the opposition benches.

Analysis and prescription is not enough. To effect progressive change
we need to act; and we need to act together. The Right and employers’
groups currently hold most of the purse strings. But we hold the
democratic strings. Maximising unity is the only way to ensure that
democracy wins out.

We need the fullest cooperation possible if we are to have any chance of
leading the next government. Though the divisions continue, we can at least agree
that those who vote for progressives endorsing Right2Change should not transfer to
parties of the Right. This can at least prevent the conservative parties from having a
dominant hold over the next Dail again.

Trade Union Unity

After the election we will need to continue these new initiatives in a changed
landscape – embracing all elements of the progressive tradition. All the opinion polls
and surveys show a majority of people want strong public services, financial security
and greater participation in the community and the workplace.

During the period of recession and austerity, the trade union movement was unable to
influence the debate due to the lack of an agreed analysis of the problem, never mind
an agreed programme. Some members rejected austerity in principle, as it only made
the situation worse; others reluctantly accepted the austerity prescription, attempting
to limit the worst impact. We did not speak and act with one voice.
Now that we have come out of recession, it is imperative that we learn the harsh
lesson that lack of unity makes us irrelevant and more vulnerable to the power of the
Right and employers.
Even coming into the elections, there are divisions. This is unique in Europe where
trade union movements support the broad left and oppose governments led by
right-wing parties. Therefore, we must build on our areas of agreement:

The future is progressive – if we can work together.

i
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• Workers and trade unionists are not served by governments led by-right wing parties,
we are therefore again calling on Labour not to enter coalition with Fine Gael.
• Workers should support parties and candidates who have endorsed the
Right2Change policy principles which are committed to the maintenance of our
water and sanitation in public ownership, increasing investment, supporting the
Living Wage, prioritising public services, promoting indigenous enterprise,
supporting a sustainable environment for a dying planet, and pursuing public
sector-led policies to tackle the housing crisis
• Workers should not transfer to parties of the Right –the parties that created and
then embedded the crisis
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If the members within the trade union movement could unite behind these and similar
calls in the run-up to the election, it could help build the basis for greater unity after
the election – when a full and broad range of discussion across the movement will
needs to be conducted to inform a unified member-led response to the current
economic and social strategies being pursued today.
Progressive Unity
Just as in the trade union movement, we need to maximise unity in order to elect
the state’s first ever left-led government. Unite has participated in the Right2Change
initiative in an attempt to maximise cooperation among progressive parties and
independents.
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