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Introduction 

If it is true to say that a budget is usually defined as an estimate of income and 
expenditure over a set period of time, it is also true to say that for Budget 2020 
this definition is wholly inadequate.  
 
The backdrop of Brexit uncertainty ensures that, at best, Budget 2020 is a ‘wait 
and see’ paper exercise on a number of fronts.  It is also why we must have a 
commitment to another, more thorough budget, in early 2020 when we have 
clarity regarding Brexit. 
 
This year’s budget is being described as a ‘Brexit Budget’ and while it is 
absolutely true that Brexit creates significant uncertainty, that cannot be used 
as an excuse to overlook domestic issues which urgently need budgetary 
allocations if they are to be addressed appropriately.  
 
It needs no repeating that Ireland is mired in a housing and homelessness 
emergency – a situation where almost all forms of available housing are 
completely unaffordable for most average households. 
 
We continue to live through a health crisis where a two-tier system punishes 
those who can’t afford to pay for private treatment and the now perennial 
‘trolley crisis’ is no longer just a winter phenomenon.   
 
Our mental health services are not fit for purpose and increasingly people are 
finding themselves on the margins of society as a result of inadequate support 
services. Similarly, in the area of disability services and supports people find 
themselves unable to fully participate in society as a result of cuts to existing 
services and funding but also with under-resourced public services which do 
not appropriately assist those living with a disability – either intellectual or 
physical - to easily navigate those services. 
 
Louder lip-service than ever is paid to climate and environmental issues yet 
the required funding and associated planning to actually give meaning to the 
aspirational words is conspicuously absent and Government continues to point 
to a National Development Plan which has no sound financial footing. And 
given the overspends on the National Children’s Hospital and the proposed 
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National Broadband Plan, the numbers on the NDP simply do not stack up, 
ensuring that many much-needed projects will not be delivered. 
 
Meanwhile, many live in poverty. Many in consistent poverty and yet more still 
as working poor – those who commute daily through stressful traffic, those 
who leave their homes in the dark and return in the dark, those who leave 
their children in expensive crèches they can ill-afford and those who have 
mere pennies left once all the bills and overheads have been paid. There is 
little to no quality of life and people are operating on a hamster wheel 
wondering if this really is as good as life gets? 
 
Brexit is the curtain behind which hides much of the current domestic chaos.  
 
That curtain must lift if we are to use this budget as it should be – to 
strategically plan a path out of the chaos and create a vibrant and sustainable 
society in which ordinary families and households can thrive - where people 
are not simply working to live but rather have a decent quality of life which 
allows them and their children to flourish. 
 
The Social Democrats want to see a Budget 2020 which recognises the urgent 
need to commit funding to delivering on critical domestic issues. The Social 
Democrats are calling on Budget 2020 to have the following priorities: 
  
•       Freeze Rents Nationwide 
•       End Home-Care Waiting Lists 
•       A National Home Retrofit Programme 
•       Better Funding for Disability Services 
•       End Tax Favouritism for Cuckoo Funds 
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Preparing for Brexit 

Brexit threatens tens of thousands of jobs on the island of Ireland and we must 
be prepared to act should the worst come to pass. 

Part of that preparation means using all available resources to guard against 
any potential economic shock. By the end of this year the Government will 
have established the Rainy Day Fund and it will contain €1.5 billion of tax-
payer’s money. One of the key flaws of the Rainy Day Fund concept is that 
there are only very limited circumstances in which this money can be used. 
Brexit is not yet one of these circumstances. 

In the context of a potential no-deal Brexit we believe that the Rainy Day Fund 
should be reconstituted to provide support to the most vulnerable sectors 
including Agri-food and Tourism and all business that are dependent on 
exporting or who rely on trade on the island of Ireland. Such a fund can 
provide much needed assistance in terms of low-cost loans and retraining 
opportunities for businesses and workers affected by a Brexit fall-out. 

As we have set out in the following pages we also believe that a new National 
Retrofitting programme is an initiative the Government could take both in the 
interests of our response to climate change and to help build resilience right 
across the country to the potential economic shock associated with Brexit. 

We also believe, despite Government protestations, that a second Budget will 
be necessary in a no-deal scenario. Indeed, we believe that this should happen 
whatever the outcome of Brexit. 

If there is a favourable deal, then we need to have a more ambitious approach 
to tax reform and investment so that we can plan our way out of the housing 
emergency and health crisis. If there is not a favourable outcome, then we 
need to do everything we can to protect vulnerable industries and jobs. 
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Housing €500m 

The housing emergency rages on, and Brexit or no Brexit, it must be dealt with. 

It is fundamentally unacceptable that we continue to have thousands of our 

people waking up in emergency accommodation every day and thousands 

more living in precarious housing arrangements with little to no security of 

tenure. 

For Budget 2020, the Social Democrats are advocating the following priorities 

in Housing: 

 Bring Housing Capital Funding up to 

almost €3bn by setting aside a further 

€500m in 2020 in capital expenditure 

to allow for increased investment in 

social and affordable housing, and to 

tackle homelessness. Using public land 

to deliver affordable units is the best 

way of improving the supply of 

affordable housing. The O’Cualann 

model in north Dublin remains an 

excellent example of what can be 

done with the right kind of focus. We 

would like to see far greater 

commitment to cost-rental projects 

and affordable for-purchase housing 

with a move away from reliance on 

the Housing Assistance Payment as a 

way of delivering so-called “housing 

solutions”.  

 A complete nationwide freeze on 

rents for two years – the current caps 

have not worked sufficiently, the 

permitted rate of rental inflation is far 

too high, and the caps do not apply 

across the country. A temporary 

freeze should be in place until supply 

catches up with demand 

 End the preferential tax treatment of 

so-called ‘Cuckoo’ funds. It is 

scandalous that a phenomenon that is 

driving up the cost of housing in 

Ireland is supported with special tax-

breaks from the State. 

 Change arrangements for Approved 

Housing Bodies so that they can 

borrow off the Government’s balance 

sheet – providing far better options 

for the delivery of social and 

affordable housing 

 Properly establish the Land 

Development Agency. Its current 

output targets are too low, its ongoing 

budget is unclear and the legislation 

for the Agency has still not been 

passed. As we have said for some 

years, we need a proper Housing 

Delivery Agency that takes a hands-on 

approach to ensure the delivery of 

affordable supply and engages 

extensively in public land-banking so 

that we can start to move away from a 

reliance on development that is led by 

the private sector. 
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 Develop a Youth Homelessness 

Strategy and a new National Land-use 

Strategy within the next 12 months. 

The land use strategy should begin 

with a review similar to that which is 

ongoing in Scotland at present. 

Without very significant land reform, 

Ireland will continue to experience 

regular housing crises. 

 Introduce a proper Land-Hoarding Tax 

that is not riddled with the many loop-

holes of the current vacant site levy 

and is pitched at a level that 

encourages efficient use of sites. 

 Initiate a consultation and review the 

Central Bank of Ireland mortgage 

lending rules as they apply to long-

term renters. 
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Health €500m 

The Department of Health has made some welcome progress in administrative 

elements of Sláintecare. However, there is still no plan as to how this reform 

programme will be financed. The Minister for Health has indicated that the 

intention is to look at it year by year – but that’s not a plan.  

Unless specific funding is developed for Sláintecare and built into future 

Budget estimates as part of pre-committed spending, then Sláintecare will go 

the way of every other long-term plan we’ve ever had for our health services. 

In particular, the Transition Fund element of Sláíntecare costs is largely being 

ignored by Government and across the political spectrum. 

The Social Democrats are calling on the Government to lay out a 10-year 

funding programme for Sláíntecare and include this cost in the pre-committed 

element of the annual Budget process, as already happens with the National 

Development plan and public pay agreements. Only then will we believe they 

are truly committed to it. 

For this Budget, and given the limited Fiscal Space in the context of Brexit 

negotiations, the Social Democrats would allocate an addition €500m to the 

Health vote to provide the following priorities: 

 Invest an additional €110m to abolish 

Home Care waiting lists – a vital 

aspect of ensuring patients’ needs are 

met and maximising hospital 

efficiency. 

 Hire 400 extra staff – to fund extra 

posts in areas such as GPs, Child and 

Adolescent Mental Health services, 

Psychology services, speech therapy, 

occupational therapy, neurological 

services, and case managers for 

acquired brain injury. 

 Provide extra funding for dementia 

and alzheimers services and for 

palliative care 

 Fund further reductions in 

prescription charges, and the roll-out 

of chronic care programmes,  

 Improvements in dental care  

 Invest an extra €40m in mental health 

funding 

 Expand diagnostics in Primary Care 
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Disability €120m 

The funding system for disability services needs to be overhauled.  

As pointed out by the Independent Review Group report earlier this year, the 

majority of disability services are provided by not-for-profit organisations. 80% 

of residential places for people with disabilities are provided by such 

organisations and overall two thirds of services are provided by not-for-profits. 

Given this dependence on the sector, it is imperative that there is a sustainable 

funding model in place. Unfortunately, this is simply not the case with a 

fundamentally flawed system in place that entails protracted and unnecessary 

stand-offs between the HSE and not-for-profit providers. The people caught in 

the middle of this, of course, are vulnerable service users. We are now seeing 

several providers so stretched that they are unable to maintain services, with 

the reserves of many providers exhausted. Indeed, some providers put the 

funding shortfall in the sector at over €40m. 

Yet again, despite the formal adoption of the UNCRPD, people with disabilities 

and their families are being forced to campaign for their rights to decent 

services.  

The Social Democrats are calling on the Government to once and for all 

address the basic funding deficit in the funding of services in the disability 

sector. In line with the recommendations of the IRG report, we are calling for 

the introduction of multi-annual budgeting, a clear long-term agreement on 

what is to be funded, and a streamlined process for accountability. There 

needs to be strong governance arrangements for the sector but in a way that 

minimises costs, compliance-burden and duplicated work across different 

regulators and funders.  

In addition to the above we would make the following commitments on 

disability: 

 Reinstate the Rehabilitative Training 

Allowance 

 Additional funding to make Public 

Transport more accessible. We would 

also like to see the National Transport 

Authority’s plan to require private 

operators to be fully accessible to be 

brought in sooner than the 2026 

deadline. 
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 Improve Personal Assistance Hours 

 Recruit additional therapy staff and 

End Home Care Waiting lists as in our 

health proposals above 

 Improved funding for post-acute 

rehabilitation beds and supports 

 Increase Housing Adaptation Grants 

by €20m 

 Introduce an Assistive Technology 

Passport 

 Initiate a Cost of Disability Payment, 

which would start at a low rate but 

establish the precedent so that it 

could be improved in the years ahead. 

 Establish a Transport Support Scheme 

to replace the Mobility Allowance 

 Increase the number of psychologists 

under the NEPs 

 Commit to reserve 7% of all social 

housing stock for people with 

disabilities 

 Fund Family Carers Ireland, Carers’ 

Guarantee proposal at a cost of €3.2m 
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Children €120m 

Our priority under this section is to significantly improve services for children 

and to help reduce costs for parents.   

From September, we would introduce significant improvements to supports 

under the National Childcare Scheme, including higher subsidies under the 

universal subsidy, and begin the transition to proper pay in the sector by 

devoting €12m in 2020 as proposed by the Big Start campaign. We would set 

aside funding to ensure that no parent is worse off when transferring from the 

Community Childcare Subvention Scheme to the new National Childcare 

Scheme – this is key to tackling child poverty and the high rates of deprivation 

faced by one parent families. 

Other measures include: 

 Agree a new national target to 

eliminate Consistent Child Poverty 

within the next five years. 

 Reduce the Pupil-Teacher ratio at 

primary level by one point 

 Recruit 300 extra Special Needs 

Assistants 

 Progress to truly free Primary 

Education by restoring capitation 

rates and funding free school books 

so that parents no longer have to pay 

voluntary contributions 

 Extend paid parental leave by two 

weeks for each parent (from mid-year) 

 Increase funding under School Meals 

Programme by 15%  

 Introduce a single Early Years and 

School Age Childcare Agency 

 As set out in our Health section, we 

would invest heavily in additional staff 

to address long waiting lists in child 

health services particularly in areas 

such as CAMHs, psychology and 

speech therapy 

 Invest €2m to recruit sports 

participation officers in Local 

Authorities to help promote sport and 

activate children and young people to 

participate in sport in their 

communities. 
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Environment and Transport €160m 

The Government’s response to the global climate emergency has been slow 

and uninspiring. The Climate Action plan was published this year but it contains 

no additional money to fund carbon-reduction initiatives and to provide 

options to people and businesses to move away from a carbon-intensive 

lifestyle. 

In Budget 2020, given the limited Fiscal Space available and the lack of 

certainty around Brexit, the Social Democrats would set the following 

priorities: 

 A new National Retrofitting 

Programme - The current retro-fitting 

grant schemes leave a lot to be 

desired. In some cases, they are only 

open to people who can afford to pay 

money up-front, the grant levels are 

not realistic enough for items such as 

heat pumps, and in some cases 

previous applicants are disadvantaged 

if they want to make additional 

improvements.  

We believe a new focus on retro-

fitting can boost energy efficiency and 

help deliver energy savings to 

households and businesses. In 

addition, they can also help guard 

against the effects of a no-deal Brexit. 

With a carefully designed model, and 

clear signalling of sustained long-term 

investment, there is an opportunity for 

a new sustainable jobs-rich industry in 

this sector.  

We believe Budget 2020 should start 

that process by developing a new 

National Retrofit Programme with 

additional grant support, a new pay-

through-your-bill grant scheme, 

better support from energy advisers, 

and improved retro-fitting of social 

housing stock.  

Money from the National Training 

Fund can also be used to boost 

training and apprenticeship 

opportunities so that there is an 

adequate skills supply chain for this 

venture. We would provide an 

additional €100m in funding in Budget 

2020 (in addition to funds already 

earmarked) for this purpose. 

 We think the extra €445m of capital 

funding already earmarked for the 

Department of Transport in 2020 

should be heavily devoted to Public 

Transport and Cycling. As we set out 

in our policy proposals on cycling 

earlier this year we favour a focused 

commitment to promote cycling.  

We favour at least a doubling of the 

funding to Local Link in this year’s 

Budget.  

https://www.socialdemocrats.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Safer-Cycling-for-Healthy-Communities-Web.pdf
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 We would set aside funding to 

improve subvention so that public 

transport fares can be reduced. We 

would use the funds already 

earmarked in the National 

Development plan to improve the 

greening of public transport and to 

improve funding for charging points 

for electric vehicles. 

 We would set aside an extra million 

euro for the Anti-Dumping Initiative 

 We would place a levy on single use 

and unrecyclable packaging 

 We would introduce a new 

environmental levy to encourage the 

recycling of construction material 

 We would vehemently challenge the 

legal obstacles currently being put in 

the way of extending the Smoky Coal 

ban right across the country. This 

simply has to happen to ensure better 

air quality.  

 We would boost funding for Local 

Authority initiatives on tree-planting, 

eco-certification for businesses, and a 

biodiversity officer in each Council. 

 

 

 

 

 Carbon Tax – The Social Democrats 

support the principle of a carbon tax 

but this must be designed in a way 

which incentivises people to change 

their behaviour towards the 

environment. This means that people 

must have choices in things like how 

they keep their homes warm, how 

they travel, etc.  

Critically also, a carbon tax must not 

impoverish low and middle income 

households.  That is why every policy 

instrument must be stringently tested. 

The complete lack of a comprehensive 

plan from Government as to how 

those struggling financially in our 

society will be protected, how the 

proposed additional carbon tax will be 

ring-fenced and how alternatives for 

the public will be developed, make it 

impossible to blindly support the 

introduction of an extended carbon 

tax.  

The Climate Action Plan offered very 

little detail on this, a long-promised 

national strategy on social inclusion 

has not yet been published and the 

research on the impact of the tax on 

different sectors of our society has not 

yet been finalised. This failure 

combined with the lack of ring-fencing 

of the current carbon tax is 

unacceptable.  

We need to see a clear plan before 

resorting to a measure that could have 

a huge impact on energy poverty.
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Other Measures €309m 

We propose a range of other measures in Budget 2020:

 

 We would start to reduce third level 

fees, by €400 in 2020, as part of a 

phasing out of the student 

contribution charge.  

 We would increase funding to the 

SUSI grant scheme by 7%.  

 Pension & Welfare Increases: We 

would fund an increase in all weekly 

pension and welfare payments to 

match the projected rate of inflation 

in 2020, with additional support for 

child dependents over 12 and those 

living in Direct Provision. 

 We would extend the fuel allowance 

season by one week. 

 We would boost funding for 

management training for small and 

medium businesses. We believe the 

extra funding that is already 

earmarked for the National Training 

Fund next year should be used to 

boost investment in apprenticeships.   

 We would provide assistance to Local 

Authorities to boost rates collection, 

setting a collection target of 97% to 

match the collection rate of the Local 

Property Tax, and we would apply 

savings to businesses.  

 We would set aside a fund to assist 

with pay disputes including in the 

defence forces and school secretaries.  

 A review has been taking place of the 

Local Property Tax. This tax is a critical 

component of how local authorities 

are funded and any changes 

announced in the Budget will impact 

on these funding arrangements. As 

part of the review process, it is 

anticipated that there will be 

significant changes in how local 

authority funding baselines are 

determined. As a result, some local 

authorities are expected to lose some 

income under the new arrangements. 

The Social Democrats would set aside 

a transition fund, initially €20m, to 

ensure that these local authorities are 

cushioned from the effect of any 

changes. 

 In Budget 2020 we would set aside an 

extra €1.7 million euro for additional 

consumer protection supports.  

We would allocate €1m to the 

Commission for the Regulation of 

Utilities to recruit additional staff and 

allow for a far more consumer-

oriented approach to fair competition 

in the utilities sector. We would also 

use this money to establish the CRU as 
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the interim regulator for the waste 

industry so that consumers can be 

adequately protected. This would also 

fund far better information for 

consumers on recycling and re-use to 

help bring bills down and protect our 

environment.  

We would make a €700,000 allocation 

to the citizen information service to 

promote consumer assistance 

initiatives in relation to helping 

vulnerable customers switch utility 

providers.  

 We would provide an additional €10m 

for adult literacy. This would fund a 

number of initiatives for adult and 

youth literacy and in the financial 

literacy area. 
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Revenue Raising €1009m 

The Social Democrats are proposing the following revenue raising measures for 

Budget 2020: 

 End favourable Tax Treatment of Cuckoo Funds, €20m 

Eliminate tax benefits on cuckoo funds which we have estimated having a €20m yield in 

2020 

 Alcohol and Cigarettes, €229m  

We would raise €229m from a series of taxation increases on alcohol and cigarettes.  

An extra 10c excise duty on alcohol would yield €148m. €24m would be raised through a 

ban of below-cost selling of alcohol as there is a VAT loss to the state with current below-

cost selling. We would raise excise on the standard packet of 20 cigarettes by 50c, yielding 

approximately €57m. 

 Pension tax relief, €120m  

Reducing the maximum allowable pension fund (the Standard Fund Threshold, SFT) to 

€1.7m would, in most cases, fund an annual pension in excess of €60,000. This was the 

target agreed under the last Programme for Government but was not reached. We would 

set €1.7m as the new threshold.  

 Betting Tax, €50m  

We would raise betting tax on both in-shop and on-line betting by one percentage point. 

According to Revenue, this would yield €50m. 

 Scrap the Special Assignee Relief Programme (SARP), €18m  

The SARP tax relief is aimed at reducing the cost to employers of so-called special “high-

end” staff by providing special tax benefits. The employee must be on a salary of €75,000 or 

more to qualify. It was introduced in 2012 and was due to expire at the end of 2017 but was 

later extended. The Social Democrats believe this scheme to be grossly unfair. The 

Government should not be subsidising very significant salaries when there are so many 

other priorities for taxpayers’ money. It is simply outrageous that ordinary tax-payers are 

funding a scheme where people need a minimum salary of €75,000 to qualify. We would 

scrap this relief. 
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 Levy on Single Use Plastics & Unrecyclable Packaging, €25m  

The extent of over-packaging in our supermarkets is fuelling a throw-away culture, and 

contributing to waste and emissions. The public have lost patience with producers of such 

material. The response of the European Union, while welcome, is far too cautious and slow. 

It is also frustrating that EU law restricts national Governments’ actions in terms of bans. In 

Budget 2020, the Social Democrats are calling for a new levy on single use plastics and 

packaging that cannot be readily recycled in Ireland. This should start low in 2020 but 

gradually increase in future years so that producers have every incentive to switch to 

sustainable packaging. It should also encourage the development of far more refill options 

for the public. 

 Environmental Tax on Aggregates, €20m  

We would set down a new environmental levy on each tonne of sand, gravel, crushed stone 

and other aggregates extracted from the ground or lifted from the surface and used in 

construction. The rate would be comparable to the rate applied in the UK. Such a levy would 

encourage the recycling of aggregates and the much more sustainable use of our natural 

resources. It would also help reduce carbon emissions. When introduced in the UK the 

measure had a positive impact on the rate of recycling. This measure is primarily aimed at 

environmental protection. Some estimates put this yield as €80m a year but we have 

estimated a €20m yield in 2020. 

 Banking Levy, €230m  

The banking system was rescued by the taxpayer over the past decade. Now that they have 

returned to profitability, and continue to avail of significant tax write-downs on previous 

losses, the Social Democrats believe it is not unreasonable for tax-payers to expect some 

dividends. We would increase the Banking Levy to raise an additional €230m. 

 Other, €297m 

 Increase the minimum effective tax rate of persons earning more than €400k per 

annum by one percentage point (€37m) 

 Remove refundable element for unused R&D tax credits as recommended by Social 

Justice Ireland (€150m) 

 Increase Employers’ PRSI on the balance of incomes over €100,000 to give a yield of 

€100m in 2020 

 Reduce funding to the Irish Greyhound racing industry by €8m. 

 As per our Housing, section we would introduce a proper land-hoarding tax, yielding 

€2m in 2020 
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