
                                               

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 Jesus came that we “may have life and have it to the full”. 
As we prepare for this joyful celebration of Christ’s coming among us we 
are conscious of the many people who do not enjoy fullness of life.  Poverty, 
inequality and exclusion are the main obstacles to fullness of life.   
This Advent offers us an opportunity to reach out in compassionate love to 
someone struggling with life’s difficulties, remembering that      
                  “Christ has no body now on earth but yours”. 

“God’s love and goodness for humanity blossoms 
                in the heart of a Babe”               Savithri Devanesen, India 
 
The Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice undertook a study to 
determine the actual cost of a low cost but acceptable standard of living 
for three household types:  Lone Parent and Two Children, Two Parents and 
Two Children, and a Pensioner Couple. 
 
The report which was launched on October 18th 2004 shows that there is a 
cost of living crisis for many people in Ireland to-day.  Struggle and anxiety 
rather than fullness of life is their reality.  This issue of JUST.NOW 
focuses on the study.  The response to the report to date has been very 
positive.  Community organisations such as M.A.B.S. and Government 
Departments are already using it as a guide for their work. 
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‘Low Cost but Acceptable Budgets for Three Households’ 2004 
 
Why this study? 
The Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice  study, 
“One Long Struggle, a Study of Low Income Families” 
(2000), showed that it is not possible for people to live 
with dignity and provide their children with adequate 
food, clothing, education, etc, at the lowest levels of 
social welfare rates or on the minimum wage.  These 
findings left us with a number of questions, two of 
which are: 
“What is the rate below which Social Welfare Payments 
cannot go?” 
“What is the rate at which Social Welfare Payments should 
be set?” 

 
What is a Low Cost but Acceptable 
Standard of Living? 
To answer the first question it was decided to use the 
Budget Standards approach (developed by the Family 
Budget Unit, University of York) to determine the 
actual cost of a low cost but acceptable standard of 
living for three of the household types most at risk of 
poverty: Lone Parent and Two Children, Two Parents 
and Two Children, and a Pensioner Couple. A low cost 
but acceptable standard of living takes into account 
basic physical, social and psychological needs as well 
as integration into society.  The budget necessary for 
such a standard allows for basic necessities and minor 
unexpected demands e.g. breakages, repairs.  It does 
not include expenditure on alcohol, cigarettes, pets, or 
allowances for pension, saving schemes or the cost of 
care. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Lone Parent and Two Children Household 
Anna’s partner left her four years ago when it was 
discovered that she had cancer.  Her son, Conor, is 10 
and her daughter Ellie is 4.  Anna could not afford the 
cost of childcare for Ellie in order to return to work.  
Her weekly income is set out in the table below. Anna 
is a very careful manager.  In order to have a low cost 
but acceptable standard of living she would require the 
following expenditure: 

 
Weekly Income Amount 

€ 
 Weekly Expenditure Amount 

€ 
One Parent Family 
Payment 

134.80 Food 79.47 

Dependent Rate 2 
Children 

 38.60 Clothing  28.75 

Child Benefit 60.73 Personal Care 4.76 
Back to School  Allow   1.54 Household Goods 20.75 
  Household Services 11.45 
  Waste Management 6.75 
  Social Inclusion 

Leisure 
45.45 

  Rent  21.47 
  Fuel 16.57 
  Bus Fares 10.86 
  Education Costs 8.00 
  Work Seeking Costs 4.01 
  Charitable Donations 1.00 
                     Total    =  €235.67             Total    = €259.29 
Weekly Shortfall   €23.62 
(Eligible for Medical Card. Social Inclusion/Leisure 
includes a large range of items e.g. a weekly newspaper, 
birthday gifts, day trips etc). 
At present Anna needs an increase of €24 in order to 
have a basic standard of living.  When interviewed about 
her weekly shopping, Anna had this to say: 
“I panic when I have bills to pay.  So each week I pay the rent, 
gas, ESB and T.V. bills first. After that I deal with school 
expenses and after that we eat the rest”. 
“Connor lost four teeth before I could do anything about the 
Tooth Fairy”.  
“I feel such a failure as a mother when I can’t give the kids 
some of the things other children have”. 
 “It breaks my heart to have to say ‘keep away from the 
fridge’”.  
 

Two Parent and Two Children Household  
   dependent on Unemployment Benefit 

Paddy and Helen Byrne with their two children have 
been dependent on Unemployment Benefit for almost 
three years.  Paddy is unskilled and is finding it very 
difficult to get work inspite of his best efforts.  Helen has 
a similar background as her husband and has 
similardifficulties in getting a job.   
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The following is their weekly income and the 
expenditure necessary for a low cost but acceptable 
standard of living: 
 

Weekly Income  Amount € Weekly Expenditure Amount 
€ 

Unemployment 
Assistance 

134.80 Food 113.62 

Qualified Adult 89.40 Clothing  35.18 
Dependent Rate 2 
Children 

 33.60 Personal Care 5.62 

Child Benefit 60.73 Household Goods 21.61 
Back to School 
Allowance 

 1.54 Household Services 11.76 

  Waste Management 6.75 
  Social Inclusion 

Leisure 
50.90 

  Rent  29.46 
  Fuel 17.23 
  Bus Fares 14.53 
  Education Costs 8.00 
  Work Seeking Costs 10.70 
  Charitable 

Donations 
1.00 

          Total  = €320.07                Total    = €326.36 
Weekly Shortfall    €6.29 
 
(Eligible for Medical Card. Social Inclusion/Leisure 
includes a large range of items e.g. a weekly 
newspaper, birthday gifts, day trips etc). 
 
While it can be agreed that they require just over €6 a 
week extra to have a low cost but acceptable income, it 
needs to be remembered that this standard is spartan 
and does not allow for contingencies. 
The following are some points made by Paddy and 
Helen., 
 
“There just seems to be no work for us.  I worry what’s 
going to happen when we need to spend more on repairs”. 
“Six euros go nowhere if one of the kids get ill.  A bottle of 
Calpol costs  €4.42 “. 
“You’re always worried about what might happen”. 
“Another ten euro would make such a difference”. 
       
Pensioner Couple 
John and Sheila Kelly are two healthy and active 
pensioners.  John is 68 and Sheila is 67 years of age. 
John’s parents left them the house so they have no 
expenditure on rent or mortgage. 
 
 
 

 
 

The following is a summary of their weekly income and of the 
expenditure necessary for them to have a low cost but 
acceptable standard of living.                                      

Non-
Contributory 

Pension 

 Amount € Weekly Expenditure Amount 
€ 

Personal Rate 154.00 Food 76.72 
Qualified Adult 101.80 Clothing  16.36 
Household 
Benefits Package 

20.25 Personal Care 10.58 

  Household Goods 16.00 
  Household Services 15.72 
  Waste Management 11.30 
  Social Inclusion 

Leisure 
44.08 

  Fuel 18.21 
  Charitable 

Donations 
2.00 

         Total   = €276.05             Total    = €210.97 
 
(Eligible for Medical Card. Social Inclusion/Leisure 
includes a large range of items e.g. a weekly newspaper, 
birthday gifts, day trips etc). 
 
When discussing their cost of living they had the 
following to say: 
 
“We’re lucky that we are both healthy apart from Sheila’s 
rheumatism.  We worry about the cost of care should either of 
us become ill.   What will happen?” 
“Sheila will soon become a prisoner in the house.  It would 
cost almost €80 a  week (including insurance and tax) to run a 
car for even a trip to the shops and to the church”.  

 
Some of the Key Recommendations  

 
• Increase weekly payments in order to 

make possible a low cost buy acceptable 
standard of living as follows: 
 Lone Parent and Two Children to €259.29.
 Two Parents and Two Children dependent 

on Unemployment Benefit to €326.36.  
 

• Include a specific sum to allow for 
contingencies and payments into savings 
schemes. 

 
• Provide a cost care payment through 

social welfare or health systems. 
 

 
 



Prayer and Reflection - Making Connections 

Scripture 
“A voice cries ….  In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway 
for our God”                                                                                                                          Isaiah 40:3 
“The Virgin will conceive and give birth to a son and they will call him Emmanual, a name which means ‘God 
is with us’”                                                                                                                                 Matt. 1:23 
And the angel said to them “Have no fear, for behold I announce to you good news of great joy that will 
be for all the people; for to-day there was born for you in the city of David a Saviour, who is Christ the 
Lord. You will find the baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a manger”                  Luke 2: 10-12 
  

 

Lord,  
there is enchantment in the air tonight 
casting a mysterious spell of 
expectancy on all creation, 
fulfilling the promise 
of the birth of God 
on earth 
as a human child. 
And as I watch with trembling hope 
the wondrous pageant pass by 
of poor shepherds and powerful kings – 
the radiant serenity of the night 
is suddenly broken by a storm 
of power-drunk winds 
spewing bullets of hatred, 
hurling stones of violence 
on men and women  
on frightened children 
all fleeing 
from the grips of oppressive structures, 
from bondage of sorrow and broken lives, 
from explosive knowledge 
which has not yet solved  
the problems of hunger and poverty 
from crumbling values  
which confuse the mind, 
from death itself… 
searching for the manger 
where God’s love and goodness 
for all humanity 
blossoms in the heart of a Babe 
and let’s us know anew 
this Christmas morn 
all people 
as our brother 
as our sister.            Savithri Devanesen, India 

 
The night is nearly over, 
daylight is on the way; 
Let us throw off everything that belongs to 
the darkness, 
And prepare ourselves for the light. 
We reach out to all, 
To bring our sisters and brothers with us 
Into the light of hope, peace and justice. 
Stay awake and stand ready. 
 
Send out your light and your truth. 
That shall be my guide, 
To lead me to your holy mountain, 
To the place where you dwell, 
In love and compassion for all. 
The night is nearly over. 
Stay awake and stand ready. 
 
Speak up for those who cannot speak for 
themselves, 
Speak up for the rights of the poor and 
needy. 
Speak up and judge fairly, 
Defend the rights of the poor and needy. 
Daylight is on the way. 
Stay awake and stand ready. 

 
We come from the East the North, 
the South and the West. 
We are your people, God of Hope. 

 
Loving God, teach us your ways. 

 
We will walk in the path of the Lord. 
We will walk with our sisters and brothers. 
We will walk in the light of Christ, 
And create your Kingdom as we go. 
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