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Capitalism does not permit an even
flow of economic resources.
With this system, a small privileged
few are rich beyond conscience,
and almost all others are doomed to
be poor at some level.
That’s the way the system works.
And since we know that the system
will not change the rules, we are
going to have to change the system.
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Introduction
A dominant lie during a decade of austerity, often repeated during the response
to the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic was that “we are all in this together”.
While of course, this cliché is true at a basic level – that we live on the same planet
or can be at risk of a potential infection – its accuracy unravels on the first material
challenge to it. In other words, beyond such a shallow expression of solidarity how
do those with access to capital, immediate private healthcare and financial security
have anything other than a superficial concept of what living without such safety
nets entails? How many people, for example, have an income/life experience
comparable to that of the current Prime Minster, who as Mayor of London
described his £250,000 a year side earnings from writing a weekly column in the
Daily Telegraph as “chickenfeed”?1 Similarly, who lives in the world of such deluded
privilege as enjoyed by the author of Universal Credit Iain Duncan Smith who, as
Work and Pensions Secretary hypocritically stated that he could live on £53 a week
if he had to, yet claimed a £39 breakfast on parliamentary expenses?2
Smith could get away with such hypocrisy while his boss at the Treasury George
Osborne forged “welfare” strategy around the stigmatising of those in need,
presenting them as sponging on “hard working families.” This is best exemplified by
a cynical speech in which he asked “where is the fairness for the shift-worker, leaving
home in the dark hours of the early morning, who looks up at the closed blinds of
their next-door neighbour sleeping off a life on benefits.”3 This malicious caricature
played well on the front pages and in the editorials of a billionaire owned press
for a time. The cover it provided for the dismantling of state provision (including
public health), however, was always going be found wanting in the longer term
when shaken by even limited economic shock let alone when rocked by a global
pandemic. In the latter context, while as previous NIPSA research has outlined,
elements of the Covid response did demonstrate the economic power that states
have at their disposal, the true facts of what the longstanding, destructive, political
project of turning a “cradle to the grave” social security safety net into a punitive
“welfare” regime have clearly been shown. As a consequence, just when a strong
spine of public services and real social security was most needed to save lives, its
deliberate enfeeblement was fully exposed. This was exemplified by facts such
as: under investment in public health being so marked that a ‘track and trace’
infrastructure that should have been an add-on to a holistic healthcare system had
to be built from scratch; Universal Credit proving incapable of dealing swiftly with
changes in personal circumstances and the UK state’s scandalously low level of
Statutory Sick Pay exposed in comparison to its superior international comparators.

1 [Online] Available: https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2009/jul/14/boris-johnson-telegraph-chicken-feed 14/7/20.
2 [Online] Available: https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/iain-duncan-smith-claimed-breakfast-1810086 4/4/13.
3 [Online] Available: https://www.economist.com/britain/2015/07/09/george-osbornes-sad-triumph 7/9/15.
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A time for fresh thinking?
These ongoing consequences have facilitated a number of policy debates beyond
health about a required re-ordering of society that might change the post-pandemic
landscape and ensure ‘no going back’ to previous failed economic models. For
example, these “re-shaping the future”4 ideas have included discussion of how we
might move towards a 4-day week and, linked to this debate, how we should frame
“an economy we own, a society we shape.”5 It is in this context that the discussion of
a “Basic Income/Universal Basic Income” (BI/UBI) has emerged. The idea itself is not
new but that it finds ideological resonance at this time6 says something about these
wider questions of political/economic uncertainty and indeed longer-standing
questions of legitimacy that have continued to swirl around us since the financial
crisis of 2008, the decade of austerity that followed and now a pandemic-induced
economic meltdown.
A booklet of this size can only provide a brief introduction to the concept of
“basic income” and signpost more detailed research that campaigns in support of
particular models of it. Given the currency of the debate however, it is important to
look at the primary objectives of Basic Income and explore a range of motives from
some of its proponents. It is also useful to develop the arguments for a progressive
Basic Income approach, expanding them to advance a broader collective campaign
for Universal Basic Services. This, it will be argued, is a means to revitalise the trade
union movement’s longstanding campaigns in defence of public services.

What is Basic Income?
While the concept of providing a ‘basic income’7 has diverse ideological origins
and therefore ambitions, as a starting point it is clear that, at its most fundamental,
its current advocacy in the context of the UK is clearly an attempt to overcome
the fragmentation and negligence of current “welfare” arrangements. If the 1945
settlement aimed for a social security system that provided coherent, collective
support “in place of fear,” its deliberately enfeebled replacement has delivered
insecurity and poverty (including in-work poverty). In order to restore some
economic security over current welfare arrangements as well as contributing
positively to “equality, financial stability, and the nation’s mental health”8 therefore,
proponents of Basic Income, across a number of its different models argue for a
payment from the state that has a number of key features. Articulated by the UK
based Citizen’s Basic Income campaign such a payment would be:
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4 [Online] Available: https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/O40313.pdf Autumn 2020.
5 [Online] Available: https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Ref-A4_0464.pdf Spring 2015.
6 [Online] Available: https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/oct/31/covid-job-losses-lead-mps-to-call-for-trials-of-universal-basicincome 31/10/20.
7 Literature on the issue also refers to the concept as Basic Income (BI), a Citizen’s Income (CI), a Social Dividend, or a Universal Grant.
8 [Online] Available: https://www.adviceni.net/content/universal-basic-income July 2020. p. 3.

❚ ‘Unconditional’: A Citizen’s Basic Income would vary with age, but there
would be no other conditions: so everyone of the same age would receive the
same Citizen’s Basic Income, whatever their gender, employment status, family
structure, contribution to society, housing costs, or anything else.

❚ ‘Automatic’: Someone’s Citizen’s Basic Income would be paid weekly or monthly,
automatically.9

❚ ‘Nonwithdrawable’: Citizen’s Basic Incomes would not be means-tested. If
someone’s earnings or wealth increased, then their Citizen’s Basic Income would
not change.

❚ ‘Individual’: Citizen’s Basic Incomes would be paid on an individual basis, and
not on the basis of a couple or household.

❚ ‘As a Right of Citizenship’: Everybody legally resident in the UK would receive a
Citizen’s Basic Income, subject to a minimum period of legal residency in the UK,
and continuing residency for most of the year.10

9 “Every week, or every month, everyone would receive their Citizen’s Basic Income into their bank account. It would start when they were
born, and it would stop when they died. The amount would change as someone’s age changed, each year the amount would rise slightly,
and while someone was a child their Citizen’s Basic Income would be paid to their main carer, as Child Benefit is now – but otherwise
no changes would be required between birth and death.” [Online] Available: https://www.wired.co.uk/article/universal-basic-incomeexplained 25/8/19.
10 Ibid. The question of citizenship itself, of course, has become embroiled in a different, at times highly reactionary, indeed racist, debate
about immigration and any such application re basic income would have to sensitive to this fact i.e. the Basic Income policy has to
address how it should relate to residents of other jurisdictions that are refugees or economic migrants.
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International Basic Income Developments
The current campaign for Universal Basic Income is an international one and as
research from the UBILab11 in Northern Ireland highlights, there are a number of
historic, current or proposed models of implementation. (See Table 1).

Table 1 Basic Income past and present

Dauphin, Canada completed 1974-1979
The best known of several North American trials during the 1970s (when basic
income was almost introduced across the entire USA) the small Canadian town
of Dauphin served as a saturation site for a full UBI for 5 years. During this time
the ‘MINCOME’ experiment saw decreased hospitalisation rates, reduced addiction
rates and improved educational outcomes, particularly for young men.

Stockton, California completed July 2020
The Stockton Economic Empowerment Demonstration (SEED) gave 125 lowincome individuals $500 a month for 18 months. As of September 2020 the full
results are still being written up, but early reports suggest recipients primarily
used the money to invest in necessities for them and their families.12

Kenya ongoing 2016-2028
A large number of rural towns and villages in undisclosed locations have been
receiving a full basic income for over 2 years now. This experiment is being run by
charity Give Directly and promises to be the most comprehensive long-term UBI
trial ever.

Brazil proposed
A Negative income tax ensuring a minimum income floor of around $44 a month
for approximately 57m Brazilians is currently being rolled out by government
partly in response to the COVID 19 pandemic.
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11 Testing a Real Peace Dividend for Northern Ireland: A proposal for UBI 10/20 Lead author Patrick Brown, & UBI Lab Northern Ireland
Founder Contributors Prof John Barry - Queen’s University Ciaran Donaghy - UBI Lab Northern Ireland Julie Hoey - Basic Income Northern
Ireland Be Elliot - Basic Income Northern Ireland Design Jonny Douglas - MADE with DESIGN Acknowledgements: © UBI Lab Northern
Ireland First published October 2020 Published by UBI Lab Northern Ireland. Direct link to the UBI Lab Network website: [Online]
Available: https://www.ubilabnetwork.org/ https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a7b08c0d0e628f80b2cce36/t/5f7b2810927caa7f7aed
d00b/1601906746178/A+proposal+for+Universal+Basic+Income+-+UBI+Lab+Northern+Ireland+-+Oct+20.pdf October 2020.
12 [Online] Available: https://www.stocktondemonstration.org/

Barcelona, Spain completed 2017-2019
The B-MINCOME experiment took place over three years with a test group of
2,000 people and employed a Randomised Control Trial (RCT) method to measure
outcomes across a wide range of criteria. In particular, the report found a neutral
effect on labour market participation and significantly improved quality of life
amongst recipients. In June 2020 the Spanish Government launched a Minimum
Income Guarantee (MIG) programme providing every household with a basic level
of income security ranging from €461- €1,015 per month.

Finland completed 2017-2018
2,000 unemployed individuals randomly selected across the country were given
an unconditional amount equal to existing conditional unemployment benefits.
The trial found that basic income recipients worked on average 6 days more
per year than the control group, and consistently reported improved wellbeing
including being more satisfied with their lives and experiencing less mental strain,
depression, sadness and loneliness.

Scotland proposed
The Scottish Government funded an extensive feasibility study into a range of
pilot options which was released in June 2020. This study proposes a high level
UBI of approximately £850 a month for 16-65 year olds and slightly lower amounts
for children and pensioners. It also provides macroeconomic modelling of UBI at
a national level with some proposals for how it could be funded. It notes that the
main challenge now facing the pilot is agreement from the Department of Work
and Pensions (DWP) on how the pilot would interact with existing benefits, given
that welfare is not devolved to the Scottish Parliament.13

13 Ibid.
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UBI Labs
The economic insecurity exacerbated by the pandemic has seen further support
for the idea of Basic Income and its proposed piloting in UBI “labs”, with the UBI
Lab network across the UK growing to 24 by the summer of 2020.14 Advocacy for
it in Northern Ireland15 frames its operation in the context of a “peace dividend” –
whereby “establishing a trial in Northern Ireland [is] the opportunity to test UBI in
a post-conflict society for the first time globally, and to truly evaluate its ‘restorative’
value: it’s ability to heal divisions, improve social bonds and bring people together.”16
This proposal recognises that UBI in Northern Ireland could be delivered via a
number of options: as part of a “UK-wide UBI policy funded by the UK Government;
a NI-wide UBI policy funded by the NI Executive or Local trials, which could be
funded by the UK Government, NI Executive, Local Councils, philanthropic funding
or a combination of all four.”  17
UBINI believes that while “all three strategies can be pursued in unison”18 their
proposal for a Northern Ireland trial focuses on two wards of greatest socio-economic
disadvantage - on the Shankill and Falls Road. Within this trial they also cost a range
of Basic Income options either as a “top-up” of earned income or alternatively as a
“replacement” of some existing tax/benefits.19 The difference in scale, sample size
(1000-10,000) and duration (2-5 years) of a number of detailed proposal options
explains the huge attributed cost range of between £4m-£310 million20 but even at
its highest level such spend is contextualised within both the extent of deprivation
it addresses and the cost of existing policies that underwrite sectarian division.
For example, more than a decade ago in 2007 a study by Deloitte calculated such
direct, indirect and opportunity costs of division at £1.5bn.21 The local advocates of
Universal Basic Income also stress the “case for a more detailed feasibility study akin
to the one carried out by the Scottish Government between 2018 -2020.” 22
Another local proposal directly linked to a post-pandemic recovery is for a
2-month “recovery Universal Basic Income (rUBI) for Northern Ireland that provides
comprehensive support for households during this critical period as well as
delivering a vital stimulus to the economy.”23 This would comprise a monthly £1000
payment to each adult, £500 per child. In terms of its overall cost this would be
“£2.75bn over 2 months, just over 6% of NI’s average GDP.
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14 [Online] Available: https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/aug/10/our-generations-nhs-support-grows-for-universal-basic-income
10 August 2020.
15 Reference as 11.
16 Ibid. p.10.
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid. p.17.
19 The ‘replacement’ involves the suspension of “work-related means-tested benefits such as Universal Credit, ESA and other legacy
benefits (such as JSA and income support). Disability benefits should be retained under any UBI programme…” p. 19. Ref: as 16.
20 [Online] Available: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-55076794 29/11/20.
21 These findings were revisited in 2016 by the University of Ulster [Online] Available: https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/
publications/dfp/Cost%20of%20Division%20-%20Detailed%20Paper_0.pdf Jan 2016.
22 See full reference and acknowledgement at Footnote 11.
23 [Online] Available: https://www.ubilabnetwork.org/blog/proposing-a-recovery-universal-basic-income-for-northern-ireland 15/6/20.

The rUBI for NI mirrors proposals by the UBI Lab Network across the UK and is similar
to the USA’s CARES Act ($1200 for adults, $500 for children) and COVID response
policies in Japan and Spain.”24

Basic Income and Universal Credit
As we have discussed, the case for a Basic Income is an indictment of the failure
and false promise of Universal Credit – where those in need are failed by its delays,
its loan rather than grant culture (deliberately designed to benefit money lending
finance capital) and its sanctions. In this context there is no comparator that shows
Universal Credit superior to a Citizen’s Basic Income. See Table 2.
25

Table 2: Universal Credit versus Universal/Citizen’s Basic Income
Issue

Universal Credit

Citizen Basic Income

Security of Income

Insecure Income

Secure Income

Waiting Periods

Five weeks delay in first payment, at least one month delay in recognising changes in need or income. No Waiting Periods
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Predictability of Payment Dates Unpredictable Payment Dates

Totally Predictable Payment Dates

Predictability of Payment Levels Unpredictable Payment Levels

Totally Predictable Payment Levels

Work Tests

Work Tests

No Work Tests

Behavioural Conditionality

Complex rules of behaviour to follow. Very high level of sanctions applied for breaching conditions.
In-work conditionality imposes new stresses not present in relation to legacy benefits.

None

Effect of Increase in Earned
Income

Universal credit reduced by 63% of net additional earned income.
Disregarded earned income varies according to household circumstances.

No deductions from additional earned
income.

Self Employment

A notional earned income is assumed that may be larger than income received.*

Income levels do not affect Citizen’s Basic
Income

Claimant Unit

Household Based

Individual Based

Coverage

Only those with not enough to live on receive it.

Everyone receives it

Take Up

Take Up Problems

No Take Up Problems

Restrictions

Restrictions (the local housing allowance, the two child limit, the bedroom tax, the benefit cap)

No Restrictions

Restrictions of Children’s Needs

Basic support limited to first two children. (Exceptions for multiple births, non consensual conception
The same amount for every child
and long term caring.)

Housing Costs

Limited by tenancy type to low average private rent or by bedroom tax for social rents if property size
No Direct Support
considered too large. Loan support for mortgages.

Recognition of Disability and
Incapacity

Limited, in comparison with earlier schemes.

Age

Multiple rates for adults of differing ages. Fixed child amounts. Mixed age couple rules keep couples Most schemes propose child, adult and
on lower rates until the youngest reaches state pension age.
elderly amounts.

Administration

Complicated

Simple

Effect of Change of
Circumstances

Complex, with exaggerated results.

None, except for age changes, or change of
bank account

Ease of Understanding

Extremely complicated and difficult to understand; the emphasis on digital contact makes access very
Simple and easy to understand
difficult.

Cost of Operation

High

Low

Overall Cost

High

Dependent on scheme and other changes

None

24 [Online] Available: https://www.ubilabnetwork.org/blog/proposing-a-recovery-universal-basic-income-for-northern-ireland June 15
2020. See petition in favour of a 2 month UBI at https://www.change.org/p/northern-ireland-executive-a-recovery-universal-basicincome-for-northern-ireland?utm_content=cl_sharecopy_22675711_en-GB%3Av3&amp%3Brecruiter=67450898&amp%3Brecruit
ed_by_id=89efcdb6-0c43-4d36-9cf425 [Online] Available: https://citizensincome.org/news/neither-universal-nor-creditable-a-report-on-universal-credit/

*  “Monthly reports have to be made, which does not reflect the way in which self-employed individuals receive income. Universal Credit
was meant to make life easier for people with varying earnings, but has in fact made it more difficult.”
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Objections
While the above makes a compelling case for choosing a Basic Income approach
instead of the hostile chaos of Universal Credit, there are still a number of challenges
for those supporting it. Beyond the dismissive, knee-jerk rejection of Basic Income
as merely “paying people for being alive”26 is the suggestion that the first, largest
obstacle its advocates face is that they are “selling” an idea that might appear as
“too good to be true” and as such it may be hard to gain support for it. Such a
concern is further informed, for example, by the defeat of a 2016 referendum in
Switzerland that had “proposed a Basic Income at a significantly higher baseline—
around €2,300.” 27
The next challenge is the broader point, made by among others the Fabian
Society,28 that the introduction of a “Basic Income” approach in the UK would
constitute “a fundamental shift away from established and supported principles
of social insurance (linked to contribution) and of lifecycle distribution (linked
to changing needs).”29 While the scale of necessary Government presence in the
wake of the pandemic forced small-state ideologues to bin their natural instincts
on public spending (though, of course, ideology and cronyism30 led them to still
channel public money through rent-seeking private sector vehicles) it is too early to
say whether, given the parliamentary arithmetic and ideological direction of travel
at a UK level, a longer-term engagement with such ‘big-state’ ideas is likely. The
failure to improve Statutory Sick Pay and the lethally incompetent short-termism
of the pandemic’s handling at UK level suggests not, while the ultimate aim of the
most powerful in society will be to treat the pandemic’s economic consequences/
interventions as  “one-offs” that will be repaid by us via the usual ‘re-set’ of regressive
cuts and claw backs in years to come.

Transformative Break
An alternative view is that the economic turmoil we live in, exacerbated by the
Covid crisis has created such a huge shift in our lives, needs and expectations that
the Basic Income is an idea whose time has come. In other words society from
2021 onward, in which this debate takes place, will be very different because the
consequences of pandemic represents a “transformative break”31 - the type:
of radical policy shifts [that] rarely occur outside of massive shocks such
as a war, long economic depression, or external pressures. [For example]
Roosevelt’s New Deal was a response to the Great Depression while the
Beveridgian welfare state was a response to the Second World War.32
26
27
28
29
30
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[Online] Available: https://blog.p2pfoundation.net/false-promise-universal-basic-income/2017/06/21?cn-reloaded=1 21/6/17.
[Online] Available: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-36454060 5/6/16.
[Online] Available: https://fabians.org.uk/publication/for-us-all/ 31/8/16.
[Online] Available: http://www.fabians.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Appendices.pdf
[Online] Available: https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/national-audit-office-investigating-uk-government-covid-contracts- aftercronyism-accusations/ 18/11/20.
31 [Online] Available: https://www.nerinstitute.net/sites/default/files/2020-12/Universal-Basic-Services-long-read-Nov-20.pdf Nov 2020.
32 Ibid. p.14.

This is indicative of a change – even greater than the ‘radicalism’ of arguing to alter
working practices or reduce the working week. In that debate as we have previously
discussed the question that was asked was “is there anything that working less
does not solve?” recognising that far from the dilemma of a golden age of leisure,
“we aren’t bored to death…we’re working ourselves to death.”33 Moving beyond
recognition of this fact, the broadest, most progressive Basic Income proponents
add to this “utopia for realists” 34 by arguing that such policy novelty in or out of
work would guarantee no material detriment either in existing employment terms
and conditions or its effect on the individual relationship with the welfare system.

The question of cost
As with the reduced working week debate, a novel policy, even aided by a
significant political/cultural shift will face standard questions – particularly at its
earliest stages – about affordability. This is the case irrespective of at what level
– national, regional or sub-regional level such a proposal is pitched. Some of the
actual figure work particularly around assumptions/definitions of affordability etc.,
(because the calculations predate the previously “impossible sums” that were found
to meet Covid furlough or Job Retention payments) does now have to be read in
the context of this very different world where, for example, forecast borrowing in a
pre-Covid Budget statement could increase eightfold in a subsequent one reacting
35
to the pandemic consequences a few weeks later. Notwithstanding this point, it is
necessary to look at how (if the Covid response is treated as one-off ) the economics
of Basic Income was and will be debated.
On specific costings, some analyses tend to paint its “unaffordability” by framing it as
a one-way draw on public finance and one that would require both tax rises and, as
we’ve alluded to above, a dramatic interference in current   “market arrangements”.
A 2016 House of Commons briefing on the issue exemplified this view:
Some “back of the envelope” calculations illustrate the problem. There are
currently 52.4 million adults aged 18 or over in the United Kingdom, and 12.2
million children and young people under 18. If each adult were paid a Basic
Income of £100 a week, and £50 a week paid for each child, the cost would
be £304 billion a year. To put this in context, total spending on benefits, state
pensions and tax credits in the UK was forecast to be £217 billion in 2015-16.36

33 https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/false-promise-universal-basic-income-andy-stern-ruger-bregman Spring 2017.
34 Utopia for Realists, Bregman, R. Published: (2018) Bloomsbury ISBN 9781408893210.
35 https://amp.theguardian.com/politics/2020/jul/11/rishi-sunak-is-borrowing-his-way-out-of-this-crisis-but-well-all-have-to-pay-it-back
11/7/20.
36 https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cdp-2016-0167/ 12/9/16.
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Policy “swaps” within the current system
If this calculation on cost largely treats Basic Income as an addition to existing tax
and spend, alternative expenditure models see its overall costs as being reduced via
widespread changes involving tax, National Insurance Contributions and earnings
thresholds. This can be modelled, of course, without necessarily concluding
in favour of Universal Basic Income. The New Economics Foundation’s report
“Personal: Replacing the personal tax allowance with a Weekly National
Allowance”37 for example, has advocated a “policy swap” of existing allowances
within the tax system:
The NEF report maintained that if the Government abolished the personal
allowance of income tax and replaced it with a weekly cash payment of
£48 a week it could lift 200,000 families out of poverty. The proposed policy
swap would shift £8bn currently spent on tax allowances for the 35% highest
income families to the remaining 65% of families.38
The more ambitious, obviously pro-UBI position of the Citizens Income Trust draws
on research carried out by the Institute for Social and Economic Research at the
University of Essex. Again this research looks at change via National Insurance
Contributions and tax rises and states that:
a new layer of unconditional incomes would be entirely feasible. By reducing
to zero the Income Tax Personal Allowance and the National Insurance
Contributions Primary Earnings Threshold, levelling out National Insurance
Contributions across the earnings range, and raising Income Tax rates by
just three percentage points, it would be possible to pay an unconditional
income of £63 per week to every working age adult, with different amounts for
different age groups. No additional public expenditure would be required. 39
An additional view on the question of cost and again, looking broadly at the selfevident fact that money circulates throughout the system (i.e. newly increased
disposable income whether from Basic Income or tax changes is likely to go straight
back into the local economy) is provided in research40 from Widerquist and Arndt
who argue that the UK “could introduce a full UBI (one large enough to live on) for
just £67 billion per year or 3.4% of Gross Domestic Product”.41 They argue:
The gross cost of UBI is not a cost in any meaningful sense, because it ignores
the great extent to which the new taxes people pay to support UBI are
cancelled out by new money they receive in UBI. The real cost of UBI is the
‘net cost’ – the amount people receive or pay after subtracting the amount
they pay themselves. The net cost of a full UBI for the UK is only about
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37 https://neweconomics.org/2019/03/nothing-personal 11/3/19.
38 Ibid.
39 https://basicincome.org/news/2019/01/uk-the-current-welfare-state-is-reaching-its-limits-as-evidence-on-inequality-and-poverty-in-theuk-is-surfaced/ 17/1/19.
40 https://basicincome.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Cost-of-BI-in-the-UK-A-Microsimulation-ForPosting.pdf 23/7/20.
41 https://basicincome.org/news/2020/09/the-cost-of-a-full-basic-income-for-the-united-kingdom-would-be-67-billion-per-year-3-4-ofgdp/ 5/9/20.

one-third its gross cost. Our study is based on data from the 2014/15 UK
Family Resource Survey. It uses microsimulation analysis from the European
Union’s EUROMOD Tax-Benefit Model to subtract out the amount people pay
themselves and determine the cost of a roughly poverty-level UBI of £7,706
per adult and £3,853 per child…this assumes a 50% income tax rate for net
beneficiaries integrated into the UK tax-and-benefit system in a way that
ensures the majority of UK citizens benefit from the transition and no one
in the bottom 20% of the distribution of income is financially harmed by the
loss of programmes replaced by the UBI. Although net beneficiaries’ tax rate
increases, they receive more in UBI than they pay in additional taxes.
In terms of the relationship between this UBI, existing programmes and the effect
on absolute poverty:
This UBI scheme adds only 39% to the cost of the UK’s existing benefits
system (not including the spending on the National Health Service), and an
8.7% increase in the UK’s total government spending (£67/£771 billion). This
UBI scheme is a net financial benefit to most households in the lower 70%
of the UK income distribution, making it an effective wage subsidy (or tax
cut) for millions of workers and their families. The average benefit over the
existing system for each net-beneficiary family is £4,056. Under this scheme,
the percentage of UK families with incomes below the current official
poverty line would drop from 16% to 4% and poverty among children and
the elderly would all but disappear. The net cost of this UBI scheme – the
gross cost minus the amount people pay to themselves (£155 billion), and
ignoring the costs and benefits of integrating the UBI into the existing tax
and benefit system – is about one-third (35.4%) of its often-mentioned but
not very meaningful gross cost (£438 billion).
Also subtracting the cost of existing programmes that can be replaced by
UBI without financially harming anyone in the bottom 20% of the income
distribution makes the net cost only about 15% of the programme’s gross
cost…we conclude that a UBI of this size would eliminate absolute poverty
in the United Kingdom, a powerful result for less money than Parliament
currently spends on corporate subsidies and tax breaks.42
In terms of such subsidies as Guy Standing outlines both in “Basic Income: And How
We Can Make It Happen” and in “Basic Income as Common Dividends: Piloting a
Transformative Policy”:43
There are 1,156 tax reliefs in the UK at the moment and if they were scrapped
that would pay for a basic income…If we phased out those tax reliefs the
total revenue foregone by the Treasury from tax reliefs is [on their estimates]
£420bn per year. [He also suggests] a more general Commons Permanent
Fund, in which a national investment fund would be built mainly from levies
42 Ibid.
43 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-48185806 7/5/19.
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on commercial intrusions into the commons, boosted by contributions from
a land-value tax, eco taxes, digital information levies and several others.44

Customising a Basic Income Model
Other proponents of the UBI though still exemplifying the “where there’s a will,
there’s a way” approach are more in favour of a modified initiative. For example
though Compass’s report “Universal Basic Income: An idea whose time has
come?” 45 concludes that “a full-blown Basic Income scheme [i.e. one that replaces
most means-tested benefits] would be difficult to implement in the present [prepandemic] circumstances”46 they do believe that it would be possible to implement
a “modified” scheme:
Such a scheme would have an estimated net annual cost of around £8bn,
just under 0.5% of gross domestic product (GDP). This is a relatively modest
sum in relation to the huge benefits of such a scheme and the reduction
in poverty and inequality that it delivers. Moving towards a fuller scheme
would involve additional costs over time. Perhaps the most effective way of
meeting such costs would be by creating a targeted UBI social wealth fund,
a collectively owned pool of financial funds and assets. The returns from
such a fund could be used to help finance some or all of the additional costs
associated with a more generous UBI scheme.47
Such a hybrid has been described as policy evolution rather than revolution:
Instead of a Swiss-style invitation to walk suddenly away from an unloved
waitressing or factory job in order to take up, say, community gardening
or some other unprofitable passion, the suggestion here…is for a weekly
payment of only about £50 or £60 for an adult. Alone, this would barely be
enough to survive on, let alone live comfortably. But the guarantee that this
sliver of income at least would be forthcoming might foster security and
experimentation, while also establishing, perhaps, a bigger principle. Existing
benefits that deal with housing, childcare and the rest of the messy realities
that have to be dealt with are retained, sensibly sacrificing simplicity and
intellectual elegance in order to protect the poor.48
They argue that:
the government could make tax-free payments of £60 to every adult,
£175 for those over 65 and £40 for each child under 18, regardless of other
income. This would be designed to cut rising levels of poverty and inequality
across the United Kingdom. Their report suggested the cost of reworking
the tax and benefits system would be £28bn, less than the aggregate cuts to
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Ibid.
https://www.compassonline.org.uk/publications/universal-basic-income-an-idea-whose-time-has-come/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cdp-2016-0167/
Ibid.
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jun/06/the-guardian-view-on-a-universal-income-the-high-price-of-free-money
6/6/16.

benefits since 2010 and the changes would return social security spending
back to the level of a decade ago to help cover the costs of the UBI.49

Challenging the “High Tax” Taboo
In terms of the discussion of raising taxes within this Basic Income debate it is
important to remember the definition of such upper tax thresholds as “high taxes”
is a relatively recent concept. For example, the top rate of UK income tax in 1979
at the point Margaret Thatcher came to power was 83%; in the US on Reagan’s
election in 1981 it was 70%. That moving to an upper tax bracket between 50-60%
in some Basic Income models is seen as “high” shows the success of the last forty
years’ right wing mission to advertise direct tax cuts as the individualised route to
“prosperity”. In truth the alternative tax proposals that reject the regressive in favour
of the redistributive are the collective way in policy terms to deliver the investment
necessary to deal with a society crumbling due to under-investment. Again, we
should note what even a slightly more progressive approach to general taxation
might deliver. For example:
a 2009 study demonstrated that income tax set at 57 per cent would be
sufficient to guarantee everyone £170 a week or £230 in 2020 terms. Raising
taxes in this manner would make 80 per cent of the population better off
while the richest 20 per cent would be worse off so a UBI would significantly
improve equality as measured by income.50
Similarly, if such a “break” on economic orthodoxy was enacted, other funds in
the UK that could be drawn upon include a spend of “over £93 billion per year on
corporate subsidies and tax breaks.”51 It has been argued that such an amount would
enable the UK to  “entirely fund a UBI by eliminating [such] corporate subsidies
and tax loopholes [without an] increase in individual taxes…and the government
would still have £26 billion available for, corporate subsidies.52 Finally, it should
be noted that 10 times this amount (£260bn) - equivalent to a 9p rise in the basic
tax rate or a 6% rise in VAT could be raised in the UK with a 1% wealth tax “levied
on millionaire households”.53 We should never lose the opportunity, therefore, to
expose the colossal scale of resources that we could draw upon to challenge the
grossly unequal world in which we live. For example, despite making £13.73bn in
UK sales last year, Amazon paid only £293m in tax in the UK.54
Its business model, globally rooted in “aggressive tax avoidance”,55 creates a world in
which its founder and CEO, Jeff Bezos could pay “each of Amazon’s 876,000 employees
a $105,000 bonus and still be as wealthy as he was at the onset of the pandemic.”56
49
50
51
52
53

Ibid.
https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/universal-basic-income-and-end-democratic-capitalism
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/jul/07/corporate-welfare-a-93bn-handshake 7/7/15.
Ibid.
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/dec/09/the-guardian-view-on-taxing-the-rich-chip-in-to-help-out Full report on
wealth tax: https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ef4d1da53822a571493ebd0/t/5fd2419675e8893321cbed93/1607614883023/AWealth-Tax-For-The-UK.pdf
54 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-54082273#:~:text=Online%20retail%20giant%20Amazon%20paid,stamp%20duty%20and%20
other%20contributions. 9/9/20.
55 https://www.irishtimes.com/business/technology/big-six-tech-companies-accused-of-aggressive-tax-avoidance-1.4101815 2/12/19.
56 https://www.oxfam.org/en/press-releases/pandemic-profits-companies-soar-billions-more-poorest-pay-price 9/9/20.
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A Question of Motive
If this is not objectively about resources, therefore, and even ‘parking’ the question
of whether the pandemic has provided the “break” to create a transformative
environment politically – the question that still arises is why would and have some
capitalists supported the idea of Basic Income and what aspects of their support
should alarm us? Of course, there is not a singular ‘capitalist’ view and some have
suggested a general motive for its support in some quarters may be self-preservation
against a possible revolt from below. In other words, the self-aware plutocrats need
to “do something” or the pitchforks will be coming for them.
While this cynical approach would still largely preserve the status quo of existing
inequality, an even more malign consequence of some approaches to Basic Income
would tilt the balance of economic power even further towards the “haves” in our
society. This is why there is a very real fear that “a possible consequence of a UBI
without a wider social and economic transformation would be a reinforcement on
inequality and a further rise in precarious work.”57 Some of this threat is hiding in
plain sight, for example, given that some supporters of Basic Income are flat tax
“libertarians” who see Basic Income as a minimalist post-industrial “that’s your
lot” hand-out after widespread automation and “the robots have replaced us”.
In this world the “best” that is left, when the state pulls back from traditional
welfare support, is “charitable” provision only patronising us, as we still need to eat.
In this dystopia the remaining jobs constitute “the best and the worst…Google
programmers and Uber drivers. The latter [type of work] will be so bad—so insecure
and so poorly paid—that the swelling ranks of people forced to resort to them will
need something else to get by. That’s where Basic Income comes in: as the backstop
of the gig economy.”58
Again those with a “libertarian” right ideology would also see the attraction of one
particular “Basic Income” approach. This would be to offer an unsophisticated
minimalist payment – the most that a “small state” government would do for a
population of individual “consumers”, not citizens, free to be   “the entrepreneur they
want to be”, and thereafter free to choose what they spend their Basic Income on in
a monetised, marketised husk of a welfare state. Such libertarians would be content
to “[cannibalise] existing welfare programs and impose regressive consumption
taxes [that] perversely places the burden of subsidizing low wages on the poor and
working-class people making them in the first place.”59 Such a risk, was highlighted by
the campaign group Disabled People Against Cuts who pointed out how the World
Bank’s 2019 draft annual report “clearly articulates the link between intensification
of the neoliberal agenda and provision of a Basic Income, putting forward a policy
programme of extensive labour deregulation including lower minimum wages,
flexible dismissal procedures and zero-hours contracts, compensated in part by
a Basic Income ‘modest in size’ so as to be ‘complementary to work’ and financed
largely by regressive consumption taxes (i.e. increasing VAT).”60
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Healy, T. “An Ireland worth working for” New Island Books; (2019) ISBN-10:1848407246 pp. 108-109.
https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/false-promise-universal-basic-income-andy-stern-ruger-bregman Spring 2017.
Ibid.
https://dpac.uk.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/UBI-Solution-or-Illusion.pdf p.4.

While of course not every capitalist supporter of Basic Income comes from such a
sociopathic position, the free market desert this particular vision of Basic Income
risks is one of the reasons that many trade unionists are wary of it, especially as it is a
model in which, in an escalation of the worst fears that were initially expressed about
how bosses might exploit a minimum wage, employers could lower wages knowing
that Basic Income would underwrite such a reduction and thereby undermine the
unions that would have agitated for improvement.

Why Might Trade Unionists Support it?
An alternative view of Basic Income, however, that does have an attraction for the
trade union movement and its allies is where the concept might present the impetus
for, rather than a dilution of, the core economic struggle between labour and
capital. This view imagines transformative potential if, and it’s a big if, the demand
for Basic Income can act as a contribution to the fight for liberation from low paid
exploitation giving workers the freedom to say “no” to the “junk job”61 and offering
protection from a punitive “welfare” fallout from such a decision. Furthermore, if this
“ambition” for Basic Income aims too high and the lesser version has been described
as a “sticking plaster”, what it might deliver, it is argued, is still preferable to what we
detailed above - the “Kafkaesque collection of means-tested benefits and tests that
the poorest members of society [currently] struggle to access in order to survive”.62
In this way, it can be argued, it would be ridiculous to hastily or loftily dismiss Basic
Income as too “reformist rather than revolutionary”63 as to do so would ignore the
fact that so too “are pay rises, public housing and the National Health Service, all of
which [trade unionists rightly]…campaign for.”64 In addition while it is clear that “UBI
is not is a panacea or miracle solution for the ills of capitalism…it does underwrite
the most basic right of all: the right to a material existence”65 and in this way acts as
a shield protecting against the financial club that has historically beaten workers
back to work in the context of industrial action. In this way certain advocates of
Basic Income see the possibility that a worker could not be starved back to work
as a means of enhancing the struggle over and in work, in short to fuel a battle for
fuller industrial democracy. It has been argued this could even:
undermine the mythical sanctity of work—a controlling ideology of capitalism—
and accelerate the discussion and struggle over what work is necessary, how
it will be done, and for whom. More immediately, a Universal Basic Income
could provide the money and time with which to collectively create spaces that
embody alternative cultural and social values to those currently dominant.66

61
62
63
64
65
66

https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/f/universal-basic-income-balanced-view
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
https://novaramedia.com/tag/universal-basic-income/ Published 17 February 2014.
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A Neutral State?
Some, therefore, even go as far to describe Basic Income as a “permanent strike
fund”67 although this raises a question that is the biggest challenge of all to this
thesis – is the state neutral in such struggles and would it not only fail to oppose
such an exertion of labour rights but simultaneously facilitate/underwrite it with
the provision of Basic Income?
Those who remember how the full force of the state was deployed during the
Miners’ strike including how striking miners families’ were penalised both within
the Criminal Justice68 and social security system will be rightly incredulous at such
a suggestion as will those who acknowledge how 40 years of anti-union legislation
that determinedly shackles many aspects of collective action was forged in the
wake of the miners’ defeat. Finally, again in the absence of a distinct “break” on
recent ideological trends and the cruelty that a decade of austerity has inflicted on
those in and out of work, there is nothing to suggest there has been a lessening in
any real sense – indeed the opposite – of the exercise of exploitative class power
relations that would see a supportive state ushering in the type of Basic Income
provision that would genuinely assist workers and their families.

A Broader Platform
Such reservations about the role of the state in relation to Basic income, therefore,
return the debate to one of how collective rather than individual advances are best
developed on this issue. In short if we look at some of the aspirations from genuine,
progressive Basic Income proponents, are their aims not best met by broadening
them? In other words, should we not be looking at collective services and structural
change to deal with the “messy realities”69 (housing, health, childcare) of life rather
than see the general struggles for the mass of the population through the too
narrow prism of individual income alone?
As we have seen arguments for Basic Income acknowledge the inadequacies
of the current welfare system – indeed seek to compensate for its failures – but
such proposed interventions also acknowledge that “income” on its own does not
provide the fuller definition of what used to be referred to as “social security”. This
also explains why the countries where Basic Income looks most promising already
have a much broader societal safety net upon which to resist a bleak post-industrial
future. In this way, it is argued, “the places where technological development hasn’t
produced a dystopian, jobless future (like Sweden) don’t just have technology, they
also have strong unions and a robust welfare state.”70
Similarly, in terms of the contrast between a broader collective view and the
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67 https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/false-promise-universal-basic-income-andy-stern-ruger-bregman Spring 2017.
68 Campaigning in England in relation to miscarriages of justice inflicted on the NUM during this time continues and a successful campaign
for pardons has been waged by the Scottish NUM. https://www.scottishlegal.com/article/scots-miners-convicted-during-1984-strike-tobe-pardoned 29/10/20.
69 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jun/06/the-guardian-view-on-a-universal-income-the-high-price-of-free-money
6/6/16.
70 https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/false-promise-universal-basic-income-andy-stern-ruger-bregman Spring 2017.

narrowest Basic Income model, while the latter “risks commodification of the core
welfare state”71 it still leaves a broader question unaddressed. This is:
would the current system be adequate if we had free health, education
and childcare along with heavy subsidisation of other basic services? Some
countries have already achieved aspects of this. The heart of the Nordic model
is free or heavily subsidised childcare while Luxembourg is introducing free
public transport.72

Universal Basic Services (UBS)
It is this approach that introduces the concept of Universal Basic Services (UBS),
acknowledging but also moving beyond the stand-alone definitions of individual
“subsistence” and linking such change to a wider re-shaping of society. In this
context, it is argued, Universal Basic Services would guarantee:
a minimum standard of life as a practical and observable manifestation of
our common purpose...Basic Services…[can] actually deliver on the promise
of a common floor to the standard of life of any citizen, replacing living costs
for those that use the services, and increasing retained pay.73
Such an approach reinforces the point that such “support” in the form of services
cannot be truly paid at an individual level. This case for UBS highlights the contrast
between how little even a generous personal income can stretch to compared to
broader needs that can only be sustained if we draw on the collective “insurance” of
progressive taxation. The costs of such collective needs explain why any concept
of Basic Income alone (parallel to stripped-out privatised, formerly public services)
could never properly provide the “cover” for the journey from cradle to the grave. A
topical example, that shows how far such costs are beyond the individual whether
in a society with a token Basic Income or without it, is the current negligence in
relation to the state provision of adult social care. If individuals on above average
salaries who own their own home are forced to sell them to pay for their care needs
in old age, what level of Basic Income could possibly meet the scale and duration of
such large, long-term, complex private costs?
Recognising the limitations of the individual approach, therefore, the Universal
Basic Services (UBS) concept points to meeting wider demands on childcare, health,
housing etc. It represents an even more significant shift away from the decades’
long ideological dominance of neoliberalism than Basic Income - especially so
given that public services in the UK and Republic of Ireland “are already underfunded relative to other high-income European countries.”74 It also acknowledges
that the size of the wall of reaction it attempts to scale is still visible, even during
the pandemic, as shown both by the UK government’s desperate attempts to signal
“normality” to its corporate donors in hospitality during the first wave of the virus
71
72
73
74

https://www.nerinstitute.net/sites/default/files/2020-12/Universal-Basic-Services-long-read-Nov-20.pdf Nov 2020 p.15.
Ibid.
https://mronline.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/universal_basic_services_-_the_institute_for_global_prosperity_.pdf 2017 p.10.
https://www.nerinstitute.net/sites/default/files/2020-12/Universal-Basic-Services-long-read-Nov-20.pdf Nov 2020 p.13.
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and its refusal to amend the worst Statutory Sick Pay in Europe – even as the number
of infections and death toll from the second wave exceeded the first.75
Despite this and refusing to accept that the ideological status quo is a cause for
limiting ambition, a campaign for Universal Basic Services is radicalised further by
pushing the argument on income from “basic” to sufficient “not merely to survive,
but to live a decent life, and maybe even a good one”.76 In terms of UBS, NERI suggest
that:
A non-exhaustive list of essential needs might include health, education,
housing, transport, childcare and adult care. Additionally, a case might be
made for including other needs, for example, food, water, legal services and
electricity. For some of these items, policies designed to ensure sufficient
minimum incomes for all might be more appropriate. It will depend on
the context and the policy design. Finally, the coronavirus pandemic has
revealed that access to digital services and broadband are now essential
requirements for full participation in a modern society.77 Universal service
provision amounts to a virtual income or ‘social wage’ and is preferable to
cash transfers in many instances. Anna Coote and Andrew Percy78 build
the case that UBS offers benefits that range across four dimensions: greater
equality, efficiency of outputs, solidarity and environmental sustainability.”79

Embracing a Wider Vision
The issues explored in the discussion above make clear that despite some of the
claims that have been made for Basic Income that it is non-ideological, the economic
assumptions and issues it raises show it to be anything but. This is because:
The debate about basic income is about the obligations we have to one
another, the origins of property, the ends of human life, the shape of our
society. And when these broader visions are translated into policy, they don’t
simply suggest a shared plan to give people money—they offer drastically
different accounts of how much money people should get, where it should
come from, and who should get it.80
The real challenge that gives true meaning to the concept of “universal” therefore
illuminates these core questions of citizenship, rights and democratic control of our
lives – in and out of work. This vision is far from the “libertarian” right’s dystopia
of mass passivity, mere survival as a way of life with minimal welfare support and
very Basic Income “helicopter money” dropped on us in a post-employment desert.
In that world, the survival subsidy of a minimal Basic Income would be part of an
exploitative circle where we would be expected to use it to buy the products now
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manufactured in the new “workshops of the world” - countries without welfare
states but where there might also be some version of Basic Income provision. In
contrast, the trade union movement and its allies can promote an alternative vision
to such exploitation. This would be driven by what used to be core demands from
the most advanced elements of our movement – the collective economic liberation
of common ownership and full democratic accountability.
A return to such motivation helps to reconnect and determinedly re-educate
the next generation of trade unionists in the fact that all the greatest societal
achievements were fought for, won collectively and that such gains are not beyond
our power both to recapture and use as a basis for future advance. This would
include a basic, traditional fight for the right to work, but one in the 21st century
where technological/productive gains are shared by all of us. In addition, working
hours would be both shorter and easier with sufficiency the founding principle
and key aspect of the Universal Services of which we can avail. This restores agency
to workers in that while “state initiative and policies have a critical role in protecting
those on low income as well as advancing pro-equality policies…ultimately it is
workers organised in trade unions and in associated political activity who hold the
key to the goal of making poverty history.”81

Conclusion
This requires a determined, strategic campaign and struggle for economic control,
self-directed rather than based on any illusion that our gains might be gifts from
on high. While it may have a Basic Income aspect within it (including its further
enhancement with a job guarantee scheme underwritten by “the government
acting as employer of last resort”82) it has to be under our control as we cannot:
rely on the largesse of economic and political elites, nor mistake opportunity
for inevitability. [We recognise] a Universal Basic Income is not a panacea
for the social and economic problems of capitalism and its transformative
potential is dependent on greater democratic control of the state and a
reduction of the working week. Nor should campaigning for it supersede
workplace organising; it should, on the other hand, compliment it. Yet
organising for a Universal Basic Income presents the possibility of the
employed and unemployed uniting around a shared demand that, whilst
recognising the inadequacies of work, seeks not its improvement but the
creation of a sphere independent from it.83
In this way, where the Basic Income debate is clearly useful is as a pointer to the
better society that is necessary, possible and what we deserve. It is not in and of
itself the whole point of our collective ambition. That ambition looks to a wider
solidarity and internationalism – it is not about the basic or the narrow but about
a truly universal vision of how we could live, the links in the chain that was once
81 Healy, T. “An Ireland worth working for” New Island Books; (2019) ISBN-10:1848407246pp. 108-109.
82 https://www.nerinstitute.net/sites/default/files/2020-12/Universal-Basic-Services-long-read-Nov-20.pdf
Nov 2020 p. 15.
83 https://novaramedia.com/2014/02/17/do-they-owe-us-a-living-7-reasons-the-universal-basic-income-is-worth-fighting-for/ 17/2/14.
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the driving ideology propelling the creation of trade unions, their allies and the
political parties that grew out of them. If some of these parties internationally were
captured and corrupted by the limits of social democracy and ultimately walked off
a cliff embracing militarism and markets – it does not invalidate the historic values
in the fight against exploitation and injustice that can fuel the re-shaping of our
society.
In this context, moving from Basic Income to the exploration of the potential of
Universal Basic Services enables us to expand far beyond terms/conditions of
employees in public service. It provides a link to the wider community and marries
general public service defence campaigns to broader debates on what our postpandemic society should look like. This establishes Universal Basic Services as the
floor upon which to fight for wider, societal aims, and does not accept a minimalist
change to the status quo as a ceiling limiting transformative ambition. It deals
with the “messy realities” of economic survival holistically and reaffirms that there
is such a thing as society. This society will be collectively fought for, renewed and
democratically controlled.
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