
In light of the upcoming centenary of the 1916 
Rising, this article seeks to give a flavour of 
the taxes imposed, and the revenues raised, 
in Ireland 100 years ago. All figures presented 
are taken from government publications for 
the years 1915 and 1916.

Income Tax
Income tax was introduced in Great Britain 
in 1799 as a temporary measure to fund the 
Napoleonic Wars and lasted until 1815. This 
was the first comprehensive income tax in the 
world, although there had previously been 
limited and short-lived attempts to impose 
income tax on certain sources in Britain and 
other countries. The “tax that beat Napoleon” 
was reintroduced as a permanent revenue-
raising measure in 1842 and was applied to 
Ireland for the first time in 1853.

By 1916 the income tax legislation was to 
be found in the 1842 Act, with an additional 
200 provisions contained in almost 50 
additional statutes, a situation familiar to 
those in practice before 1997! The law was 
consolidated in 1918, and this Act continued 
in force after independence in 1922 and 
remained the primary income tax legislation 
until 1967. Although income tax had been in 
force in Ireland for more than 60 years, it had 
only recently been imposed in some other 
countries, such as France, Canada and the US, 
as an emergency measure to fund the Great 
War.

The Schedular System
Income tax was imposed under five schedules, 
A to E, a structure that was introduced by 
Henry Addington in 1803 to ensure that no 
single revenue official would know the full 
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amount of any taxpayer’s wealth – a source of 
considerable concern at the time. Addington 
was also responsible for the innovation 
of deduction of tax at source, which was 
arguably the chief reason for the success of 
the tax.

Schedule A charged the ownership of 
farmland and private dwellings and so 
amounted to both a property tax and a tax 
on rental income. It accounted for 23% of 
the total income tax raised in Ireland in 
1916. Schedule B charged the profits from 
the occupation of land, chiefly profits from 
farming. It raised very little revenue, possibly 
because farmers could elect 
to be taxed instead under 
Schedule D. Schedule C taxed 
income from Government 
securities in terms almost 
identical to those in today’s 
legislation. Schedule D had a 
similar structure to that today, 
with the exception that foreign 
securities and possessions 
were taxed in separate cases 
(IV and V) and employment 
income, other than income 
from employment in the 
public service or with public 
companies (which was taxed 
under Schedule E), was taxed 
under Case II. This was moved 
to Schedule E in 1922.

Contents of the Legislation
The income tax legislation of the time was 
long, amounting to more than 250 sections 
and additional schedules, although much of 
this was taken up with the rather unwieldy 
method of administration, which involved the 
making, reviewing and agreeing of assess-
ments by assessors, surveyors and commis-
sioners. Much of this machinery dated back 
to Tudor times and was designed to contain 
checks and balances in an era when there was 
no department of full-time revenue officials, 
and independent agents were appointed 
locally as the need arose.

Although the legislation was familiar in 
structure, it was less complex than today’s, 
and there were no provisions dealing 
with share awards and share options, 

benefits-in-kind, tax incentives, close 
companies or corporate groups. There were 
very few anti-avoidance provisions and no 
double taxation treaties, although the first 
relief for taxation paid in other parts of the 
British Empire (which would later become the 
Dominion Income Tax Relief ) was introduced 
in 1916.

Taxation of Companies
Companies were subject to income tax on 
the same basis and at the same rates as 
individuals, and a separate corporation 
tax was not imposed in Ireland until 1976. 
In addition, excess profits duty had been 

imposed in 1915 at a rate of 50% 
on the excess of profits over 
the average of those earned in 
the three years before the war. 
It raised little in 1916 but in the 
following years to 1921 raised as 
much as income tax itself.

Dividends were not separately 
taxed in the hands of recipients, 
but rather the income tax 
paid by the company on its 
distributed profits was treated 
as a deduction at source of 
the income tax due by the 
shareholder on the dividend 
received: in effect this was a full 
imputation system of dividend 
taxation.

Rates and Tax Raised
Income tax accounted for almost 17% of 
the tax receipts of the Irish State in 1916, 
although the total income tax raised in Ireland 
amounted to just 2.6% of the total for the UK 
as a whole. The tax was imposed at progres-
sively increasing rates but with no tax bands, 
credits or allowances and very few deductions 
permitted. Those with incomes of less than 
£130 per annum were exempt, and on incomes 
above this level the rate of tax rose from 
0.75% to 15% on incomes of £3,000. For those 
on incomes above this amount, a super-tax 
was also imposed, giving a combined rate that 
increased to a maximum of 31.5% for those 
on incomes of more than £100,000. Only 
82 individuals earned more than £3,000 in 
Ireland in 1916, with most being self-employed 
and none being employees of private 
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companies. Only two individuals earned more 
than £10,000.

The population of Ireland in 1916 was 4.3m, 
compared with approximately 4.6m today, and 
the unemployment rate was just 2.1%. The 
average annual earnings of a skilled labourer 
or a member of the Royal Irish Constabulary 
were approximately £75 per 
annum, which was considerably 
below the exemption level for 
income tax and compares with 
an average of approximately 
€38,000 today. Only 48,335 
individuals paid income tax in 
Ireland in 1916, about half of 
whom were self-employed. To 
put this in context, if income tax 
were to be imposed only on the 
60,000 highest earners today, 
only those with incomes over 
€125,000 would be liable.

Given these sums, some of the 
penalties imposed under the 
income tax legislation in 1916 
were eye-watering. For example, 
the penalty for aiding or abetting 
the delivery of a false or fraudulent statement 
or declaration was £500, almost seven times 
the average annual salary of the time.

Taxation of Capital Gains
There was no taxation of capital gains in 1916, 
a situation that continued until the intro-
duction of capital gains tax in Ireland in 1975.

National Insurance and Pensions
National insurance had been introduced in 
1911, with the provisions contained in two 
pieces of primary legislation and a large 
number of (mostly unconsolidated) regula-
tions. This was the forerunner of PRSI, which 
was introduced in Ireland in 1979. Health 
insurance was compulsory for all “employed 
contributors” between the ages of 16 and 
65, whereas unemployment insurance 
was compulsory only in certain industries, 
although it could be availed of by “voluntary 
contributors”. Unlike modern PRSI, the 
insurance was taken out with private friendly 
societies, and contributions were made at 
a flat rate each week. Contributions were 
made by attaching stamps to a specially 

issued card, which was then presented when 
an individual claimed a benefit. Even today, 
one still hears of people referring to paying 
their PRSI contributions as “keeping up their 
stamps”.

All workers earning less than £160 per annum 
were obliged to contribute 4d per week for 

health insurance. This was 
deducted at source by the 
employer, who made a contri-
bution of 3d, with a further 
2d contributed by the central 
Exchequer from tax revenues, 
which David Lloyd George 
referred to as “ninepence 
for fourpence”. The benefits 
included sickness benefit of 
10 shillings (50p) per week, 
medical treatment (although 
this was not available in Ireland 
in 1916) and maternity benefit 
of a lump sum of 30 shillings 
(£1.50).

Unemployment insurance cost 
6d per week, with the employer 
making an equal contribution 

and the Exchequer a further 7d. The benefit 
amounted to 7 shillings (35p) per week for 
up to 15 weeks. There was no compulsory 
pension contribution, but an income tax 
deduction was available for premiums on 
life assurance policies and a State old age 
pension had been introduced in 1908, which 
paid each individual over the age of 70 a 
pension of 5 shillings (25p) per week.

Taxation of Gifts and Inheritances
Three taxes on inheritances were imposed 
at the time: legacy duty, introduced in 1814; 
succession duty, introduced in 1853; and 
estate duty, introduced in 1894. Together they 
accounted for 11% of the receipts of the Irish 
State in 1916.

Estate duty was imposed on the real and 
personal estate of deceased persons and 
accounted for 72% of the total for the three 
taxes. It was imposed at a graduated rate 
from 1% on estates worth between £100 
and £500 to a maximum of 20% on estates 
of more than £1m. Estates worth less than 
£100 were exempt. The majority of estates in 
Ireland in 1916 were worth less than £5,000 
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and were taxed at rates between 1% and 3%, 
although there were five worth more than 
£100,000 (taxed at 10%) and one worth more 
than £300,000 (taxed at 14%), which were 
staggering sums at the time.

Legacy duty applied only to personal estates, 
and succession duty was charged primarily 
on realty, with both being imposed on the 
recipient of the benefit. The rate depended on 
the degree of relationship to the deceased, 
with a 1% rate on benefits taken by spouses 
and children, 5% for siblings, nieces and 
nephews, and 10% for all others, with various 
reliefs and exemptions available.

The only tax on gifts was estate duty, which 
applied to gifts made within five years of death 
and made up only 1% of the revenue from 
estate tax in 1916. All three duties applied until 
they were replaced by capital acquisitions tax 
in 1976.

Stamp Duty
Stamp duty was introduced in Ireland in 1694, 
and by 1916 the primary legislation was found 
in the two Stamp Acts of 1891 and approxi-
mately 20 additional pieces of legislation; this 
continued to be the case until consolidation in 
1999. As a result, this legislation is by far the 
most familiar to modern eyes, with the rates 
set out in a table for each type of instrument.

Land was taxed at a rate of 0.5% if worth less 
than £500 and at 1% above this value. Stocks 
and shares were taxed at a rate of 0.5%, 
and there was a capital duty of 0.25% on 

companies issuing shares. There was a very 
large number of, now obsolete, fixed charges, 
such as £50 to be admitted to the degree of 
barrister-at-law and between £100 and £350 
on letters patent on being ennobled.

Stamp duty accounted for less than 2% of the 
receipts of the Irish State in 1916, with most of 
that sum raised from charges on cheques, bills 
of exchange, promissory notes and banker’s 
bills, which were the only way of transferring 
money at the time other than by way of cash.

Customs and Excise
Customs duty was imposed on the importation 
of various items such as cocoa, chicory, coffee, 
dried fruit, foreign spirits, sugar, tea, tobacco, 
wine and cars. Excise duty was further charged 
on sales of beer and spirits and on certain 
types of licences, such as those granted for 
various forms of entertainment.

These really were the “old reliables”, with 
customs and excise accounting for 70% of the 
tax receipts of the Irish State in 1916. In fact, 
alcohol consumption alone, through customs 
duties on imported spirits and excise duties 
on spirits and beer, provided a whopping 49% 
of State tax revenues, with tobacco contrib-
uting a further 14%. It is therefore perhaps 
surprising that 1916 stamp duty records show 
that no licence was issued in Ireland to keep a 
retreat under the Habitual Drunkards Act 1870!

Incidentally, a pint of Guinness in Dublin in 
1916 cost just 6d (2½p).
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