UBS is services provided through public institutions – vouchers aren’t UBI
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While discussions about public services and universal provision have a long history, the specific concept of UBS was only proposed recently in a report by the Institute of Global Prosperity (2017). Fundamental to the UBS proposal is that services that satisfy people's basic needs, including health and social care, education, and basic levels of housing, food, mobility and information, should be provided to everyone through public or collective institutions according to need, regardless of ability to pay and free at the point of use (Coote and Percy, 2020; Gough, 2019; Institute for Global Prosperity, 2017). Here, I will use a broad definition of UBS that includes universal basic infrastructures (such as roads and electricity grids) and universal vouchers (e.g. for home energy or public transport) (Bohnenberger, 2020; Foundational Economy Collective et al., 2018) because services, infrastructures and vouchers can be seen as complementary mechanisms for providing goods and services that satisfy needs. The universality of UBS mainly refers to the right to access services if need arises. The actual provision of UBS often requires some form of M. Büchs Ecological Economics 189 (2021) 107152 4 needs assessment, for instance for health and social care. However, some goods and services could, in principle, also be allocated on an equal per capita basis such as internet access or even water and electricity. Equal per capita allocation removes needs testing and stigma, but bears the risk of over-providing for large households (which typically have lower per capita consumption due to economies of scale), and underproviding for people with additional needs, for instance due to old age or disability. This could be addressed by making the allocation tradable which maintains distributional outcomes of per capita schemes while achieving a more targeted allocation of the actual good or service in question. Which provision mechanism is more suitable for which type of need, and how levels of need would be determined, are highly complex questions that would need to be decided in democratic processes.
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