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Public Accounts Committee 

Opening Statement by Dr Orlaigh Quinn, Accounting Officer 

Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment 

18th November 2021 

Thank you Chair, I am pleased to have the opportunity to appear before you this 

morning. 

I am accompanied by Declan Hughes, Head of our Indigenous Enterprise, 

SMEs and Entrepreneurship Division, Pauline Mulligan Head of Corporate 

Services Division and our Finance Officer Cathal O’Gorman. 

The Department’s 2020 budgetary allocation of €1.95 billion, represented a 

doubling of our 2019 allocation of €977 million.  

As we know, 2020 was a year like no other, and Covid had an immediate and 

seismic impact on our economy and our citizens.  

The €900 million plus, in additional funding, allowed us to roll out significant 

and targeted supports for enterprises, including the Restart and the Restart Plus 

Grants, the Sustaining Enterprise Fund, the Covid Products Scheme and the 

Covid Credit Guarantee Scheme. 

We also significantly expanded other supports such as the Working Capital and 

Future Growth Loan Schemes, and the Microfinance Ireland Covid Loans. 

We responded with a large number of non-fiscal measures, in areas of company 

regulation, health and safety and workplace relations.  We significantly 

increased our advisory supports and our communications. 

One of the most significant Covid measures was the Restart Grant Schemes. As 

the Comptroller and Auditor General has confirmed in his Report, grants to the 
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value of €640 million were paid to enterprises. Of this, €633 million was paid 

out by the Local Authorities and €7 million by Fáilte Ireland. 

The Restart Grants were specifically designed to quickly and efficiently provide 

businesses impacted by the pandemic with modest amounts of cash.  The aim 

was to meet the additional costs that firms had incurred due to Covid and to 

preserve the continuity of economic activity. 

They were delivered in conjunction with other supports such as the Temporary 

Wage Subsidy Scheme and the Pandemic Unemployment Payment.  

The Comptroller and Auditor General’s Report makes 2 specific 

recommendations in relation to the auditing and the evaluation of the Restart 

Schemes. The Department accepts both recommendations and is committed to 

implementing them.  I would emphasise any consideration of the oversight of 

the Restart Schemes must have due regard to the circumstances in which the 

Schemes were designed and launched, and the need for them to be available as 

urgently as possible. This was vital to the survival of many businesses, 

sustaining thousands of jobs. 

Apart from the Restart Schemes, we also rolled out a suite of additional 

measures in response to Covid, and indeed Brexit. 

The Sustaining Enterprise Fund, which Enterprise Ireland rolled out in 

conjunction with IDA Ireland, was specifically designed to sustain businesses 

so they could return to viability and contribute to the recovery of the Irish 

economy.  Some €98 million in funding supported approximately 340 

businesses up to the end of February 2021. 

Other EI Covid supports included the Covid Online Retail Scheme, the Business 

Planning Voucher, the Enterprise Centres Scheme and the Brexit Ready for 

Customs Grant Scheme. 
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Whilst 2020 was a challenging year for EI, with an overall net loss of 872 jobs 

in client companies, almost 16,500 new jobs were created in 2020, 65% of the 

total of 220,613 jobs being regionally based. 

 

IDA also had specific initiatives in 2020, with grant aid for research, 

development and production of Covid products.  The Scheme has potential for 

significant societal and economic benefits. 

Notwithstanding the pandemic, IDA also continued to win new investments in 

2020.  There were 246 investments won last year, involving over 20,000 new 

jobs with more than half of these going to regional locations.  Numbers directly 

employed in the multinational sector grew to 257,394. 

Funding to the Local Enterprise Offices was also substantially increased, by 

more than 170%.  Prominent among their supports was the Business Continuity 

Voucher Scheme, which supported over 12,000 businesses at a cost of €20.2 

million, and the Trading Online Voucher Scheme.  This scheme supported 

13,000 small firms to go online, up from an average 1,000 annually, at a cost of 

almost €16 million. 

As at the end of 2020, a total of 35,236 people were employed by LEO clients 

Covid had a direct and immediate impact on the liquidity of business, 

particularly small business. The Department reacted swiftly to tailor existing 

supports and develop new and impactful initiatives. 

An additional €48.9 million was provided for the Covid and Brexit Working 

Capital Loan Schemes and the Future Growth Loan Scheme. This supported 

over 3,000 loans worth €548 million to businesses.  

One of the most significant measures in this area was the launch of the Covid 

Credit Guarantee Scheme. In the four months, it was open in 2020,  1,890 loans 
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were drawn for a value of €98.2m under the Scheme and it has continued to 

grow. 

 

Another finance measure we supported was €44.8m provided to Micro Finance 

Ireland.  MFI was the first support to market with a Covid loan fund in March 

2020.  This was availed of by 1,300 firms with 6-month interest and repayment 

holidays, and a reduced interest rate. This supported 2,972 jobs.  

  

The Disruptive Technologies Innovation Fund, also received significant funding 

of €140 million for 43 innovative projects. 

Apart from direct financial supports, we moved quickly to put in place other 

vital support measures. 

We established a call centre for information, and published Guides to Supports 

for Businesses.   

We developed and enacted legislation on company law, employment rights and 

a new examinership light process, SCARP, to assist viable small and micro 

companies to remain in business.  

The Health and Safety Authority were, and continue to be in the forefront of the 

workplace safety.  Working with others, they developed the Return to Work 

Safely Protocol and have revised it since.  The HSA also took on a new remit as 

the lead Agency in co-ordinating compliance with the Protocol, across 

Government agencies. 

The Department’s other bodies including the National Standards Authority of 

Ireland, the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission, the Workplace 

Relations Commission, and the Companies Registration Office, also played 

vital roles in adapting their services, providing advice to businesses, consumers 

and employers impacted by the pandemic. 
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Whilst the challenges of Covid remain, the reopening of our economy and the 

return to the workplace has allowed business to get back trading and workers to 

get back to work. Unemployment has fallen from a high of 31.5% in April 2020 

to the 7.9% level currently. 

The supports we provided have undoubtedly been key in achieving this 

progress. 

I would like to note that with the exception of €6m provided at the end of 2020, 

all additional funding provided to the Department was expended solely on 

business supports and no additional staffing resources were involved.  The 

schemes were developed and delivered under enormous pressure, by staff in the 

Department, our offices and agencies and colleagues in other bodies such as the 

local authorities. Their combined efforts were key in ensuring that supports 

were delivered in a timely and efficient manner. I thank them for their 

commitment, dedication and public service. 

Chair, I will leave it there and I am happy to take any questions that the 

members of the Committee may have. 

ENDS 


