
1 

Public Accounts Committee 
Appropriation Accounts 2020 - Vote 34, Chapter 3: Central 

Government Funding of Local Authorities, Chapter 8. Oversight of 
the housing assistance payment (HAP), 

Local Government Fund Account 2020 

17 February 2022 

Chairman, Members, I am pleased to be here this morning as Accounting Officer to 
assist the Committee in its examination of the 2020 Appropriation Account for Vote 
34; Chapter 3- Central Government Funding of Local Authorities; Chapter 8 
Oversight of the housing assistance payment (HAP)  and the Local Government 
Fund Account for 2020.   

I am joined by a number of colleagues from the Department:  

 Áine Stapleton- Assistant Secretary- Social Housing Delivery Division

 Caroline Timmons- Assistant Secretary (Acting)- Housing Affordability,
Inclusion & Homelessness Division

 Maria Graham- Assistant Secretary- Planning Division

 Lorraine O’Donoghue- Principal Officer- Local Government Division

 Marguerite Ryan- Finance Officer

We look forward to discussing the expenditure and activity of the Department in 2020 
with you all. As time is limited, I will not go through every area of expenditure but will 
touch on the key areas briefly. 

As requested by the Committee, I have provided some advance briefing for the 
meeting and also a copy of my Opening Statement. We have also provided advance 
written briefing on areas specifically sought by the Committee, namely Derrybrien, 
Refuges for those experiencing Domestic Violence and Cost Rental Expenditure. 

I’d like to start by welcoming the work of the Comptroller and Auditor General on the 
Appropriation Account for Vote 34, the Local Government Fund and also on the 
Chapters which will be examined over the course of this morning. I very much 
recognise and appreciate the value of this work in the context of enhancing the 
outward demonstration, not only to this Committee, but to the public in general, of 
the important work that is done in the Department and the value we put on 
transparency and accountability. In particular, the period under examination covered 
the first period of remote working and I wish to acknowledge the level of 
professionalism applied to the audit process in that new context. 

As with previous recommendations, we will continue to evolve and mature our 
systems and reporting to align with best practice wherever possible. 
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Overview 
The Department’s gross expenditure in 2020 as set out in the Appropriation Account 
before the Committee today totalled some €5.3Bn, or a 33% increase on the 
expenditure to end 2019 of €3.9Bn. 
 
As the Committee will be aware, 2020 was a very unique year in terms of activity and 
finance with the onset of the pandemic and the range of responses put in place 
across Government. The Estimate process for 2020 did not take place until Autumn 
meaning that certain provisions for July Stimulus and Rates Waivers formed part of 
the final Estimate for the Department. 
 
There were subsequent Supplementary Estimates in the areas of Housing and 
Water to facilitate further Stimulus activity and also additional funding to Programme 
C- Local Government to support the final 3 months rates waiver. 
 
In recognition of the impact of construction closures on expenditure, some €214m of 
unspent capital allocations was carried forward for spending in 2021. 
 
Throughout 2020, the Department kept a very close eye on activity and expenditure 
in the context of the pandemic: 
 

 At the first indication of potential remote working, we established critical 
payment teams to ensure that there would be no interruption to the flow of 
essential funding to the local government sector, Irish Water or to a multitude 
of suppliers, including small businesses and organisations.  

 
 When a full lock-down became inevitable, we had a process already in 

development which saw the designation of essential sites for social housing, 
meaning that there would be a flow of near-complete homes for tenanting. 

 
 We worked with local authorities and delivery partners to make sure 

vulnerable households, including those in congregated emergency 
accommodation and also traveller accommodation could be kept as safe as 
possible. 

 
 Working across Government, we harnessed the July Stimulus package to 

channel vital investment back into businesses across the country.  
 

 Working with colleagues in the Department of Enterprise Trade and 
Employment to alleviate challenges for businesses, we channelled almost 
€1Bn in funding via the local government sector under a Local Government 
Rates waiver in 2020. This proved to be a critical lifeline for thousands of 
businesses across Ireland, and which has continued through 2021 and now 
into early 2022. 
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Housing 
 
The focus of the Department’s 2020 activity in the area of Housing was initially 
driven by the actions set out in the 6 year Rebuilding Ireland Action Plan for Housing 
and Homelessness which was then succeeded by Our Shared Future the new 
Programme for Government- the basis for what has since developed into Housing for 
All.  
 
The Department’s gross voted expenditure on housing programmes, as set out in the 
Appropriation Account, totalled just under €2.6 billion in 2020. A further €91.5m 
million was available from Local Property Tax (LPT) receipts to fund housing 
programmes of certain local authorities whose LPT allocation exceeded their LPT 
funding baseline.  
 
Funding the overall social housing provision represents the bulk of expenditure 
under the Housing programme. Delivery is achieved through Build, Acquisition, 
Leasing, Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) and the Rental Accommodation 
Scheme (RAS). Within these headings are multiple sub-delivery vehicles, all working 
in parallel to achieve the optimum outcome for exchequer investment. 
 
Each year the Department channels both Capital and Current investment strands to 
maximise new delivery of housing solutions and also to ensure the many tens of 
thousands of households already in a social support continue to be provided for. 
 
In 2020, over €2.6Bn was spent across 29 subheads under the Housing Programme. 
€1.5Bn of this was invested in long term homes under Build, Acquisition and Leasing 
programmes, €600m on supporting new and existing social tenancies under the 
Rental Accommodation Scheme and Housing Assistance Payment schemes with 
remainder used to deliver on services for Homeless households, private housing 
grants, traveller accommodation and energy efficiency, to name but a few. 
 
In 2020 over 24,000 households had their housing need meet through the allocation 
of a new social home, or through the supports provided by HAP and RAS. A total of 
7,824 new social homes were delivered in 2020 including 5,070 new build homes, 
1,314 targeted acquisitions by local authorities and Approved Housing Bodies and 
1,440 homes delivered through leasing programmes. 
 
Despite the incredibly challenging impact of Covid-19 on construction activity, the 
second half of 2020 saw a rebound with local authorities, approved housing bodies 
and other delivery partners anxious to make up lost ground. I want to acknowledge 
that determination and co-operation here today, and many of the Committee here 
present will be acutely aware of the pressure at local authority level during the height 
of the pandemic. 
 
Recognising the significant challenges for new housing delivery following the 
disruption caused by lockdown, the Department secured an additional €40 million in 
funding under the July stimulus to assist local authorities to urgently refurbish vacant 
social housing stock and make it available for allocation to families and individuals 
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on waiting lists. Overall the 2020 Voids programmes saw over 3,600 homes made 
available for tenanting 
 
Wider housing supply exceeded commentator’s predictions. By end 2020, the CSO 
had reported just under 21k new completions, under 2% less than the unimpeded 
2019 activity, and when we look at overall ESB connections, which takes into 
account properties being brought back into use, we see that some 24,500 homes 
became enabled for use. Planning permissions were granted for just under 45,000 
dwelling units in 2020 compared with 39,000 units in 2019, an increase of 13.5%.  
 
While what I have set out reflects the efforts of the Department and stakeholders in 
2020, we remain acutely aware of the impact of Covid-19 on a significantly 
challenged housing supply landscape. This was further compounded in 2021 with 
the re-introduction of restrictions. 
 
Across all areas we will continue in our commitment to achieve the best outcome for 
citizens using the resources provided to us by the Exchequer.  Housing for All places 
a very demanding ambition on delivery to be achieved in the years ahead and rising 
to meet this ambition will be the cornerstone of social and affordable housing activity 
for the Department and the range of delivery partners and stakeholders.  
 
As we move into 2022, just under €4bn in exchequer funding will be available for the 
Housing Programme. This is augmented by further non-exchequer capital funding 
through the LDA and Housing Finance Agency, representing the largest ever 
investment in Housing and will support implementation of the ambitions in Housing 
for All with a particular focus on increasing supply of social housing and new 
affordable housing schemes - emphasising new build activity.  
 
 
 
Water Services  
 
 
The past decade has seen a significant period of reform in the approach to the 
delivery of water services and the promotion of wider environmental protection. 
 
As the Committee is aware, responsibility for the provision of public water services 
transferred from local authorities to Irish Water on 1 January 2014.  Irish Water is 
now firmly established as the national public water utility and has brought a new 
coherent approach to the delivery of water services investment and management. 
 
The Government’s voted exchequer investment in Irish Water is substantial, and has 
been growing steadily in recent years, supported now with the revised NDP to bring 
certainty of investment in the years ahead. Over €1.3Bn was spent by Irish Water in 
2020 to service existing schemes and deliver new water infrastructure and 
investment. 
 
Again, harnessing the additional funding available through the July stimulus, Irish 
Water brought forward a range of accelerated projects in 2020. Additional capital 
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provision of €87m and current provision of €28m to Irish Water in 2020 accelerated 
the delivery of essential infrastructure and addressed an income shortfall from non-
domestic customers due to Covid-19 related impacts on the business sector. The 
capital provision comprised: 
 

o €43m for Leakage Reduction and Capital Maintenance 
o €44m provision to accelerate the delivery of essential Irish Water 

infrastructure, and; 
 
These additional works carried out across the country generated some 400 jobs in 
the construction sector and Irish Water estimate that 2.2 million litres of water were 
saved each day through find and fix alone from these stimulus packages-  enough to 
provide for 6,500 new homes or a population of 17,000 people. 
 
While Irish Water were focused on their capital programme in 2020 and again in 
2021, there remain significant infrastructure deficits to be dealt with. Government has 
committed to a high level of investment in the sector. In the period from 2021-2025 
almost €6bn investment will be undertaken by Irish Water of which over €4.5 billion 
will be Exchequer funded 
 
In terms of our Rural Water Programme, in 2020 some €44m was provided across 
both capital and current funding structures. Certainty for priority investment has been 
put in place through a multi-annual capital programme, aimed at improving the 
reliability and efficiency of rural water services infrastructure.  
 
 
Local Government 
 
 
Chairman, as you will be aware, the Local Government Fund (LGF) is a special 
central fund which was established in 1999 under the Local Government Act 1998. 
The profile of income and expenditure of the Local Government Fund has undergone 
significant changes in recent years.  Income, which historically comprised motor tax 
income along with some payments from the Exchequer, is now comprised of income 
from the Exchequer and, since 2014, Local Property Tax. The Government decides 
the expenditure from the Local Government Fund each year as part of the budgetary 
process. 
 
As the chapter shows, transfers of funding from central government sources to local 
authorities in 2020 totalled some €6.1 billion, an increase of 46% on 2019. 
 
A number of Departments, including our own Department and the Department of 
Transport, as well as other agencies, are involved in providing this annual funding to 
local authorities. The Local Government Fund (LGF) accounted for 22% of this 
amount, an increase on the previous year, and this increase relates to the Covid-19 
business supports channelled through the LGF in the form of a rates waiver.  
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The Exchequer contribution to the LGF is under subhead C3 and in 2020 the main 
payments were: 
 

 €37.5m as the exchequer contribution to LPT equalization. 
 €110m towards LA pay and pension costs arising from pay agreements 
 €9m to support certain local government initiatives including shared services 
 €900m to fund the cost of the rates waiver and to support local authorities in 

the context of other costs and income losses arising due to Covid. 
 
 
Other Programme Areas  
 
Further areas of expenditure set out in the 2020 Appropriation Account include: 
 

 In the Planning area, provision for the costs of An Bord Pleanála, the LDA and 
the Office of the Planning Regulator, amounting collectively to €36m as well 
as provision for the URDF, Foreshore and Marine Spatial Planning 

 Met Éireann costs of €28 million.   
 Heritage expenditure of some €70m covering a huge range of activities in 

2020 and also harnessing the July Stimulus to enhance investment. 
 
 
Summary and Conclusion 
 
Between 2019 and 2022, the total funding provision for this Department has 
increased by a factor of 50%, from under €4Bn to just over €6.2Bn. This increased 
provision supports an ever expanding work portfolio as reflected in the targets across 
all programmes and also visible in the increased number of subheads and schemes. 
While 2020 and 2021 brought unique challenges, we are very much forward looking 
now, seeking to mitigate the lost deliverables and strive for achievement across the 
ambitious targets in place. 
 
With this increased Budget, comes increased responsibility for prudent and sensible 
financial decision making in delivering on the Programme for Government. Achieving 
value for money is at the heart of all of our activities, and I know that is something 
that this Committee is specifically focussed on. We will endeavour today to provide 
you with all the information you require, and if there is something specific or detailed, 
we will revert with expanded detail as appropriate. 
 
Before I conclude Chairman, I’d like to note the ongoing co-operation by all 
stakeholders involved in the delivery of a work programme of the scale undertaken 
by this Department. 
 
We have seen unprecedented levels of challenge across the board, and I’m 
encouraged by the huge efforts made within the Department, with our stakeholders 
and across the broader public service. The Department, its agencies and our 
partners for delivery, including the NGO and AHB sectors, continue to give a very 
high level of service and commitment, focussed always on achieving the best for 
citizens 
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When we met in late 2020, and again last Spring, I acknowledged the substantial 
value added by our local authorities during the pandemic, with whom you will all 
have played your own part. I wish to highlight again, my appreciation and support for 
the sector. They have continued to demonstrate the value of public service through 
the range of responsive, agile and practical supports deployed at local level including 
the Community Call and outdoor dining, to name but two.  
 
 
Finally, Chairman, the matters I have referred to illustrate well the exceptionally 
broad range of programmes and activities within the remit this Department.  I and my 
colleagues will be happy to respond to questions or issues that emerge in the course 
of the Committee’s work today.   
 
Thank you. 
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