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Chambers Ireland Submission to the Oireachtas Committee on Budgetary 

Oversight 

2 October 2020 

Chambers Ireland represents the largest network of businesses in the State. With Chambers, located in every 

city and major town, we are uniquely positioned to understand the needs and concerns of Irish businesses 

and to represent their views. Drafted in correspondence with our Chamber Network and associated policy 

fora, which represent the Chambers and their member businesses, Chambers Ireland is pleased to have the 

opportunity to make a submission to the Committee on Budgetary Oversight. 

What are the key decisions you would like to see included in Budget 2021? 

Our Submission in advance of Budget 2021 comes in the wake of the July response to Covid-19 and follows 

the introduction of new restrictions in certain counties.  

The new “Living with COVID” Roadmap and the events of the past two months bring home the reality of what 

living alongside the virus will mean in the months to come. The Department of Finance’s presentation to the 

Irish Fiscal Advisory Council noted that “some firms/sectors [are] potentially not viable with social distancing”, 

suggesting that whole classes of industry are now under threat. Recent Chambers Ireland survey data, 

published on the 24 September, found that business activity is typically down 32% across the sample, though 

with strong business-size and sectoral effects. Revenue expectations over the coming quarter are expected 

to be 36% below baseline and has finally aligned with the outlook for the next 12 months, at -33% below 

baseline. 

The Irish economy, before the onset of COVID-19, was not without its challenges. While job creation was at 

an all-time high, this prosperity was not being felt in all parts of the country. Under-investment in infrastructure, 

particularly housing, was felt keenly across society – to the detriment of our quality of life – having become a 

significant threat to our competitiveness and the sustainability of our economic recovery.  

These challenges did not disappear following the outbreak of Covid-19, and in many ways, instead have 

been exacerbated. If we are to achieve a sustainable recovery, this new government will need to move away 

from planning policies that encourage sprawl and do more to integrate our strategies on land management, 

planning, and public transport so that we create urban spaces which benefit everyone.  

Budget 2021 must also ensure substantial investment in the low-carbon economy. Our collective inaction 

over the past decade to tackle climate change through decarbonisation means that we not only risk breaching 

our 2030 climate targets, but we risk seriously undermining our attractiveness as a place to invest and do 

business.  

Budget 2021 Submission Past Budgets have not delivered for SMEs and entrepreneurs. Budget 2021 must 

include credible reforms and investment to support those businesses who are the drivers of economic growth 

in communities across the country. These measures must include tax reform, and policies that support 

regional tourism and job creation. Further, increasing the training options available for businesses and SMEs 

will be important in addressing skills challenges. Investing in training and education for SME exporters who 

want to upskill in areas such as customs and logistics will be crucial in preparing businesses for Brexit.  

https://assets.gov.ie/88738/3babdb36-006d-417a-9a4a-4acb01e641c0.pdf
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More productive, efficient approaches to managing the economy must also be matched with policies that 

support sustainability and inclusion. State investment in affordable childcare must continue if we are to 

support greater participation of women in the workplace. Flexible, inclusive workplaces that are family and 

age friendly will support not only labour activation, but improve health, wellbeing, and productivity.  

The Chambers Ireland manifesto, published ahead of the election in February, called on political parties to 

put “Place” at the heart of its vision for Ireland. Budget 2021, and the new Legislat ive Programme must be 

ambitious for the regions and the millions of people who live in the hinterlands of our cities and beyond. The 

need for regional development and investment cannot be understated. As a first step, we call for the 

establishment of an inter-department Taskforce on Town Centres to address vacancies, build active transport 

infrastructure, and support urban living. Brexit, combined with the continued economic fallout from the 

pandemic, will make the work of the 33rd Dáil and the new Government even more challenging. As the 

consequences of these challenges unfold, we will be working closely with our members to ensure that the 

voices of our members are heard.  

Aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals, our Budget 2021 Submission makes a series of proposals 

to address these challenges. These recommendations include measures that will support businesses to 

survive and continue to trade throughout the Pandemic and enable our town centres and local economies to 

recover. They also emphasise the importance of investment in infrastructure, the low carbon transition and 

the delivery of affordable homes. Finally, it includes recommendations that will help SMEs and Entrepreneurs, 

support the creation of higher labour force participation and the formation of more inclusive workplaces. It 

may be that Budget 2021 will be followed by supplemental budgets as the year continues. So much has 

occurred over the last six months that predicting the state of the country’s economy, or the State’s finances, 

out to 2022 is a monumental task. Government must ensure that there is sufficient flexibility within the 

envelope of this budget to ensure that the risk of supplementary budgets is reduced. 

Can you propose any KPIs that would allow for the impact of the policy to be measured? 

Our Budget Submission is aligned against the Sustainable Development Goals, with our recommendations 

strategically framed against five of the Goals. We believe the Goals present the ideal framework for deciding 

and communicating policy objectives. This is particularly true if Government is to be successful in delivering 

sustainable economic growth, and more balanced regional development.  

Within our submission we have also referred to the use of the “Green Golden Rule” in terms of how we decide 

how and where to invest. The projects we need, around public transport, water treatment, and renewable 

energies are all aligned with the EU Commissions agenda making finance increasingly accessible and greater 

use of the proposed ‘Green Golden Rule’ will require us to not only measure the cost of individual projects 

but also provides mechanisms to account for the costs of not taking climate change mitigation actions. 

Lastly, we have also suggested that Government make greater use of equality budgeting, or specifically 

“gender-proofing” the Budget. Recent research and analysis have shown that the impact of COVID-19 has 

been felt disproportionately on women. Data published throughout the pandemic has emphasised that care-

giving duties while working from home were primarily carried out by women. For example, CSO data on the 

social impact of COVID-19 indicates that the stresses around caring duties fell disproportionately on the 

female population, with concerns around health, maintaining social ties, and missed education impacting to 
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a greater extent.1 In a note published by the Oireachtas Library and Research Service2 on the gendered 

impacts of COVID19, it was found that it would be reasonable to assume that because caring responsibilities 

fall primarily on the female gender, that this may trigger a widening of the gender pay gap, where “ a likely 

immediate consequence of this is that women’s productivity in employment will suffer more than men’s; a 

longer-term consequence is potentially fewer economic opportunities for women (e.g. merit-based promotion) 

and a wider gender renumeration gap. In addition to this, women disproportionately make up the sectors (e.g. 

retail and hospitality) that have been shut down entirely in response to COVID-19 and are therefore likely to 

bear the brunt of the shutdown in terms of earnings. One analysis by the Institute of Fiscal Studies3 found 

that at the time of shutdown, 17% of female employees were in a sector that is now shut down compared to 

13% of male employees. From an international context, UN Women has called on governments and 

businesses to support policies which promote an equal sharing of the burden of care between women and 

men, implement/support family-friendly working arrangements and ensure long-term impact planning for 

COVID-19 is sensitive to the potentially greater domestic burden carried by women and supports them in 

this.4 Past Government have made a commitment towards greater gender-proofing of Budgets, and we 

believe this will be particularly necessary in 2021. 

How much do you think the Government should borrow to fund expenditure in 2021? Would it be 

prudent to borrow in excess of what is required to avail of the historically low interest rates? Rather 

than run the risk of borrowing at higher interest rates in the medium term should interest rates rise? 

It is challenging to put a figure on what will be needed in the short to medium term, but Chambers Ireland 

has taken the view since the outset of the crisis that the risk of under-reacting to the crisis could be far more 

damaging than over-reacting. 

Infrastructure remains a priority issue for our network of chambers. While our country is entering what is likely 

to be an extended economic downturn, it is critical that we invest in infrastructure to ensure that we overcome 

the existing deficit and minimise long-run cost of a collapse in domestic demand. The projects which are 

critical to the implementation of the National Planning Framework need to be delivered, and in these 

straitened times it is ever more critical that programme budgets are adhered to. Therefore, while continual 

financial oversight of these projects is critical, but given the low cost of debt and the reduced demand, this is 

the time when the state can achieve the greatest value for money on its investments. 

Further with increased pressure on the public finances it is important that we maintain the “Rainy Day Fund” 

with the transfer of above profile corporate tax receipts and other sources of windfall returns to the exchequer 

to ensure that they can be used for funding capital infrastructure rather than current expenditure 

Have you undertaken any work to forecast or estimate the performance of the Irish economy in 2021?  

 
1 CSO Social Impact of Covid-19 on Women and Men 
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/sic19wm/socialimpactofcovid19onwomenandmenapril2020/  
2 https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-04-20_l-rs-note-anticipating-the-gendered-impacts-of-
covid-19_en.pdf  
3 IFS, Sector shutdowns during the coronavirus crisis: which workers are most exposed?, April 6, 2020, 
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14791  
4 See UN Women, Family-friendly policies and other good workplace practices in the context of COVID-19: Key steps employers 
can take, March 2020, https://www.unwomen.org/- 
/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/family-friendly-policies-and-othergood-
workplacepractices-in-the-context-of-covid-19-en.pdf?la=en&vs=4828 UN Women, Women and COVID-19: Five things 
governments can do now, March 26, 2020, https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/3/news-women-andcovid-19-
governments-actions-byded-bhatia  

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/sic19wm/socialimpactofcovid19onwomenandmenapril2020/
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-04-20_l-rs-note-anticipating-the-gendered-impacts-of-covid-19_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-04-20_l-rs-note-anticipating-the-gendered-impacts-of-covid-19_en.pdf
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14791
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/3/news-women-andcovid-19-governments-actions-byded-bhatia
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2020/3/news-women-andcovid-19-governments-actions-byded-bhatia
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To date, we have published five Business Community Surveys, between March and September, which 

focuses on business activity and outlook during a period where most parts of the economy had re-opened 

following the Covid-19 restrictions introduced in March. Our most recent survey (published 24 September) 

found that mounting debts are affecting businesses. Low levels of business activity and revenue have 

reduced the margin for many businesses and many firms are having difficulty receiving payments from clients 

and customers. 

While the sector businesses are operating in has a strong effect on their revenue, the debt profile and the 

capacity of individual firms to meet their debt obligations is idiosyncratic, suggesting that a case-by-case 

approach will be more effective in sustaining individual businesses 

• Micro/Small/Medium businesses are currently experiencing revenues which are 30% below what 

would be typical (Micro: -36%, Small: -36%, Medium: -33%) 

• Only 5% of firms are still completely closed, those still closed are typically smaller businesses and 

expect to remain closed for a considerable period (average of those still closed >20 weeks) 

• Microenterprises and Sole Traders are experiencing the lowest levels of business activity, at -42% 

and -33% respectively 

The broad effect on the overall economy and the profound sectoral level impacts emphasise the common 

interest of both landlords and tenants when it comes to meeting the challenge of Covid-19. 

Where, over the coming months¸ businesses become unsustainable it is likely that examinership will become 

necessary for those firms, with a potentially devastating impact on those for whom they were a tenant.  

Should this occur to a great extent it is likely to lead to a rapid increase in vacancies which will further depress 

the commercial rental market.  

• Sectors affected most by social distancing have suffered disproportionate reductions in revenue 

(Hospitality: -56%, Education: -67%, Entertainment: -65%, Real Estate: -40%, Transportation: -47%) 

Debt Serviceability: 

• Debt serviceability will be a significant problem over the coming 12 months, more than half of all 

respondents will only be able to service 80% of their debt obligations over the next year 

• The overall average amount of debt that is serviceable is only 66%, which suggests that a minority of 

businesses will be able to service very little of their debt, though smaller firms are more vulnerable 

• Large within sector variation in the capacity to service debts means that accessing which firms can or 

cannot meet their obligation will need determination on a case by case basis.  

Invoices: 

• 47% of businesses which issue invoices are having difficulty receiving payment from clients, with 

microenterprises and small businesses disproportionately affected  

• The proportion of outstanding invoices which are beyond 90-days-due continues to grow (over 43% 

of invoices where the terms have been breached are beyond 90-days-due) 

• Businesses only expect between 52-67% of their outstanding invoices to be honours in the coming 

quarter 

• Smaller firms are more likely to be used as lines of credit by their customers 

• While there is strong variation across sectors, within sector variation is minimal 

https://www.chambers.ie/media/coronavirus-covid-19-information-for-business/chambers-ireland-covid-19-publications/surveys-survey-results/
https://www.chambers.ie/news/living-with-covid-will-require-long-term-government-support-latest-chambers-ireland-covid-19-survey-shows-30-decline-in-turnover-even-after-economy-has-reopened/
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Conclusion: 

The submissions coincide with the publication of the September Exchequer Returns, which shows a deficit 

of nearly €9.5 billion euro. 

In spite of the growing deficit, we urge Government to stay the course and continue to maintain supports for 

the badly impacted areas of our economy so that we can minimise the longer-term detrimental economic 

impact. We will achieve this by prioritising funding for capital infrastructure and our town centres, 

While many things may be uncertain over the coming months, we do know that the economy has suffered a 

shock unlike anything that is in our lifetime. The scale of the shock can only be countered by bold actions 

and accelerated expenditure on capital infrastructure. 

 
 
 

 


