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Introduction 

I thank the Committee and its Chair for the opportunity to appear before you. The Interim Report 

represents a major step forward in the parliamentary oversight of our budget cycle. The purpose 

of this report is to highlight a number of particular areas that the Committee sees as having scope 

for potential improvement, and it does that well.  

The Interim Report reads well and has a 'design' element to it I find appealing. The opportunity to 

design appropriate governance and oversight into the Oireachtas is a rare one, and I am glad the 

Committee is taking a lead on this.  

I endorse the Committee's commitment to performance budgeting (p. 14) as international best 

practice in budgeting. The data-gathering challenge this represents is more than achievable in 

the next 4-5 years.  

I would respectfully add some comments and areas for potential improvement below.  

There are, as I see it, still three issues with the report that deserve some comment and perhaps 

expansion. I suggest a potential action for the Committee arising from each.  

1. Placing the annual budget in its longer term strategic context  

In addition to its focus on an expanded version of the annual budget cycle, The Committee should 

have regard to:  

1. Ireland's medium term fiscal and budgetary frameworks, which have not been updated 

in some time;  

2. Ireland's public investment management system(s), which is/are in the process of 

reorganisation and;  
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3. Ireland's overall budgetary strategy and fiscal responsibility framework, which is (of 

course) a matter of EU law.  

Ireland's fiscal space, the costings around demographic and price-level related increases, can all 

be understood better if 1-3 are understood as well. Placing the economy in its longer-term setting 

is vital to see the trends that are evolving.  

In terms of data feeds and information flows, the Committee should have its own data-gathering 

and analysis capabilities, backed up by the PBO. The data flows described in section 4.3 are too 

restrictive. I would increase the list to include capital investment and costings for future flows of 

contingent liabilities (pensions, etc), and most importantly, data on accruals.  

As an example, I would like to focus for a moment on the medium term budgetary framework. 

Ireland has had a medium term expenditure (not budgetary) framework since 2013. A well-

designed medium term budgetary framework can alert government to adverse developments 

related to ongoing policies, allowing it to initiate adjustment well in advance. One component of 

this could be the dashboard/modeling exercise described above, but there are other potential 

benefits.  

For example, medium-term projections can expose how an indexation mechanism for public 

sector wages, pensions, or unemployment benefits that might appear affordable today is actually 

potentially unsustainable over the medium to long term. It can also highlight the impact of potential 

policy choices on the medium term financial outlook of the State. 

A medium-term outlook in budgeting gives the government an instrument for ensuring that policies 

are implemented at the right time, for example, capital projects. 

A medium-term budget framework allows the government to announce policy changes now that 

will be implemented later. This helps set expectations for households and firms.  

Good examples include Australia, the UK, and New Zealand. 

https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/EU-Fiscal-Rules-and-International-Expenditure-Rules.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Budget_Office/Publications/Research_reports/Medium-term_fiscal_projections
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08d3140f0b652dd0017f2/Medium-Term-Expenditure-Frameworks.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/gov/budgeting/budgeting-and-public-expenditures-2019-new-zealand.pdf


 

Potential action: Production of a dashboard, updated quarterly or as is practicable, maintained 

by the PBO, showing the data the Committee ask for in replicable format, placed within the context 

of 1-3 above, for 3-5 years.  

A major element should be the provision of a 'handsfree' forecast of revenue and expenditure 

absent policy changes on the dashboard.  

Potential Action. Consistent with its mandate, The Committee should also have a role in 

publicising and explaining the financial documents of every state to citizens. These are: 

1. Statement of Financial Performance (Income statement)  

Revenue 

(Expenses) 

Operating Balance 

2. Statement of Financial Position (Balance sheet)  

Assets 

(Liabilities) 

Fund Balance 



3. Statement of Cash Flows 

Net Cash Flows from Operations 

Net Cash Flows from Investing Activities 

Net Movement of Cash 

Opening Cash Balance 

Closing Cash Balance 

4. Statement of Activities  

Government activities 

Business-type activities 

Total government activities 

The public understanding of Ireland's budgetary frameworks is limited. The reality of the tradeoffs 

inherent in all policy decisions is similarly limited, and these documents, presented and explained 

appropriately, could go a long way to helping citizens understand the finances of the country. This 

is a different role to the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council, and is more in keeping with the role Budget 

Committees play in other countries, particularly in times of plenty.  

2. Consistent with its mandate, alter the scope of the Committee to 

include 18-24 months of budget 'time'  

The committee should take at least an 18-to 24 month window to its work. Inputs to this process 

should include scrutinising data from the C&AG, PAC and DPER on the effectiveness of public 

spending of the previous budgets' allocations in order to help inform its work.  

To be truly effective and give budgetary oversight in line with its terms of references, specifically 

its role on expenditure management, 219(i)(b), it is not sufficient to work on a 12 month cycle or 

to one individual budget's timeline. A workflow, taking data and insights from the PAC, and C&AG 

would help in refining the work of the committee further.  

For example, if the education vote for the previous year contained a serious capital or current 

overspend, that then bled into the coming year, increasing the base of spending for that 

department over the medium term, the Committee should have a view on this over spend and its 

roots, particularly with respect to governance and effectiveness of public sector spending ceilings. 

Line Ministers and Secretaries General should be called to account for the previous over or under 

spending of their departments on a programme-level as the budget itself is being formed. This 

scrutiny allows a fuller discussion of the options available to the Minister and the various funding 

choices that might be open to them in the coming budget year.  



It might also help instantiate the Swedish tradition that 'each Minister is their own Finance 

Minister', in that justifying an allocation or a spending choice is easier when one has actually 

allocated that budget within an individual minister’s department.  

 

Potential action: production of a statement of structured shared dialogue between the 

secretariats of the PAC and Budgetary Committees to enhance the dialogue between them on 

effectiveness of public spending.  

3. Creating more oversight and management of public investment 

The Committee's report currently does not have a view on public investment management 

systems, or on the development of same. The management of public expenditure over the 

medium term is vital for the sustainability of the public finances. The charts below show what has 

happened to public investment across a range of categories since 2005, first in millions of euros, 

and then indexed to 2005. The clear shocks to housing and to health spending are evident. Capital 

spending is a vital part of our budgetary process, and a public investment management system 

of oversight across all departments is vital, particularly as the State spends more on capital related 

to health, housing, and education over the coming years.  

Potential Action. A revision to the report should make provision for the inclusion of a specific 

oversight track for public investments of all kinds.  

https://search.oecd.org/sweden/40140332.pdf


 



 

 

I thank the Committee for their time and attention.  

 

 

 

 


