
An Roinn Forbartha 
Tuaithe agus Pobail 
Department of Rural and 
Community Development 

Neasa Hourigan T.D. 
Committee Chair 
Select Committee on Budgetary Oversight 
Leinster House 
Dublin 2. 

'2.?, February 2021 

Dear Nessa 

I refer to your letter of January 15th relating to consideration of the overall framework for 
parliamentary engagement throughout the course of the budgetary cycle. 

Firstly, I would like to acknowledge the significant progress in recent years with regard 
to budgetary oversight, including the establishment of the Parliamentary Budget Office 
and indeed the Committee on Budgetary Oversight itself. The publications of the PBO, 
in particular their regular reports on expenditure, have enhanced the level and frequency 
of information and analysis available for detailed consideration of budgetary issues. 

With regard to the specific queries raised in your letter, I would note that my Department 
provides detailed and up-to-date briefing for all Committee meetings, including those 
which examine budgetary issues. Last year this involved three meetings, namely, 
consideration of the revised estimate, a mid-year review of expenditure, and consideration 
of a supplementary estimate relating to the Covid-19 response. 

Preparation for, and participation in, these meetings does take significant time and, from 
my own viewpoint, it is essential that the burden of this is taken into account in future 
plans. I would also note that as a Minister with responsibility for two Departments, the 
proposed quarterly meetings on budget issues could result in a very significant additional 
administrative and time burden for which the additional benefits are not clear. 

On the issue of earlier consideration of the Estimate, I think that this is a sensible 
suggestion that would certainly ensure more timely inputs to Committee Members to the 
planned work of the Department for that budget. However, in terms of pre-budget 
meetings, I believe that the mid-year review of expenditure already serves that purpose 
in practice, and consideration should be given to ensuring that the timing of the mid-year 
review is such that Committee Members can contribute to discussions on the Budget. 

With regard to the issue of sectoral Committees recommending specific budget measures, 
and that Ministers and Departments work with the sectoral Committees to develop costed 
policy proposals, I would make a few points. My officials have noted that a mechanism 
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for Departments to assess policy costings by all political parties exists and is utilised 
frequently each year. They have expressed some concern as to how this new concept 
would function in practice, in particular should there be differing views on costs, benefits, 
impacts etc. In addition, I would note myself that all Ministers must make difficult choices 

about the best us of resources, which often means new funding ideas, no matter how good, 
are just not possible within the available resources. I would also note that Committee 
Members already feed into these discussionSthrough the mid-year review process, and 
issues such as increased funding needs for certain programmes, and the timing of 

schemes, have been considered and taken on board in the past. Overall, this proposal 
would need very significant further consideration of the possible benefits and risks. 

Finally, to aid your work, I have requested the relevant officials within my Department 
provide responses to the specific questions from their perspective, which I append to this 
letter. 

I trust this response is useful in terms of your further consideration of these complex 
issues. 

Yours sincerely, 

�(�� Heather Humphreys fi] 
Minister for Rural and Community Development 
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Appendix 1: Response from officials with regard to specific queries: 

Support and Briefing 

1. What is the capacity of your Department to provide more detailed briefing, incorporating the

principles of performance budgeting, to the relevant Oireachtas committee?

Drafting briefing for Committees is a very significant undertaking, with updates required on

around 30 different funding schemes, the 4 agencies under our remit, and general policy

information and updates.

We have previously provided performance information to our committee based on the

performance indicators published in the REV. These would tend to be annual targets which

might not be available until end Ql of the following year. Realistically these metrics can only be

measured and provided in a meaningful way at a certain point in time (usually aligning to annual

reporting requirements) (e.g. number of participants in a schemes, number of visitors; number

of projects funded etc). More detailed requirements would need to be clearly communicated

and agreed with Departments and integrated into the REV process.

2. Would it be possible to provide more information with regard to outputs, outcome, targets

and the rationale/demonstrable need of said targets to Oireachtas committees?

The committee would need to request additional metrics within framework of the REV so that

they could be monitored and reported on in future years. If not done in such a structured way,

the reporting could be unmanageable given extent and scale of schemes within this Department

and the many possibilities/ideas for metrics that could be requested.

Estimates 

3. The interim report states that a move towards a year-round performance scrutiny calendar

could be considered. This would involve Committees considering financial and performance

data more regularly, potentially quarterly. Would you and your department the Committee

feel that this would be beneficial in terms of ensuring better outcomes/efficiency arising from

public expenditure?

Current structure involves two meetings per annum, one considering the Estimate and the

second a mid-year review of expenditure. Servicing these two meetings is a significant

undertaking within Departments requiring updates on all programmes and schemes etc. to be

compiled centrally. In our experience there is significant further meetings on specific issues and

on occasion with regard to supplementary estimates, meaning significant ongoing interaction

with the Committee.

In terms of further meetings of Committees to specifically consider budgetary issues, it is

difficult to see significant benefits to additional meetings on that topic. With capital programmes

in particular payment claims tend to be made in Q3 and Q4, meaning expenditure figures in Ql

and Q2 are not very informative of progress, and the existing timing of the mid-year review is

appropriate in terms of considering issues that may be emerging. Meetings in Nov/Dec would be

extremely challenging resource wise given need for Finance Units to focus on managing

payments processing for claims at year end.



4. Would you and your department be happy to oblige the Committee in this regard and provide 
the required level of support and briefing? 

Department has always provided good quality and comprehensive briefing for these meetings. 

The most important issue on further support/briefing would be clarity and agreement on what 
exactly is required, and that any additional metrics are developed and agreed in the context of 
the REV framework. 

Again, developing Committee briefing is a significant undertaking, and doing this 4 times per 
annum would seem to offer very limited additional benefit over the existing arrangement. 

5. The Report also highlights that Ireland is an outlier in an international context in that the 
Estimates are not approved until well into the budgetary year. Were committees to consider 
the Estimates at an earlier point in the year, would there be any implications for your 
department? 

The timing of the existing Committee meetings (approval of estimate and mid-year review) does 
vary a lot, and from our experience earlier Budget consideration and a mid-year review of 
expenditure before early Sept is better for all concerned. Mid-year reviews drifting into Oct 
mean limit scope for Committee inputs to influence budgetary discussions. More consistency in 
when these take place would be of benefit. 

One timing issue is that a key focus for Finance Units in Ql is preparation of the Appropriation 
Account and this is a very demanding task for the Jan-March period. As the Account needs to be 
submitted to the Office of the Comptrol ler and Auditor General by end March it would be very 
difficult to manage both this and a Committee meetings, and so it would be preferable if these 
were completed during late January through to February. 

Appropriate notice of meetings for Department by the Committee is also important given the 
scale of work involved in developing briefing for the Committee. 

Pre-Budget Scrutiny 

6. Would you and your department welcome the opportunity to engage with Oireachtas 
committees in advance of the budget to discuss key budget priorities? 

From our experience this discussion takes place during the mid-year expenditure review, as for 
us the timing of this meeting has usually been in line with Budget discussions. Again, it is difficult 
to see benefit in further meeting when the mid-year review timing is the timeline for inputs to 
the Budget. 

7. The Interim Report proposes that a more integrated approach could be taken to pre-budget 
scrutiny, with sectoral Committees recommending specific budgetary measures that address 
specific public policy challenges. Would you and your department be happy to work with the 
relevant committee towards developing costed policy proposals that address these 
challenges? 



8. From your perspective, what would be the potential constraints/drawbacks/pitfalls associated 
with working with the relevant committee during the budget formation process? 

This proposal could put officials in a difficult position given Budget decisions are policy decisions, 
rather than administrative decisions. The existing structure is that we regularly assess opposition 
costings in advance of the Budget, however, the policy proposal and costing is not developed by 
the Department, rather it is assessed in terms of accuracy. There is a risk with this proposal that 
issues such as differing opinions on costings and possible conflicts of interest could arise. A clear 
framework on how this operates would need to be developed and considered further. 




