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Introduction: Anger as a policy variable 

 

Thank you for the invitation to speak on this important topic. I would like to briefly discuss three 

competing priorities for Budget 2022 and Budget 2023. 

 

I have been asked to speak about a post-COVID world. I’m afraid I do not believe one will exist, 

for two reasons. One reason is biological: The evidence so far suggests COVID will become 

endemic1. It seems unlikely we will ever be post-COVID. The other reason is socio-economic: 

The pandemic has accelerated previous trends around digitalisation, decarbonisation, and 

decentralisation. It has also accelerated the level of anger felt by the public around the key issue 

of housing. By altering expectations around policy formation and action, anger is now an 

economic variable2.  

 

 
I reproduce the recent Red C poll results for the two largest parties in the chart above. The key 

issue of housing provision is evident, being the only issue on which Fine Gael is beaten by Sinn 

Féin.   

 
1 See Phillips, N., 2021. The coronavirus is here to stay-here’s what that means. Nature, 590(7846), 

pp.382-384. 
2 See Lonergan, E. and Blyth, M., 2020. Angrynomics. Agenda Publishing.  
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Outlook for 2021 and 2022 

 

Turning to the outlook for 2021 and 2022, I reproduce forecasts by all major bodies for the Irish 

economy showing an expected growth rate of 4 - 4.5% in 2021 and 4.8 - 5.2% in 20223.   

 

Two things are clear. First, domestic demand will expand following a release of savings across 

the economy. Second, not all areas of the economy will benefit from this expansion of domestic 

demand. Uniquely in my experience as a professional economist, these forecasts all predict an 

expansion of economic activity to beyond pre-COVID levels of economic activity without a 

correspondingly sharp reduction in either general unemployment or youth unemployment.  

 

 
3 These forecasts were made before this week’s Economic Recovery Plan announcements, 
which will add several billion euros to modified gross national income. 
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Two aspects to focus upon: Youth Unemployment and Repairing Sectoral 

Damage 

 

The Department of Finance’s Stability Programme Update (SPU) assumes a reduction in overall 

unemployment from 16.3% this year to 8.2% in 2022, and 6.7% in 2023. The latest Fiscal Council 

report4 assumes a reduction from 15.8% this year to 7.4% in 2023. While the Economic Recovery 

Plan (pages 14-15) has a focus on youth unemployment in an expansion of key programmes, the 

key assumption across the policy documents I have studied in preparation for this appearance 

before the Committee is that young people, who have endured not only COVID but an unequal 

experience of the post-austerity period from 2013 to 2020, particularly with respect to building up 

equity in assets like pensions and housing, will experience above average unemployment rates 

even as the economy around them expands, prices rise, and those already owning assets like 

housing continue to do well. This is an unsustainable process, much like the expansion of private 

credit in the 2002-2008 period, and unsustainable processes always stop.  

 

 
4 Available here. 

https://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Fiscal-Assessment-Report-May-2021-1.pdf


4 

 
 



5 

Relatedly, the sectoral impacts of COVID will not be understood until after the summer. While 

Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme payments accounted for just 4.9 per cent of total earnings 

across all sectors in the first quarter of 2021, they represented 49.5 per cent of total earnings for 

the accommodation sector. Retail, tourism, accommodation sectors are the ones to focus on in 

Budget 2022. Some of the sectoral damage caused by COVID will be repaired by a simple 

reopening of the economy. Some, quite simply, will not. There is a correlation between these 

sectors and youth unemployment, as 46% of those on PUP are under the age of 34. Where 

businesses within these sectors (or subsectors) fail, the state will need to be there to help. 

Concluding Remarks 

 

Fiscal consolidation is inevitable once the economy opens up and some sectoral stabilisation 

policies are put in place. Closing the budget deficit will become important not in Budget 2022, but 

Budget 2023 and beyond. Three options exist for closing the estimated gap shown in the figure 

below. First, allow growth and reopening to do most of the work, while investing in structurally-

transformative elements like digitalisation and decarbonisation. Second, raise taxes, particularly 

on employers and on the wealthy. Third, reduce public spending. This need to position the state’s 

finances for some kind of balance does not chime at all with the rising demands for ever-larger 

capital spending, particularly on housing. It is therefore probable that public anger will continue to 

rise.  

 
 I thank the Committee for your time and attention.  


