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Opening Statement  
 
Professor John Doyle, Vice President for Research, Dublin City University 
 
Chairperson, and committee members, I am very grateful for the opportunity to present 
expert testimony to the committee today, drawing on research conducted for Dublin City 
University’s research programme on the future of the island and also as part of the ARINS 
project – a joint initiative of the Royal Irish Academy and the University of Notre Dame. 
 
In this opening statement I wish to make three brief points on the all-island economy. 
 

1. The debate has been over-dominated by discussion of the so-called UK subvention to 
NI.  The part of the subvention which would remain in a united Ireland is not as large 
as is typically reported, and would be irrelevant if the underlying weakness of the 
Northern Ireland economy was addressed. 
 

2. The most important aspect of this debate is the absence of any economic dividend in 
Northern Ireland, in the aftermath of the Good Friday Agreement.  Productivity per 
employee – the biggest driver of wage levels was identical north and south in 1998.  
25 years later, even when the distorting impacts of multinationals in the Republic are 
excluded – productivity per employee is 40% higher in the south.   
 

3. If the economy in NI reflected that of the Cork/Kerry region, there would be unlikely 
to be any deficit in public finances.  That is the opportunity for a united Ireland – our 
economic research and analysis, needs to focus on understanding why the Northern 
Ireland economy is so weak, and analysing what would be required, now or in the 
context of Irish unity to bring it to a position where it reflects average performance on 
the rest of the island.  If that was achieved, then a united Ireland would not only be 
affordable, after a transition, but it would be economically stronger, north and south, 
with the capacity to improve public services.   

 
 
On the Subvention 
 
The published figure for the UK subvention was never intended to be a calculation of what 
would transfer to a united Ireland – it is an accounting exercise – which includes an allocation 
of central UK expenditure to every region – of UK expenses that would not transfer to a united 
Ireland.  Breaking down the subvention into its biggest elements - the pensions, debt, defence 
expenditure and some tax issues –leaves a figure of approx. €2b transferring to the Irish state 
– before allowing for any economic growth.  This is not insignificant, but not a serious amount 
as a transitional cost.  I have included a table, and reference to the published peer-reviewed 
research.1   
 
 

 
1  Doyle, John (2021) 'Why the ‘subvention’ does not matter: Northern Ireland and the all-Ireland economy'. Irish Studies in 
International Affairs, 32.     https://muse.jhu.edu/article/810176/pdf     
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The weak Northern Ireland Economy  
 
NI has a low official unemployment rate, but it is largely a low wage economy, where 
approximately 25% of the population are in receipt of state benefits.  Low benefits levels 
(approximately £75 pw) – lead to higher levels of poverty, than in the Republic.  Income tax 
controlled from Westminster sees low-to-middle income earners pay more tax/ national 
insurance than in the Republic, while high earners and employers pay less. 
 
Two key areas - FDI and tourism are being explored in an ongoing research project between 
DCU and Ulster University. Allowing for population size, FDI performance in NI is about 20% 
of that in the south, and on average it is attracting lower-skilled and lower-wage jobs.  
Likewise international tourism spend is pro-rata about 50% of that in the south 
 
ESRI research shows that the Republic’s economy responds as economists would predict – 
improved education levels lead directly to increases in productivity (and ultimately wages).  
NI education outcomes are very poor by European standards – early school leaving is very 
high, post second-level Further Education is under-developed, and a high proportion of young 
people go to university in England, a majority of whom do not return to NI.   
 
However, when the ESRI modelled an improvement in education or infrastructure within NI, 
the model did not produce the expected improved productivity, seen in the south.  It seems 
likely (subject to finalising our ongoing research) that NI is still seen as too politically unstable 
– both at Executive level and also in the UK’s approach to the EU post-Brexit - for companies 
to invest in NI (or move some operations from a very congested Dublin to Belfast)  
 
 
Would a united Ireland change matters? 
 
Why would the Belfast region – post unity – not transition to an economic performance 
matching at least that of Cork and Kerry?  It has greater population – more attractive in that 
regard for larger scale investment.  With a suitable education policy, investment, EU 
membership and crucially political stability, that convergence is the most likely outcome. 
 
This is also a win-win for the island.   Dublin is overly congested, and housing supply has been 
identified by employers and investors as a major barrier to new FDI.  Belfast, has scale, a very 
large, underutilised  grade-A office supply, a stronger engineering tradition,  and the capacity 
in the context of political change to attract a large number of graduates ‘home’ from England, 
in addition to improving the NI education system.  Likewise, a university of scale between 
Letterkenny and Derry campuses – connected by good public transport - would transform the 
wider North West.    Economic transition in that context is not necessarily a long-term project. 
 
We can model the impacts on living standards for workers and poverty in society if NI 
transitioned towards average Irish economic performance.  Notwithstanding the ongoing 
policy challenges in the Republic, a shift to the southern tax and benefits system would have 
a very positive impact on child poverty, and would improve living standards for pensioners 
and low-to-middle income workers.  An improved economy would gradually end the 
subvention and generate funds for improved public services north and south. 
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Contingency planning for Irish unity needs to start now.  We need to facilitate and support a 
conversation on the priorities for transition, and the appropriate policies to achieve them – 
in the economy, healthcare, education and minority rights, and not just political institutions.  
This needs to be done long before a referendum campaign starts.     
 
 
 
Appendix 
 
A recalculated subvention to reflect those elements relevant to a United Ireland 
 

 £m £m  

Published UK deficit by UK’s Office of National 
Statistics, 2019 

 9,367 

Saving from this figure as discussed above   

• UK pensions – paid by UK in proportion 
to % of years where national insurance 
/ pension contribution was paid to UK. 

3,438  

• Allocated UK debt charges – Ireland has 
no legal responsibility for what will 
remain as UK debt 

1,600  

• Reduction in UK Defence allocation 
(allowing for a 20% incr. in Ireland’s 
defence budget)  

925  

• Tax underestimate due to ‘HQ’ effect of 
London-based companies 

500  

• Outside of UK expenditure, reduction of 
scale  

500  

• Tax boost and savings from central UK 
expenditure (included in subvention) 
which would move to Ireland 

340  

Total adjustments to subvention carrying over to 
a united Ireland 

 
6,963 

Remaining subvention, before policy decisions  2,064 

 
 
 
 


