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Introduction

The provision of an accurate, comprehensive and 
impartial costing service is important to ensure 
that parliamentarians have the required resources 
to engage in an informed and productive debate 
on policy proposals. This is particularly true in the 
context of the annual budget process. This PBO Note 
focuses on the costing of shadow budget proposals 
by the civil service, under the existing civil service 
costing facility.1

This Note intends to:

•  inform Members of the existing civil service 
costing facility;

•  outline the process around the costing of shadow 
(or opposition) budget proposals by government 
departments and enhance engagement with this 
service; and,

•  briefly outline the Parliamentary Budget 
Office’s (PBO) proposed quality assurance Pilot 
Scheme in respect of the costings provided by 
government departments.2

In advance of the annual budget statement by the 
Minister for Finance and Public Expenditure and 
Reform, both the Department of Public Expenditure 
and Reform (DPER), and the Department of Finance 
(DFIN), offer a confidential costing service to political 
parties and groups with representation in the Houses 
of the Oireachtas. 

The departmental costing service is available 
to all political parties or groupings within the 
Oireachtas. However, requests for costings must be 

communicated via the party or group leader or via 
a single nominated individual, and these requests 
must be communicated directly to the Secretary 
General of the relevant department. Specifically, 
taxation proposals should be addressed to the 
Secretary General of the Department of Finance, 
while expenditure proposals should be addressed to 
the Secretary General of the Department of Public 
Expenditure and Reform.

In addition to costing policy proposals which fall 
within their own remits, DPER and DFIN co-ordinate 
the costing of proposals by other relevant bodies, 
including other government departments and the 
Revenue Commissioners. When consulting within 
departments or with external bodies in preparing 
a response to a costing request, the source of the 
request is treated as confidential. Only information 
that is relevant for the purpose of meeting a request is 
shared, and this information is only shared with those 
for whom the information is necessary in order to 
meet the request.

In costing budget-related proposals, the departments 
undertake static costings. The static costs of a policy 
refer to the directly attributable exchequer costs or 
revenues and can often provide a reasonably accurate 
estimate of the immediate financial implications 
of a simple policy change. The departments do not 
quantify behavioural or first-order fiscal effects in 
their costings.

When using the civil service costing facility, 
political parties and groups should be mindful of the 
conditions laid out in Box 1 overleaf.

The costings process

1 The service is also made available by the departments for the 
costing of election manifesto proposals in advance of general 
elections. We are grateful to officials in the Department of Public 
Expenditure and Reform, and the Department of Finance, for 
their assistance in the preparation of this Note.

2 More information on this Pilot Scheme is provided in PBO Note 
13 of 2018.



Box 1: Underlying terms and conditions of 
departmental costing facility
•  Where caveats or assumptions are made in relation 

to costings, the department’s position on such issues 
should be accurately, fully and fairly represented by 
political parties or groups using such costings; 

•  Requests for costings should include all relevant and 
necessary information as indicated in the prescribed 
template and must be submitted in a timely fashion 
and at least 15 working days before a response is 
required;

•  Costings provided by the department are limited to 
measures put forward by a political party or group on 
its own account;

•  Records relating to the costing of proposals 
of political parties are subject to Freedom of 
Information (FoI) provisions in the normal way;

•  Shadow budget costings are published on the 
departments’ websites following the signing into 
law of the Finance Act each year (while election 
costings are published following the formation of a 
government post-election);

•  Departments will not comment on the merits of the 
proposal they are asked to cost;

•  The costing will not cover the interaction of 
individual measures with other tax / expenditure 
measures and will not include the behavioural 
response to a policy or first-order fiscal effects; and

•  Departments do not provide aggregate yields or 
savings, and will not provide economic forecasts or 
comment on economic forecasts prepared by others, 
or on aggregate spending, revenue or deficit / surplus 
figures.

Indicative time-line 

The chart overleaf provides indicative information 
on the time-line and key milestones for availing of 
the civil service costing facility in the context of the 
annual budget process.

To support the existing civil service costing facility, 
and in advance of Budget 2019, the PBO is proposing 
to operate a quality assurance Pilot Scheme in respect 
of the shadow budget costings provided by DPER and 
DFIN.

Upon request by a political party or group leader, or 
via a single nominated individual, the PBO will offer 
a ‘sense-check’ of these costings to inform political 
parties as to whether or not the costing provided in 
reply to their request was plausible or reasonable. 
The PBO would not carry out its own static costing 
under this scheme. The role of the PBO would be to 
assess whether or not the department’s methodology 
and assumptions were justifiable. In addition, in the 
event that the department was unable to provide a 
cost estimate, the reasoning and justification provided 
would also be subject to a ‘sense-check’ by the PBO. 

The Director of the PBO will formally notify political 
party and group leaders of the launch of the scheme 
in August. Thereafter, requests should be submitted 
in the prescribed template to: PBOCostings@
Oireachtas.ie. Requests will be accepted and 
processed until end-October. The PBO will endeavour 
to respond to requests within 15 working days, and 
will publish this response online in January, following 
publication by departments of their costings. The 
PBO intends to offer departments a ‘right of reply’ 
prior to the publication of its opinion.

More information on this Pilot Scheme is provided in 
PBO Note 13 of 2018.

The PBO’s quality assurance or ‘sense-
check’ Pilot Scheme
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July
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End- 
October

End- 
December

January

Secretary Generals (DPER/DFIN) issue 
a call for requests.

Departmental costings 
underway. PBO initiates QA 

Pilot Scheme.

De facto deadline for submitting pre-
budget costings to DPER/DFIN.

Budget Day

Deadline for availing of PBO QA Pilot 
Scheme.

Finance Act signed by the 
President.

Departments publish costings. PBO 
publishes opinion in respect of costings 
referred for quality assurance.
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As part of a Pilot Scheme, the PBO is offering a quality 
assurance service to political parties and groups. 
This will operate through a designated email address 
(PBOCostings@Oireachtas.ie), to which all relevant 
information must be submitted and in the prescribed 
template. 

This service will function as a ‘sense-check’ of shadow 
budget costings returned to party and group leaders 
by departments. The capacity to provide this service is 
assessed on a case-by-case basis, and is dependent upon all 
relevant and necessary information being provided to the 
PBO and within the prescribed template. 

The PBO will continue accepting requests under this Pilot 
Scheme until end-October.

Departments will publish the costings provided to political 
parties and groups on their websites, redacting on the 
basis of Freedom of Information (FoI) exemptions where 
appropriate. Recognising that an element of confidentiality 
is essential in some circumstances, publication will not 
take place until after the signing of the Finance Act. 

The PBO will publish its opinion online in respect of 
costings that were referred to it for consideration and 
assessment under the quality assurance Pilot Scheme. 
Departments will be give a ‘right of reply’ prior to 
publication.

The Secretary Generals of DPER and DFIN will write to 
party and group leaders to remind them of the guidelines 
around engagement with the civil service costing facility, 
inviting requests for costing. 

Requests should be submitted by the party or group 
leader, or through a single nominated individual using 
the prescribed template, providing as much detail on 
the proposals as possible. Requests should be submitted 
directly to the relevant Secretary General. Taxation 
proposals should be submitted to, and will be coordinated 
by DFIN, while expenditure proposals should be submitted 
to, DPER.

Requests for costing should be submitted at least 15 
working days before a response is required. This means 
that end-September is the de facto deadline for receipt of 
pre-budget costings from DPER/DFIN.

Depending on the nature of the proposal(s), the 
department to which a costing request was submitted may 
consult with other bodies in preparing a response to that 
request. These bodies are given approximately two weeks 
to return a response to the (co-ordinating) department. 

In the event that information relevant to the request 
is shared within and external to the department, the 
source of the request will be treated as confidential. Only 
information that is relevant for the purpose of meeting a 
request will be shared, and this information will only be 
shared with those for whom the information is necessary in 
order to meet the request.

During this time, the PBO begins accepting referrals of 
the department’s costings from political party and group 
leaders for consideration under the QA Pilot Scheme.

July – Secretary Generals issue a call for 
requests

August – Departmental costings underway. 
PBO initiates a QA Pilot Scheme

End-October – PBO quality assurance 
deadline 

January – Departments publish costings. 
PBO publishes opinion in respect of  
costings referred for quality assurance

Disclaimer: This document has been prepared by 
the Parliamentary Budget Office (PBO) for use by the 
Members of the Houses of the Oireachtas and to aid 
them in their parliamentary duties. It is not intended to 
be comprehensive or definitive. The PBO may remove, 
vary or amend any information contained therein at 
any time without prior notice. The PBO accepts no 
responsibility for any references or links to, or the 
content of, any information maintained by third parties.

Contact: PBO@Oireachtas.ie
Go to our webpage: www.Oireachtas.ie/PBO
Publication Date: 08 June 2018
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