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Séanadh

Is í an Oifig Buiséid Pharlaiminteach (OBP) a d’ullmhaigh an doiciméad seo mar áis do Chomhaltaí Thithe an 
Oireachtais ina gcuid dualgas parlaiminteach. Ní bheartaítear é a bheith uileghabhálach ná críochnúil. Féadfaidh an 
OBP aon fhaisnéis atá ann a bhaint as nó a leasú aon tráth gan fógra roimh ré. Níl an OBP freagrach as aon tagairtí 
d’aon fhaisnéis atá á cothabháil ag tríú páirtithe nó naisc chuig aon fhaisnéis den sórt sin ná as ábhar aon fhaisnéise 
den sórt sin. Tá baill foirne an OBP ar fáil chun ábhar na bpáipéar seo a phlé le Comhaltaí agus lena gcuid foirne ach 
ní féidir leo dul i mbun plé leis an mórphobal nó le heagraíochtaí seachtracha.

Disclaimer

This document has been prepared by the Parliamentary Budget Office (PBO) for use by the Members of the Houses 
of the Oireachtas to aid them in their parliamentary duties. It is not intended to be either 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. 
Staff of the PBO are available to discuss the contents of these papers with Members and their staff, but cannot enter 
into discussions with members of the general public or external organisations.
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n	General Government Expenditure is the key measure of overall government spending for the European Union’s 

fiscal rules.

n	72% of General Government Expenditure is made up of voted current expenditure. 10% is made up of non-voted 

current expenditure and 9% is made up of voted capital expenditure. The remaining 9% of General Government 

Expenditure is Non-Exchequer Expenditure.

n	The largest elements of voted current expenditure are €19.8 billion in Social Protection supports, €18.7 billion 

in expenditure on pay and €7.9 billion in non-pay expenditure of the HSE.

n	Non-voted current expenditure is dominated by interest payments on the national debt and the EU budget 

contribution. Government has limited ability to impact these in any given year. These types of expenditure are 

sometimes called non-discretionary spending.

n	Voted capital expenditure has historically proved the easiest to reduce when fiscal consolidation is carried out. 

This may reflect a bias towards capital reductions during general reductions in government spending. Reducing 

capital investment carries the risk of reducing the economy’s capacity and of losing the opportunity to invest in 

projects at a time when value for money may be easier to achieve and when overheating is not an issue.

n	Non-voted current expenditure that is difficult to influence, and voted current expenditure that is tied to the level 

of public services make up a significant share of General Government Expenditure. This means that year-on-year 

decisions during the annual budgetary process are limited in scope, and large changes in the composition of 

expenditure have proven difficult to achieve in the past.
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This paper will discuss the totality of General Government Expenditure. This definition of Government expenditure is 

key to calculating compliance with European fiscal rules, namely both the Expenditure Benchmark and the Structural 

Balance.1 This paper takes the approach of breaking this expenditure into its constituent parts, and then further 

detailing how these constituents are themselves made up. The goal is to explain where the majority of government 

expenditure is targeted, what space is available for incremental changes from year-to-year, and how this has 

historically affected decisions about how to reduce spending when needed.

However, spending is only one side of the equation required to calculate the health of the public finances. General 

Government Revenue (which includes taxation, levies, and appropriations-in-aid) is raised to fund General Government 

Expenditure. The difference between the two is the General Government Balance, which is then modified to account for 

the economic cycle to produce the Structural Balance that is central to the EU’s fiscal rules.

This paper focuses on the government spending that makes up the expenditure side of the equation, but both the level 

of revenue used to fund this spending, and the composition of that revenue (e.g. how broad-based and reliable it is) 

are critical considerations for the sustainability of the government’s financial position.

1 Bedogni, J. & Meaney, K. EU Fiscal Rules and International Expenditure Rules, IGEES, February 2017. 
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https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/EU-Fiscal-Rules-and-International-Expenditure-Rules.pdf


General Government Expenditure includes expenditure at the national, regional and local level. While the majority 

of national Government Expenditure is accounted for by the Exchequer, a number of areas (both national and local) 

are not funded by the Exchequer:

n	The Social Insurance Fund;

n	The National Training Fund;

n	Semi-state bodies;

n	Local authorities’ own funds; and

n	Other state funds (e.g. the Irish Strategic Investment Fund).

However, the Ministers and Secretaries (Amendment) Act 2013 defines ‘Government Expenditure’ as including the Social 

Insurance Fund and the National Training Fund. As a result of this, presentations of the Exchequer usually include the 

two funds within the Exchequer total, in spite of the fact that, technically, they are not Exchequer items. This paper also 

includes these funds when displaying the Exchequer totals. Within the Exchequer, there are two broad types of 

expenditure that make up General Government Expenditure: voted and non-voted. These can be further divided into 

capital and current expenditure, giving four high-level types of expenditure.

Figure 1: Hierarchy Diagram of General Government and Non-General Government Expenditure

General Government Expenditure

Non-General Government Expenditure

Non-Exchequer

Voted Current

Voted Capital

Non-Voted

General Government

Non-General Government

Non-Voted Current

Non-Voted Capital

Exchequer

Voted

Source: PBO (2019).
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Figure 2 illustrates the breakdown of Exchequer expenditure. In total, €77.65 billion of expenditure is projected 

for 2019. Of this:

n	€59.3 billion is voted current expenditure;

n	€8.3 billion is non-voted current expenditure;

n	€7.3 billion is voted capital expenditure; and,

n	€2.8 billion is non-voted capital expenditure.

Figure 2: Composition of Exchequer Expenditure for 2019, including Non-General Government 
Expenditure, € millions

Voted Current

Non-Voted Current

Voted Capital

Non-Voted Capital
(non-General Government)

59,290

2,760

8,260

7,340

Source: Stability Programme Update 2019.

When calculating General Government Expenditure, not all of the Exchequer expenditure presented in Figure 2 

is included. For the purposes of this statistical designation (as defined by Eurostat), all of the non-voted capital 

expenditure and a small portion of the non-voted current expenditure (€5 million) is excluded.

This means that when considering General Government Expenditure, the key areas are voted current 

and capital expenditure and non-voted current expenditure.

Voted expenditure is subject to scrutiny by Dáil committees and approval by Dáil Éireann during the national budget 

process. It is presented in the annual Estimates, approved in the Revised Estimates, modified by Further Revived 

Estimates (on occasion) or Supplementary Estimates (typically) before being finally recorded in the annual 

Appropriations Act at the end of the year.

Non-voted current expenditure is mainly made up of:

n	interest payments on the national debt;

n	contributions to the EU budget; and

n	the expenses of the Houses of the Oireachtas.

The overwhelming majority of non-voted current expenditure falls under the first two headings.
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From year-to-year, the government has limited ability to change or decide the level of non-voted expenditure, as the two 

largest areas are dictated by external factors (interest rates and a combination of the EU budget and Ireland’s share of 

EU GNI) or long-term policy decisions (e.g. the level of borrowing in previous years and the timing of maturity dates for 

the existing stock of debt).
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As previously shown in Figure 2 (p.5), the majority of government spending in Ireland is made up of voted current 

expenditure. There are three broad components to voted current expenditure:

n	pay expenditure;

n	pensions; and

n	non-pay expenditure.

The size of each of these components is shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Composition of voted current expenditure in 2019, € millions

Pay

Pensions

Non-Pay

18,714

3,200
37,377

Source: DPER Databank.

Pay and pensions expenditure each relate to the employment costs associated with delivering public services; 

past or ‘legacy’ costs (pensions) and present costs (pay). Non-pay expenditure relates to a wide range of policy 

areas, but is heavily concentrated.
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Pay and Pensions

These two types of current expenditure are related to the pay of civil and public servants. However, the ‘Pay’ heading 

in voted expenditure does not encompass the entirety of pay-related costs in the public sector. The Pay classification 

captures only the pay of public servants whose wages are funded directly from the Exchequer. This excludes employees 

of some state agencies, semi-state bodies or contractors working for the public sector. Notwithstanding this issue, 

Figure 4 shows that the most significant Votes for pay expenditure are Health, Education and Skills, and Garda 

Síochána. These Votes encompass the policy areas which involve the most labour intensive public services, meaning 

that decisions for these sectors will have a significant impact upon the overall level of pay expenditure in the Irish 

public sector.

Figure 4: Composition of voted pay expenditure in 2019, € millions

Health

Education and Skills

An Garda Siochana

All Others

7,954

3,387

6,224

1,149

Source: DPER Databank.

Table 1 shows that the concentration of pensions expenditure is similar, but that the positions of the Education 

and Health Sectors are reversed relative to pay.

Table 1: 2019 Pensions Expenditure

Vote € Millions Share

Education and Skills 1,354 42%

Superannuation 610 19%

Health 491 15%

Garda Síochána 346 11%

Others 399 12%

Total 3,200,108 100%

Source: DPER Databank.
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Non-Pay

As Figure 3 shows, non-pay expenditure is the largest share of voted current expenditure, accounting for over €37 

billion of the €59.3 billion in total voted current expenditure. Over half of this falls under the Employment Affairs and 

Social Protection Vote or the Social Insurance Fund (i.e. for pensions and income supports). As Figure 5 shows, 54% 

of non-pay current expenditure falls under the Social Protection Vote Group, while 21% falls under Health, i.e. the two 

largest Votes account for 75% of all non-pay voted current expenditure. The Housing, Planning and Local Government 

Vote also makes up a significant share of this category of Expenditure, as the current expenditure funded housing 

measures and Irish Water fall under this heading.

Figure 5: Composition of voted non-pay current expenditure in € millions

Employment Affairs and Social Protection (inc. SIF)

Health

Housing, Planning and Local Government

Education and Skills

All Others

20,173

5,727

7,920

1,794

1,762

Source: DPER Databank.

Each of these Votes contains a number of Programmes, which are used to finance specific policy objectives of each 

Department. Further, within each programme, there are a number of Subheads, which generally fund a single policy 

intervention that aids the objective of the Programme. As the Social Insurance Fund is not a Vote and does not contain 

Programmes per se, it is recorded as a subhead in the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform’s data. Table 2 

(over) details the 10 largest subheads for non-pay expenditure in the Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019, 

which account for 66% of all non-pay current expenditure.2 As this shows, the vast majority of the expenditure 

under this heading is targeted towards social protection supports. Under the Health Vote, the Operational Areas 

Programme contains the general HSE Subhead, which includes a large block of funding that is provided to the 

HSE under the Net Determination.

2 The PBO has also, separately, published an infographic (13 of 2019) highlighting the total percentage expenditure of the top 10, 
and all other subheads, at the aggregate voted expenditure level (current and capital together).
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https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2019/2019-03-13_revised-and-further-revised-estimates-for-public-services-2019-subheads-by-expenditure_en.pdf


Table 2: Top 10 ‘Subheads’ by Non-Pay Expenditure, 2019, € millions

Vote Subhead Non-Pay Share

Social Protection (incl. SIF) Social Insurance Fund 9,671 26%

Health J – Operational Areas 3,502 9%

Health L.1 – Primary Care Reimbursement Services 2,974 8%

Social Protection (incl. SIF) A.31 – Child Benefit 2,097 6%

Social Protection (incl. SIF) A.24 – Disability Allowance 1,650 4%

Social Protection (incl. SIF) A.4 – Jobseeker’s Allowance 1,607 4%

Social Protection (incl. SIF) A.3 – State Pension – (non-contributory) 1,022 3%

Social Protection (incl. SIF) A.26 – Carer’s Allowance 837 2%

Health L.2 – Long Term Residential Care 697 2%

Housing, Planning and Local 
Government

B.5 – Irish Water 563 2%

Source: DPER Databank.
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Non-voted current expenditure is dominated by two areas:

1. the costs of the national debt; and

2. the EU Budget Contribution.

Figure 6 shows the share and value of expenditure under non-voted current expenditure. The two largest sources 

of expenditure are areas where year-on-year changes are generally not the result of decisions made by the Government 

as part of the Annual Budget. The cost of servicing the national debt is primarily decided by two factors: the outstanding 

stock of debt and interest rate conditions. Decisions by the Government regarding the overall balance of Government 

Revenue and Expenditure will impact the cost of interest in the long term (e.g. a deficit forces the absolute debt level 

to increase, while a surplus would allow the government to decrease it). However, the expenditure required in one year 

is impacted only very marginally by the previous year.

Ireland’s share of the Contributions needed to fund the EU budget are impacted largely by the Multiannual 

Financial Framework (MFF), the annual budget of the EU and Ireland’s share of EU GNI. Similarly, in any given year, 

the Government has very limited ability to impact upon these drivers of expenditure.

Figure 6: The composition of non-voted Current Expenditure in 2019, € millions3

National Debt Interest

Debt management expenses

EU budget contribution

Oireachtas

Other
5,320

185

200

2,575

150

Source: Budget 2019: Economic and Fiscal Outlook.

3 This figure uses the amounts from Budget 2019’s Economic and Fiscal Outlook, because this provides a breakdown of each of the areas under 
non-voted current expenditure. More recent data shows that the total expenditure under non-voted current is projected to be €170 
million less than projected at the time of the Budget, while the costs of servicing the national debt are expected to be €175 million lower, implying 
other areas will be €5 million higher than expected. 
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This paper has focused largely upon the composition of the total amount of public expenditure in Ireland. However, 

year-to-year, the space available to increase expenditure (or reduce the national debt) is limited by the European 

Union’s fiscal rules.

Table 3 summarises the main areas that impact upon Ireland’s General Government Balance from the Expenditure side. 

Naturally, revenue decisions are equally important for deciding the final balance, but expenditure influences both the 

General Government Balance and the Expenditure Benchmark. Over half of the share of this expenditure is made up of 

social protection supports (which exclude the cost of administration) and the pay of public and civil servants. The next 

largest single area of expenditure is the non-pay spending of Ireland’s health service, which includes the costs of the 

Primary Care Reimbursement Service (i.e. mostly relates to pharmaceutical costs) and the non-pay costs of the Health 

Service Executive.

The final three areas of expenditure detailed in the Table share a commonality: year-on-year changes are not a direct 

result of current government policy, but are related to the more long-term fiscal sustainability of government policy.

Table 3: Key Areas of Government Expenditure in € millions

Element of Expenditure Sub-Category Amount Share of Total

Voted Current Social Protection Supports 19,758 27%

Voted Current Voted Pay Expenditure 18,714 25%

Voted Current Other Non-Pay Expenditure 9,699 13%

Voted Current Health Non-Pay Expenditure 7,920 11%

Voted Capital Expenditure Voted Capital Expenditure 7,340 10%

Non-voted Current National Debt Interest 5,320 7%

Voted Current Pensions 3,200 4%

Non-voted Current EU Budget Contribution 2,575 3%

74,526 100%

Source: DPER Databank, Budget 2019: Economic and Fiscal Outlook.
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The nature of the totality of General Government Expenditure means that the year-on-year decisions that are made 

in the annual budgetary process to change spending priorities are limited in scope. The incremental change in voted 

expenditure is set out in the Ministerial Vote Group Ceilings, however, not all of the change in these ceilings is a result of 

new policies or new measures.4 Due to Ireland’s demographic trends, and inflation, the cost of delivering the same level 

of service increases each year. This cost is only explicitly included at budget time for Education and Skills, Employment 

Affairs and Social Protection, and Health, but other Votes will also be affected by demographic trends to a lesser extent.5 

In addition, centrally negotiated pay deals have an ongoing impact on the space available for new policy measures. 

For example, in 2020 and 2021 the cumulative cost of the Public Services Stability Agreement is €390 million and 

€651 million, respectively.

Table 4: Revisions in Current Expenditure Ceiling for 2019 – € millions

Vote Group 2018 20191 20192 Demographics Increase at 
Budget Time

Employment Affairs and Social Protection 20,002 20,243 20,484 241 241

Health Group 14,798 14,921 16,360 123 1439

Education and Skills 9,339 9,388 9,822 49 434

Transport, Tourism and Sport 699 723 755 24 32

All Other Vote Groups 10,755 10,755 11,839 0 1084

Public Service Stability Agreement – 370 – – –

Resources to be Allocated – 506 – – –

Total 55,593 56,906 59,260 437 3230

Source: Expenditure Report 2018 and Expenditure Report 2019. 20191 details the allocation for 2019 given 

in Budget 2018. 20192 details the allocation for 2019 in Budget 2019.

4 See PBO analysis of Multiannual Expenditure Ceilings (PBO Publication 11 of 2019).

5 See PBO Publication 1 of 2019, Demographics and Voted Expenditure.
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http://Demographics and Voted Expenditure


The final major element of General Government Expenditure is voted capital expenditure. Figure 7 illustrates 

the allocations for capital expenditure in 2019; 51% of the total allocation is received by the Housing, Planning 

and Local Government and the Transport, Tourism and Sport Votes.

Figure 7: Voted capital expenditure in 2019, € millions

Housing, Planning & Local Government 

Transport, Tourism & Sport 

Education And Skills 

Health

Business, Enterprise & Innovation 

All Other Votes1,586

2,124

941

620

742

1,329

Source: DPER Databank.

Historically, capital expenditure has been impacted by fiscal policy more significantly than current expenditure. 

While capital expenditure has been described as pro-cyclical in Ireland,6 it is interesting to note the way that its 

cyclicality diverges from current expenditure.

Figure 8 illustrates the trends in:

n	nominal GDP;

n	capital investment in non-financial assets; and

n	total expenditure excluding capital investment in non-financial assets.

6 Central Bank of Ireland, Quarterly Bulletin 03/July 18, p. 67.
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Figure 8: Gross Investment in Non-Financial Assets and Total Expenditure, 2000-2018
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Gross Investment in Non-Financial Assets (2008 = 100)

Expenditure (exc. Gross Capital Investment and Capital Transfers) (2008 = 100)

Nominal GDP (2008 = 100)
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Source: CSO.

The historical trend from 2000-2008 shows that current expenditure (roughly equivalent to the third item in the 

bulleted list above) grew linearly in line with GDP growth, but faced only minimal proportional falls during the period 

of fiscal consolidation (2008-2015), while capital expenditure collapsed immediately in 2009, and was still far below 

2008 levels in 2018.

The nature of capital expenditure means that when decisions need to be made about cutting expenditure levels, 

capital projects seem to be considered more amenable to cuts than public services programmes. In addition, some 

current expenditure items (e.g. unemployment benefits) have an inverse relationship to the business cycle, meaning 

they increase during downturns. However, the greater ease with which capital expenditure can be cut appears to 

result in a bias towards cuts in capital projects during fiscal consolidation. This bias may have long term economic 

implications, as “underinvestment in areas where there is demand can impact on competitiveness and hold back 

economic growth. For example, a lack of infrastructure capacity for international connectivity, such as airports and ports, 

can limit an economy’s potential for growth in exports.”7 For example, low levels of investment in capital expenditure 

on housing during the fiscal consolidation period contributed to the under-supply of housing that has characterised 

the post-crisis period.8

7 Dormer, E. & Ivory, K. The Context for Public Capital Investment, IGEES, December 2015, p. 3.

8 Kennedy, G. & Stuary, R. Housing supply after the crisis, Central Bank of Ireland, p. 1.
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