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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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Importance of Committee scrutiny

n In total, €66.6 billion in Government spending was scrutinised by committees as part of the Estimates1 process. 

This constitutes most State expenditure, especially that expenditure which includes discretionary elements.

Briefing for, and timing of, Committee scrutiny

n The Estimates were first published (at programme level) on Budget day (9 October, 2018). The Revised Estimates 

(at subhead level) were published on 19 December 2018.2 Committees were given an average of two working 

days to review Departmental briefing material.3 Departmental briefing in respect of the three most fiscally 

significant Votes was provided between zero and two complete working days before the scrutiny meetings. 

This timescale effectively means that the briefing could not be employed effectively by Dáil Committees in 

their scrutiny of Vote allocations and performance. Given the scale of the spend and the incremental year-

on-year change in allocations, briefing material should be readily available for analysis prior to Committee 

scrutiny meetings;

n The PBO produced a wide range of publications aimed at informing Parliament and the Committees’ Secretariat, 

specifically by improving accessibility to and understanding of the Estimates concepts and documentation. 

It also held group workshops and one-to-one clinics with the Committees’ Secretariat;

n The Committees’ Secretariat produced its own briefing for Members, in many cases in collaboration with 

the PBO;

n The use of a standardised template (where appropriate, and this is not possible for all Votes) for Committee 

briefing and a commitment from Departments to the timely provision of briefing would facilitate more effective 

preparation for scrutiny.

n To the extent possible, all scrutiny meetings should be held during a specified month4 – this would assist all 

the stakeholders involved in preparing for scrutiny meetings.

1 The ‘Estimates’ incorporate the Abridged Estimates published as part of the Expenditure Report on Budget Day. They also include any Further 
Revised Estimates and/or Supplementary Estimates published during the year. The most substantive document within the Estimates process 
is however the Unabridged Estimates, i.e. the Revised Estimates for Public Services which provide financial information to subhead level 
and performance metrics.

2 Further Revised Estimates were published on 20 February 2019 – the scale of the changes to the Revised Estimates was very limited.

3 See Figure 3. The figure of two complete working days includes an exclusion for a significant outlier (Vote 40: Children and Youth Affairs) 
and uses the originally scheduled meeting date for the Agriculture Vote.

4 This would, in the context of the current budgetary system, effectively have to be either February or March.
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Building on successful examples of scrutiny from the 2019 process

n The PBO’s review of selected committee scrutiny meeting transcripts highlights examples of effective scrutiny by 

Committees. This illustrates that, if improvements can be made to the Estimates themselves and the process, 

scrutiny can be improved incrementally.

n The Minister for Health gave a commitment to the Select Committee on Health that his Department would 

review PBO findings in relation to Vote 38.

PBO Overview of the Revised Estimates 2019 – key messages

n The PBO previously reviewed the structure and usefulness of the Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019 

– the key messages from that publication are of central relevance to the key messages outlined in this Note.5

5 For further information on the PBO’s previous analysis supporting this finding, please refer to PBO Publication 9 of 2019 – An overview of the 
Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019.

R
ev

ie
w

 o
f t

he
 E

st
im

at
es

 S
cr

u
ti

ny
 P

ro
ce

ss

Review of the Estimates Scrutiny Process

3

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2019/2019-02-20_an-overview-of-the-revised-estimates-for-public-services-2019_en.pdf


In late 2018 the PBO developed a strategy for deepening and extending its engagement with and support for Dáil Select 

Committees in their scrutiny of the Voted Estimates process. This focussed initially on the Supplementary Estimates for 

Public Services 2018, followed by the Revised (and then, the Further Revised) Estimates for Public Services 2019.

Integral to this strategy was a recognition of the vital role the Committees’ Secretariat performs in providing briefing for 

scrutiny meetings. The strategy therefore incorporated and reflected feedback from informal interviews with a number of 

Secretariat staff. The key finding from the interviews conducted was that a central challenge to scrutiny of the Estimates 

(in particular, the Revised Estimates which is the longest, most important and most complex document) was the lack of 

accessibility in respect of the Estimates documents themselves. In the absence of guidance, the format of the Estimates 

documents appears overly technical and inaccessible; as such, the PBO recognised the importance of providing such 

guidance through documentation and workshops. The strategy had the following objectives, to:

n Set out how the PBO can support Dáil Committees’ scrutiny of the Estimates;

n Make it easier to understand the Estimates documents;

n Assist in scrutiny of the financial and performance information set out in the Votes within the Estimates; and

n Highlight any logistical issues arising in respect of Departmental briefing documents.

The PBO set out to achieve the objectives through two parallel processes:

1. The publication of a number of Briefing Papers and Notes that would both inform Parliament and assist the 

Committees’ Secretariat;

2. Group workshops, one-to-one clinics, and informal support for the staff of the Committees’ Secretariat.

The purpose of this review is to identify actions which would contribute to future scrutiny of the Estimates by Dáil 

Éireann and its select committees. It is essential therefore that this publication be read in conjunction with the PBO’s 

overview, in February, of the Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019 (PBO publication 9 of 2019). This review will 

set out the inputs (briefing materials and other supports) to the scrutiny process and will attempt to track these through 

to outputs (Committee debates and Dáil statements). A general overview of the Estimates scrutiny process and the 

challenges identified are set out in Figure 1 over.
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Figure 1: Scrutiny of the Revised Estimates Volume – current process and challenges arising

Government 
Departments  
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for scrutiny  
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Dáil  
Select  

Committees 
scrutinise Votes  

in meetings  
with Ministers

PBO
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from Departments

Publications  
released
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to Committee 

Secretariat

The Revised Estimates Volume:

•  A complex and inaccessible document;

•  A high-level document;

•  A document that does not lend itself to ongoing 
monitoring of expenditure and performance;

•  Financial resources are concentrated in a small 
number of Votes, programmes and subheads;

•  Subheads often have various objectives 
and are not linked to specific metrics;

•  Includes atypical Votes that are hard to 
scrutinise – Vote 38 (Health), for example.

Committee scrutiny meetings:

•  Departmental briefing received too late;

•  Standard template and source of data required;

•  The use of a consistent approach such as the 
Programme Logic Model would improve scrutiny;

•  Scrutiny meetings for all committees should 
be held in a single month.
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Source: PBO (2019).
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Why is this scrutiny important?

Dáil Éireann has responsibility for approving the allocation of (at least) €66.6 Billion in 2019.6 This constitutes most 

State expenditure, especially that expenditure which has a discretionary element.7 Dáil Éireann’s committees have 

responsibility for scrutinising the allocations for Votes/Vote Groups. This is important because:

n Scrutiny encourages Government to be more accountable for Voted expenditure;

n Scrutiny can encourage Departments to improve future decision-making;

n Even the smallest Vote Group has a budget of nearly €0.3 billion;

n Committees have a unique role to play in promoting accountability and transparency; and

n It gives Government an opportunity to clarify and explain expenditure choices.

Figure 2 illustrates some key outputs of effective scrutiny by Dáil Select Committees.

Figure 2: Key High Level Outputs of Effective Scrutiny

Effective 
Scrutiny

Increases 
Transparency

Reveals  
new data

Secures 
commitments  

to review  
matters  
raised

Secures 
commitments  

to disclose  
additional  

data

Highlights  
major 

developments

Source: PBO (2019).

6 This figure will increase in the event that Supplementary Estimates are approved by Dáil Éireann in 2019.

7 For a discussion of General Government expenditure and to what degree it is discretionary see PBO publication 26 of 2019, General Government 
Expenditure – How its composition constrains decisions about government spending.
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When should it be carried out?

There are certain ‘set pieces’ during the year (notably the Revised Estimates for Public Services and the Supplementary 

Estimates) which involve a formal scrutiny role for Select Committees – which then report to Dáil Éireann.

In addition to this formal role, Committees may also undertake scrutiny of matters with budgetary implications 

throughout the course of the year. These opportunities include scrutiny of Focused Policy Assessments (FPAs) 

and Value for Money and Policy Reviews (VfMPR).

There are also occasions during the year when publications relevant to Votes are produced such as the Public Service 

Performance Report, the Mid-Year Expenditure Report, the Spending Review papers and (since 2017) various PBO 

publications.

The Fiscal Monitor is produced monthly by the Department of Finance. It details Vote Group expenditure against 

profile (projected expenditure) and this affords an opportunity to monitor whether any trends are emerging. The PBO 

has commenced a series of publications which present visualisations of data from the Fiscal Monitor and comments 

on risks, and trends as they emerge.8

Statements of Strategy

Government Departments’ Statements of Strategy are also integral to the Estimates process as they should provide 

the framework of high-level objectives within which individual Vote resources and targets are deployed. It is, however, 

beyond the scope of this review to comment further upon this except to note that they do not generally seem to be 

scrutinised.

What does it involve?

Scrutiny should establish:

n What Vote programmes are intended to achieve;

n What resources they are using;

n What activities that involves;

n How effective/efficient the processes employed are; and

n Whether or not there is scope for re-prioritisation of programmes and allocations.

This involves utilising a performance budgeting approach to a structured discussion about outcomes, 

based on inputs and outputs.

8 PBO, Gross Voted Expenditure: January to April 2019: Illustration and analysis of budgetary management by Vote Group (May 2019).
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How can scrutiny be carried out effectively

The Programme Logic Model (PLM) informed the PBO’s approach to analysis of the Revised Estimates for Public 

Services 20199 (see PBO, Performance Information and the Revised Estimates for Public Services (November 2018)).

The PBO also encouraged the Secretariat to adopt this Model in the preparation of materials for Committees. 

Utilising the Model facilitates structured analysis and scrutiny based on the following process:

n Defining the Inputs (in terms of money and personnel) that a programme uses;

n Establishing the Outputs produced by those inputs i.e. the goods and services that the programme 

activities have produced;

n Examining trends in relation to the inputs and outputs, and performance against targets;

n In the context of the foregoing, discussing Outcomes i.e. the direct short-term result on the groups/

individuals the programme was targeted at and the longer term impact on them.

PBO analysis of the Revised Estimates addressed the challenges of applying the Programme Logic Model which arise 

from the unclear link between inputs and outputs in the Estimates. The PBO, in Revised Estimates for Public Services 

2019, welcomed that reform of the subhead structure of Vote 34: Housing, Planning and Local Government had 

contributed to increased clarity and facilitated the linking of inputs (Voted allocations) to outputs (as set out in key 

high level metrics). The disaggregation of allocations into an increased number of subheads (which relate to specific 

objectives) under programme A (Housing) resulted in “a more accurate representation of the objectives served by 

particular subheads”.10

Addressing the challenges to effective scrutiny

The Estimates documents are summary, high level and of limited use – analysis of other Budget and expenditure review 

documents is necessary in scrutinising them. The PBO sought to address this challenge by firstly enabling the 

Committee Secretariat and Members to engage fully with the content of the Revised Estimates Volume itself, and 

secondly by providing analysis of the four Votes of greatest fiscal significance:

n Vote 26: Education and Skills;

n Vote 34: Housing, Planning and Local Government;

n Vote 37: Employment Affairs and Social Protection; and

n Vote 38: Health.

9 In the case of twelve Votes, changes were made to their capital allocations which led to the publication of the Further Revised estimates for 
Public Services 2019 in February. Most allocations, as set out in the Revised Estimates, remained unchanged.

10 PBO publication 10 of 2019, Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019, p.39.
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The PBO illustrated the need for reference to other documents in its analysis of Programme A: Housing in Vote 34: 

Housing, Planning and Local Government.11 This analysis involved detailed scrutiny of the data in the Revised Estimates 

Volume but necessitated reference to external documents. It also relied upon additional information provided by the 

Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government, on request from the PBO. This detailed the links between the 

performance metrics in the Revised Estimates Volume and specific allocations at subhead level for Programme A: 

Housing in Vote 34.

The Revised Estimates Volume, as currently constituted, requires further refinement to enhance its compatibility 

with the use of the Programme Logic Model; the detail provided by the Department of Housing, Planning and Local 

Government facilitated more analysis and scrutiny than otherwise would have been possible. This detail should 

however be included in the published Revised Estimates Volume for all Votes.

These external sources added detail and context to the Revised Estimates Volume and the additional information 

provided by the Department allowed inputs (financial allocations) to be linked to outputs (performance information). 

The additional information, sourced for its analysis, allowed the PBO to conduct detailed scrutiny of the allocations 

sought in the Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019 and highlighted that considerable volumes of housing 

supply were not being captured within the metrics provided in the Revised Estimates.12

11 Ibid, pp.34-47.

12 Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019, PBO publication 10 of 2019 (p.45).
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PBO Supports

The PBO undertook a range of actions to support the Committees’ Secretariat and the Committees prior to undertaking 

scrutiny of the Revised Estimates. These actions involved the timely production of a range of publications in addition to 

workshops for Committees’ Secretariat staff, one-to-one clinics and informal support – resources were most intensively 

deployed in supporting the staff of the four Committees responsible for the most fiscally significant areas of 

expenditure.

Table 1 summarises the publications produced by the PBO in preparation for scrutiny of the Revised Estimates 2019, 

and the workshops/clinics held with the Committees’ Secretariat.

Table 1: Summary of PBO publications, and workshops/clinics

Publication Workshops/Clinics

November 2018 Notes

The Social Insurance Fund and Vote 37 
in the Revised Estimates for Public Services

The Local Government Fund and Vote 34 
in the Revised Estimates for Public Services

Performance Information and the Revised 
Estimates for Public Services

Committees’ Secretariat Workshop 
(Supplementary Estimates 2018)

December 2018 Note

Health (Vote 38) in the Revised Estimates 
for Public Services

January 2019 Note

Scrutiny of Votes in the Revised Estimates for 
Public Services 2019 – An Analysis of Vote 33 
as a model

Committees’ Secretariat Workshop

Committees’ Secretariat Clinics

February 2019 Note

An overview of the Revised Estimates 
for Public Services 2019

Paper

Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019

Committees’ Secretariat Clinics

March 2019 Infographic

Revised, and Further Revised, Estimates for 
Public Services 2019 – Subheads by expenditure

Committees’ Secretariat Clinics

Source: PBO (2019).
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https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2019/2019-01-17_scrutiny-of-votes_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2019/2019-01-17_scrutiny-of-votes_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2019/2019-02-20_an-overview-of-the-revised-estimates-for-public-services-2019_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2019/2019-02-20_an-overview-of-the-revised-estimates-for-public-services-2019_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2019/2019-02-26_revised-estimates-for-public-services-2019_en.pdf
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
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


Figure 3 (over) illustrates the number of complete working days (i.e. excluding partial working days, public holidays 

and weekends) between the submission of briefing material by Departments and the scrutiny meetings of the relevant 

Select Committees. As such, it illustrates the number of complete days during which a Committee, its members, and 

the Committees’ Secretariat could reasonably be expected to draw upon materials provided to them.

Three Votes comprise a total allocation of €48.4 billion (gross) (including expenditure under the Social Insurance Fund 

and the National Training Fund): Vote 26: Education and Skills; Vote 38: Health; and Vote 37: Employment, Affairs and 

Social Protection. It is of grave concern that briefing materials for these Votes were provided by the relevant 

Departments as late as 1 PM on the day preceding the meeting of the relevant select Committee. Given the fiscal 

importance of each of these Votes and their complexity, both in terms of structure and the range of activities covered, 

such late provision of briefing materials undermines effective scrutiny by Select Committees.

Overall, Committees were given an average of 3.5 complete working days to analyse briefing materials. When 

an outlier (Vote 40: Children and Youth Affairs)13 is controlled for the remaining Committees were given an average 

of three days to analyse briefing materials provided by Departments. If we use the originally scheduled meeting date 

for the Agriculture Vote, that average reduces to two days.14

In many cases the briefing was substantial, for example, the briefing material submitted by the Department for 

Employment Affairs and Social Protection was over seventy pages long; however, it was provided to the Committee 

Secretariat on the afternoon preceding the scrutiny meeting.

This review is not concerned with the content of materials provided by the Secretariat to Committees; however, it 

recognises that aspects of briefing materials provided by the Secretariat may be reliant on briefing materials submitted 

by the relevant Department. This means that, as per Figure 3, where Departments fail to provide materials in good 

time; the Secretariat’s ability to produce quality briefing materials in a timely manner may be significantly affected.

A number of Committees adopted a standardised template for briefing materials. This template focussed on 

conveying in a simple and effective manner whether financial allocations in programmes/subheads were increasing/

decreasing/static.

This approach achieved two primary goals:

n Accurately, clearly, and concisely communicated information to members of Committees; and

n Standardised an approach across a number of Committees which made briefing materials more accessible 

to members of Dáil Éireann who are Members of more than one Committee.

13 The Department of Children and Youth Affairs timely submission of briefing material was not the consequence of a meeting being rescheduled 
(as with Agriculture, Food and the Marine). It illustrates that briefing materials can be prepared and submitted to Committees to provide sufficient 
time for their consideration by both the Secretariat and the Committees’ members.

14 This reflects that briefing material was provided to the Select Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine two full working days prior to the 
initial meeting date. This meeting was subsequently rescheduled with the result that the Committee was in possession of briefing material for 
twenty two full working days.
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PBO support provided an opportunity to reduce the reliance on departmental briefing materials and for the Secretariat 

to make more use of the data in the Revised Estimates. This allowed the Secretariat to commence preparation of briefing 

materials prior to receipt of briefing from the Departments.

The provision of detailed briefing materials by Departments to Committees is welcome where sufficient time is allowed 

for the Committees’ members, their staff, and the Secretariat to fully analyse and make use of that material. Where 

detailed briefing materials are provided at short notice prior to a meeting of the relevant select Committee, the 

effectiveness of scrutiny is hampered. It is also possible that late delivery of briefing could potentially confuse and 

hinder the scrutiny process.

Figure 3: Interval between submission of Departmental briefing material and scrutiny meeting

Briefing Material Provided Revised Briefing Material Provided Select Committee Meeting Select Committee Meeting (Rescheduled)

Vote Group  €

€20,497,524,000
Employment Affairs and  
Social Protection (0 Days)

€17,107,260,000Health (1 Day)

€10,767,187,000
Education and Skills  
(2 Days)

€4,043,629,000
Housing, Planning and  
Local Government (0 Days)

€2,768,998,000
Justice and Equality  
(3 Days)

€2,341,833,000
Transport, Tourism  
and Sport (1 Day)

€1,945,899,000
Finance, Public Expenditure and  
Reform, and Taoiseach (1 Day)

€1,809,558,000
Foreign Affairs and Trade,  
and Defence (4 Days)

€1,596,000,000
Agriculture, Food and  
the Marine (2 Days)*

€1,510,313,000
Children and Youth Affairs  
(22 Days)

€950,237,000
Business, Enterprise  
and Innovation (5 Days)**

€664,701,000
Communications, Climate Action  
and Environment (4 Days)

€338,959,000
Culture, Heritage and  
the Gaeltacht (2 Days)

€291,202,000
Rural and Community  
Development (4 Days)

Select Committee

Source: PBO, based on data collected from the Committees’ Secretariat (calculations based on complete working days 

– two committees have multiple Vote groups, which have been bundled together).

* Departmental briefing for Vote 30 was received on 28 February 2019 – the meeting was originally scheduled for 

5 March but was re-scheduled to 2 April on request from the Minister, i.e. if the meeting had not been re-scheduled 

there would have been two complete working days between receipt of briefing and the meeting.

** Briefing in respect of Vote 32 was received on 15 March 2019 but was amended and resent on 19th March 2019, 

and the Committee considered the Estimate on 27th March 2019.
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The PBO carried out an analysis of the transcripts of meetings of the Select Committees responsible for the four 

most fiscally significant areas of expenditure. As the PBO pointed out in Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019 

“[t]ranscripts of those scrutiny meetings […] constitute an essential output of the current scrutiny process.”

The Select Committee on Education and Skills discussed15 an issue highlighted by the PBO (in its publication 

Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019) relating to the use of different methodologies by the Department of 

Public Expenditure and Reform and the Department of Education and Skills when forecasting pensioner numbers. 

The Committee discussed this matter with the Minister and attempted to determine whether there had been any 

progress in reconciling the approaches taken when deciding on the allocation for Vote 26. The issue of the European 

Social Fund (ESF) and Supplementary Estimates has a similar context. This too was scrutinised16 with the Minister 

who undertook to “try to ensure we will not have to wait for a Supplementary Estimate to be presented.”17 During 

the meeting the Minister was questioned as to a reduction in the allocation of subhead A.12 (Teacher Education) in 

2019 compared to the allocation for the same subhead in 2018. The Minister responded18 that, as there had been an 

underspend in 2018, that the 2019 allocation did not constitute a reduction when compared to outturn. The data referred 

to by the Minister was the provisional financial outturn for 2018, not the allocation for 2018 (which was the data set out 

in the Revised Estimates). This amounts to a mismatch between the data available to the Minister and that available 

to the Committee when preparing for scrutiny. Where provisional outturn data (financial or performance budgeting 

related) is available, this too should be provided to the Committee at an early date.

During the meeting of the Select Committee on Health a member of the Committee stated that, “The Parliamentary 

Budget Office did some excellent work to prepare the committee to look at the Estimates. One of its main findings is 

that it is impossible to conduct decent scrutiny because the numbers are not comparable. It states that there are a 

number of challenges in undertaking effective scrutiny of this money.” The Minister agreed to “look at that and see 

how it compares with our briefing note and how we can produce something further.”19 It is unclear whether a review 

of the PBO’s analysis of Vote 38 is being undertaken by the Department of Health.

At the meeting of the Select Committee on Employment Affairs and Social Protection the Chairman made effective 

use of the Programme Logic Model when scrutinising an apparent overspend in 2018 on JobPath and the rationale for 

the allocation set out for 2019.20

These examples are not exhaustive but illustrate that important issues were scrutinised in a structured way by 

Committees with Ministers, eliciting information or commitments that are now on the public record. The provision 

of briefing material in a timely manner by Department would likely have increased the potential for such scrutiny 

as it would have allowed the PBO and Committee Secretariat to analyse the data available to the Minister.

15 Transcript of Select Committee meeting on 26th February 2019 (pp.5-6).

16 Ibid, p.19.

17 Ibid, p.21.

18 Ibid, p.17.

19 Transcript of Select Committee meeting of 10th April, 2019 (p.36).

20 Transcript of Committee meeting of 27th March 2019 (p.17).
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Workshops

A workshop was held in November 2018 to provide support for the Supplementary Estimates 2018. The PBO, in January 

2019, then undertook a workshop on the Revised Estimates Volume. The workshops focussed on explaining the 

structure of the Estimates, and how scrutiny could be undertaken most effectively.

The January 2019 Revised Estimates workshop was structured as follows:

n An introduction to the information contained in the Revised Estimates Volume and the conclusions which 

can be drawn from that information;

n An overview of the structure of a ‘standard’ Vote within the Revised Estimates and discussion of changes to 

that structure present in the Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019 e.g. the addition of Appendix 10: 

Equality Budgeting: Guide to Equality related metrics and programmes in the Revised Estimates Volume;

n An introduction to resources which can assist in scrutinising the Revised Estimates, such as PBO publications, 

the DPER databank, and Irish Government Economic and Evaluation Service (IGEES) papers;

n Identification of general lines of inquiry in budgetary scrutiny;

n The importance of representing complex financial information graphically, and of representing trends over time.

Clinics

Following the January workshop, the PBO provided a series of clinics for the Secretariat. These clinics involved PBO 

staff arranging to meet Committees’ Secretariat staff to discuss issues and challenges facing them in preparing briefing 

material. The PBO also addressed queries related to the specific structure and contents of the relevant Votes. The clinics 

also provided a forum where the supports required by the Committee Secretariat could be discussed.

The PBO also established specific and ongoing engagement with the Secretariat Staff of the Committees associated 

with the Votes of greatest fiscal significance:

n Vote 26: Education and Skills;

n Vote 34: Housing, Planning and Local Government;

n Vote 37: Employment Affairs and Social Protection; and

n Vote 38: Health.

Ongoing engagement with the Secretariat in relation to these Votes comprised regular meetings to assist staff in 

preparing briefing material for these Committees. At these meetings staff could seek advice (if required), and quality 

assurance of their draft briefing materials. During these meetings the PBO shared relevant analysis it had conducted to 

date, was undertaking as part of future publications, and information/data of relevance in the public domain.
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Informal ad hoc support

In addition to workshops/clinics, the PBO advertised its availability to assist the Committees’ Secretariat in an informal 

consultative capacity. This support was available to all Committees Secretariat staff engaged in the Revised Estimates 

process. This allowed staff of the Secretariat to contact the PBO to seek advice, or direction from the PBO.

Publications

The PBO’s strategy set out specific objectives for its publications as part of the Revised Estimates scrutiny process. 

These objectives set out that publications related to the Revised Estimates should:

n Serve as reference material to explain the Revised Estimates;

n Develop the understanding of staff in the Committees’ Secretariat of the Revised Estimates; and

n Assist the Secretariat in communicating Budgetary information in a clear and consistent manner by providing 

a common platform based on the Programme Logic Model from which to initiate scrutiny.

In order to meet these objectives the PBO produced a series of publications for the Revised Estimates for Public Services 

that were descriptive and explanatory rather than analytical in nature. Their purpose was to assist others in developing 

their understanding of, and ability to conduct, scrutiny of the Revised Estimates for Public Services. To deliver on 

objectives set out in its strategy, the PBO undertook to publish a number of notes which would address Votes in the 

Revised Estimates with atypical structures. These notes outlined the distinguishing features of these Votes and were 

intended to make consideration and scrutiny of these Votes more accessible.21

In addition to the publication of notes addressing atypical and complex Votes within the Revised Estimates, the PBO 

published two notes of a more general nature. These notes were:

n Performance Information and the Revised Estimates for Public Services (November 2018); and

n Scrutiny of Votes in the Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019 – An Analysis of Vote 33 as a model 

(January 2019).

The first of these publications outlined the Programme Logic Model for evaluating the effectiveness of expenditure 

programmes. This was intended to assist both Committee members and staff of the Committees’ Secretariat in 

approaching the scrutiny process in a structured way. The model was suggested as a means to:

n Examine the financial allocation in respect of which approval is being sought;

n Determine what financial input is producing which output; and

n Track how performance is evolving over time.

21 These PBO publications addressed Vote 37 (Employment Affairs and Social Protection)/Social Insurance Fund, Vote 38 (Health), and Vote 34 
(Housing, Planning and Local Government)/Local Government Fund.
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The second note was intended to describe the structure of a typical Vote within the Revised Estimates and to suggest 

approaches as to how such a Vote could be analysed (such as trend analysis and by identifying the relationship between 

performance information and expenditure). In setting out approaches to analysis of Votes within the Revised Estimates 

the Note also served to set out how such analysis could be communicated in a clear and concise manner.

The PBO also published documents which were more analytical in nature. These explored important aspects of the 

Revised Estimates, and Further Revised Estimates for Public Services. The first such publication was An overview of 

the Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019 (February 2019). This was quickly followed by a detailed analytical paper, 

Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019 (February 2019), which addressed the four Votes of particular fiscal 

significance.

The PBO also published an infographic, Revised, and Further Revised, Estimates for Public Services 2019 – Subheads 

by expenditure (March 2019), which illustrated the concentration of 47% of expenditure in just 10 subheads.

The PBO has now commenced a new series of publications derived from the Fiscal Monitor which are being supported 

with workshops.22 The purpose of these publications is to supplement the PBO’s Quarterly Economic and Fiscal 

Commentary series but also to inform Members, Committee Members, and the Committee Secretariat of emerging 

trends in Voted expenditure. It is intended that this publication will assist in the embedding of budgetary scrutiny 

as an ongoing process throughout the year, rather than just in association with key events in the Parliamentary 

calendar. This will also assist Committees to prepare for Supplementary Estimates in late 2019 and for the 

Revised Estimates for Public Services 2020.

22 PBO, Gross Voted Expenditure: January to April 2019: Illustration and analysis of budgetary management by Vote Group (May 2019).
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