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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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Key Messages

2

n

The PBO examined the Spending Review 2017-2019 from the following perspectives:
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u Did it enable parliamentary scrutiny?
u Was the information presented clear and accessible?
u Was there a clear link between the programmes being evaluated and the Budget?

From these perspectives, it was arguable as to whether the Spending Review was fit for purpose.
n

The intended purpose of the Spending Review is to “shift the emphasis away from year-on-year incremental
increases in spending, through the examination of baseline Government expenditure”.1 The Spending Review
should therefore be relevant to, and feed into, the preparations for each Budget;

n

However, as the individual Spending Review papers do not generally provide specific policy options2 and
as there is no ex post review of their impact on the Budget, how they feed into the Budget discussions is
(from a parliamentary perspective) unclear.3 The PBO has previously suggested that each paper should:
u clarify the amount of expenditure being reviewed;
u provide clarity as to the purpose of the paper vis-à-vis the Budget;
u establish whether the policy area had been effective and had made efficient use of resources;
u recommend actions including re-allocation of funding.4

n

There is a wide range of approaches across the papers in the Spending Review5 – a generic template
should be used for each paper to promote consistency and accessibility;

n

A stand-alone ex-post review should be carried out of each future tranche of Spending Review papers –
such a review could state whether each paper:
u Had fed directly into the Budget (and, if so, how);
u

Had fed indirectly into the Budget (for example, in negotiations);

u

Had no direct link to the Budget but adds to the overall evidence base for future decision-making;

u

Was related to other Spending Review papers (and specify which).

Such a review could also state which papers had established that there was insufficient data to enable
the making of recommendations.

1

Mid Year expenditure Report (MYER) 2019, p.28.

2

Several of the Spending Review 2017 papers are an exception to this observation – see Table 4, Appendix 1.

3

The OECD has previously noted that only a few countries have information on the implementation of recommendations included in past spending
reviews and that better tracking of spending review implementation and effectiveness thus represents an area for potential improvement.

4

Some Spending Review 2017 papers (see Appendix 1) were notable for clearly setting out policy options and the attendant funding implications.

5

The approach described in the Mid Year Expenditure Reports for 2017-2019 appears to be based on the Value for Money and Policy Review (VFMR)
approach to evaluation. However, the distinction between the Spending Review and the VFMR or Focussed Policy Assessment (FPA) or the extent to
which they have commonalities is unclear.
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n

How topics were chosen for review is unclear as is the total amount of funding evaluated each year by the
Spending Review.6 The reason for including some papers in the Spending Review relates in some cases to
re-visiting topics, but there is a lack of transparency in relation to these intra-year linkages. An alternative
approach for the next Spending Review would be for Government to agree a set of policy areas to be reviewed
in advance of the beginning of the Spending Review cycle. This could then be formally communicated to Dáil
Éireann prior to the commencement of the Spending Review, with updates provided at regular intervals;
The relationship between the Spending Review papers and Dáil Committees has not been formalised in the way
that Value for Money and Policy Reviews were.7 The PBO has previously suggested that there would be value in
raising parliamentary awareness of the Spending Review process. Formalising the role of Parliament vis-à-vis the
Spending Review process may assist in that process;

n

The Spending Review is included annually as a chapter within July’s Mid Year Expenditure Report (MYER)
– however, the Spending Review papers themselves were this year not published until August. It is not clear
that addressing the Spending Review as a chapter in the MYER is necessary or useful or that some of the
individual papers could not be published before the MYER;

n

The PBO believes that an indicative list of the forthcoming Spending Review papers should have been
published in early 2019. Timely notification of papers, and their release, would facilitate parliamentary
scrutiny and preparation for Budget 2020. Similarly, further Spending Review 2019 papers will be released with
Budget 2020 – notification of the titles of those papers would help to enable Parliament in its scrutiny role;

n

Many of the Spending Review papers recognise the importance of distinguishing the inputs and outputs involved
in expenditure programmes. This recognition of the importance of Performance Budgeting is not carried through
to identifying the impact of the Spending Review papers on the Revised Estimates for Public Services; and

n

Most of the papers in the 2017-2019 cycle were prepared by the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform
(DPER). Greater ownership of papers by line Departments may improve their usefulness.

This is the third (and final) year of the new multi-annual Spending Review process. The Spending Review process for
2018 was reviewed by the PBO in addition to a comparative international study of the Irish Spending Review process.8
Both an internal (DPER) and an external (independent) review9 of the Spending Review is also underway – the latter is
due to be published with Budget 2020. Any future iterations of the Spending Review should place significant emphasis
on designing it in such a way that it takes the needs of parliamentary scrutiny into account. That design should therefore
focus on the themes set out in these key messages (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Principal themes identified by the PBO for the re-design of the Spending Review

Clarity as to the
relationship with
the Dáil and its
committees

Accessibility
for the lay
reader and a
consistent and
clear approach

Relevance
to Budgetary
and Estimates
decisions

6

See PBO infographic accompanying this paper – DPER states (in the MYER 2019) that €40 billion was evaluated in total over the period 2017-2019.

7

Public Spending Code, section C.03 – sub-section 2.2 (h).

8

See PBO Briefing Paper 11 of 2018 and PBO publication 36 of 2019.

9

DPER press release published 17 July 2019.
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Introduction

4

This Paper is the third and final PBO publication addressing the current Spending Review cycle 2017-2019. It reviews the

The future of the Government’s Spending Review: A parliamentary scrutiny perspective

approach taken to the Spending Review in 2019. It also recaps the most important findings of the previous two publications.
In addition to last year’s analysis of Spending Review 2018 (Briefing Paper 11 of 2018), the PBO also analysed the Irish
Spending Review from an international perspective in PBO Publication 36 of 2019 which was published in July. As this
final paper is aimed at assisting Government to improve the next iteration of the Spending Review from the perspective
of enabling parliamentary scrutiny, it should be noted that Publication 36 established that:
n

Spending Review processes have grown in popularity in recent years and are now regularly carried out by a
number of countries;

n

The Spending Review in different countries varies in terms of scope and process and there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’
methodology although a number of success factors have been identified (by the European Commission);

n

The Irish Spending Review has evolved over time;

n

The Irish Spending Review is more developed than that in a number of other countries.

Therefore, it should at the outset be stated that the PBO recognises the value of Ireland continuing to develop a
Spending Review process and anticipates that a reformed and improved process will be instituted in 2020.
With regard to the final year of the current cycle, the Spending Review 2019 has not taken on board any of the
recommendations or findings from the PBO’s previous publications. The quantum of money it addresses is smaller than
in previous years (see Appendix 1 and accompanying infographic) and its contribution to parliamentary scrutiny of
Budget 2020 is unclear. The way the papers are structured does not make them readily accessible for use by
parliamentarians in their financial scrutiny role.
As with the Spending Review papers of 2018, a table has been produced which attempts to set out the quantum of
expenditure reviewed in 2019 and (primarily based on that) the comparative level of relevance of each paper to Budget
2020. The 2017 Spending Review was not reviewed by the PBO as it had only just been established – however,
Appendix 1 now contains a table undertaking the same exercise for that year.
Accompanying this paper is an infographic which attempts to illustrate all the papers carried out over the
course of the three-year cycle and correlate them with the annual expenditure of the programmes evaluated.
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Further Spending Review 2019 papers may be published with Budget 2020 – the 2017-2019 cycle
may therefore not be quite complete.
This Note is laid out as follows:
What is the purpose of the Spending Review process?

n

Spending Review 2019 papers.

n

How useful are the Spending Review papers from the perspective of parliamentary scrutiny?

n

Performance Budgeting and the Spending Review process.

n

What future for the Spending Review process?

Appendices address (by way of tables):
n

The Spending Review papers 2017; and

n

Previous PBO analyses.
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What is the purpose of the Spending Review process?

6

The purpose of the Spending Review in 2017 was focussed, consisting at that time of “the development of an evidence
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base to inform the prioritisation of current expenditure…analyse the totality of public expenditure to ensure that it is
allocated in a way which delivers efficient and effective policies…”10 MYER 2017 set out both a short and long term focus;
that the evidence collected would assist in preparing for Budget 2018, and that the evidence could also be leveraged to
inform longer-term decisions. Originally, therefore the relationship of the Spending Review to the Budget process could
be illustrated as follows:

Figure 2: Spending Review relationship with the Budget process

Additional Spending
Review papers published
with the Budget*

PROCESS

PBO COMMENTARY

Spending Review papers
published July/August

No formal interaction with
the Dáil or its Committees

Budget preparation
– civil service advice,
political negotiations and
decision-making

Preparation for the Budget
is a ‘black box’

Expenditure Report
(Budget document)

Very limited description
provided of the impact of
Spending Review papers

Revised Estimates
for Public Services –
published at Christmas

Unclear whether papers
have affected financial
allocations or metrics

VFMR/FPAs**

Source: PBO (2019).
*	Spending Review papers (such as the anticipated update on Demographic costs) presumably feed into
Government decision-making prior to the Budget but the Dáil has no sight of some of them until the Budget.
**	Value for Money Policy Reviews/Focussed Policy Assessments which are not necessarily part of the Spending
Review should also feed into Budget decision-making.

10

MYER 2017, p.31.
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The MYER 2018 (p.37) committed only to an examination of “a substantial majority of current expenditure…over the
three-year period from 2017 to 2019.” MYER 2018 (ibid), for the first time, also introduces the concept that the Spending
Review “contributes towards and utilises the current public service reform programme, Our Public Service 2020”. It is
unclear what this means in practical terms or whether it changes what should be the principal focus of the Spending
Review, as set out in MYER 2017 (and summarised above).
The MYER 2019 (p.29) explicitly states that “the level of coverage of expenditure has not been specified … the intention

7

a number of policy areas”. It is unclear what is meant by this. As the PBO has pointed out on several occasions, the lack
of notification of which policy areas are to be addressed each year (or their titles) is not helpful from a parliamentary
perspective. Therefore, rather than initially committing to reviewing all expenditure the Government could consider
agreeing a set of policy areas to be reviewed in advance of the beginning of the Spending Review cycle. This could then
be formally communicated to Dáil Éireann prior to the commencement of the Spending Review, with updates provided
at regular intervals.
Additional objectives were identified for the Spending Review in 2019 – providing evidence for reform efforts, and
spotlighting areas of innovation and good practice (in programme design and delivery). While laudable, these additional
objectives potentially distract from the original focus of the Spending Review and could perhaps have been advanced by
another means.
Figure 3 outlines the ‘slippage’ between 2017 and 2019 from the commitment to review the “totality” of expenditure.11
This move away from reviewing all expenditure may be justified – however, its implementation at a late stage of the
Spending Review cycle leads to an inconsistent approach between 2019 and the previous two years (see infographic).

Figure 3: Spending Review commitment to review all expenditure over the period 2017-2019
2017 – Analyse the totality
of public expenditure

2018 – A substantial majority
of current expenditure

2019 – Level of coverage
of expenditure has not
been specified

Source: PBO (2019).
The quantum and percentage of expenditure reviewed was unclear in each year and over the cycle overall. It was
asserted in the MYER 2018 (p.35) that “programmes that account for over €40 billion [i.e. approximately two thirds of
Voted expenditure – emphasis added] on Government expenditure will have been analysed over the period 2017 to 2019”.
The PBO was unable to independently quantify what the total funding evaluated is as some papers address programmes in
different ways. The accompanying PBI infographic highlights that there was a significant amount of expenditure reviewed in
both 2017 and 2018 but a much smaller amount in 2019.
In addition to the external review of the Spending Review process, MYER 2019 (p.34) states that an internal DPER review will
“identify and take stock of the level and breadth of public expenditure that has been assessed over the three-year period”.
It is hoped that these reviews will take account of the PBO’s extensive work on the Spending Review and that
the Government will set out a clear way forward for the process that takes the needs of parliamentary scrutiny
fully into account.

11

Setting aside the annual high-level review of Vote Groups in the Trends in Public Expenditure paper.
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was that certain topics could be revisited in…2019, enabling authors to build a more comprehensive evidence base across
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Notification of the titles of Spending Review papers
The early notification of the papers’ titles (at the least) would be an obvious way of engaging the Dáil and its committees
in the work of the Spending Review. This has been pointed out on several occasions by the PBO. It is unclear why this
could not have been done for the Spending Review 2019, when the MYER 2019 (p.30) claims that “This year, the process

8

commenced earlier than in previous years, with officials from [DPER] engaging with line Departments at the end of
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2018…to support more engagement on the selection of topics”. Despite this earlier engagement, it remains unclear as to
what extent the roles of DPER and the line Departments have evolved over the course of the three-year Spending Review
cycle.
The Spending Review papers also carry a disclaimer stating that they are (effectively) staff working papers rather
than representing official Government positions; there is therefore no reason why their titles could not be advertised
in advance of publication. This disclaimer does seem to undermine their status as Spending Review papers.
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Spending Review 2019 papers

The Spending Review 2019 papers (see Table 1 over) were prepared mostly by DPER staff, similar to previous years.12

9

Review [2018]”.13 It would seem logical that the officials who are delivering services and developing policy should be
included, or have a central role, in future evaluations published as part of the Spending Review – this was the norm in
respect of Value for Money Reviews when they were being regularly undertaken. Greater ownership from line
Departments in relation to Spending Review papers was one of the three suggestions made in PBO
publication 36 of 2019 for improving the effectiveness of the process.
The MYER 2018 was unclear as to how the specific topics for review were selected; it stated that they were selected
in advance and that they were mostly agreed between the policy Departments and DPER. The Spending Review
should consider adopting the approach set out in the VFMR manual:
“Departments/Offices are required to clearly indicate the estimated total expenditure and the percentage of
their total budgets that the proposed reviews will cover. They are also asked to state the specific business
factors underlying the choice of the particular programmes/areas for review.” 14
The ongoing publication of such a wide range of papers increases the transparency of Voted expenditure and
provides the potential to provide some insight into how decisions are made. However, it may be assumed that the
range of programmes that can, effectively, be reviewed is limited (to some degree) as it is noted in the MYER 2018 that
“[o]ne of the more common themes across the areas examined in this year’s Review was in relation to a general deficit
in terms of relevant data for analysis.”15 The fact that this problem is again highlighted in the MYER 2019 and that the
Spending Review will assist in progressing data availability is welcome.
Table 1 shows the theme which the PBO considers most relevant to each paper and whether it is considered a high
(green), medium (orange) or low (red) priority in the preparation for Budget 2020 (on a comparative basis). This
categorisation is based mainly on the quantum of expenditure involved – the PBO identified that quantum by reviewing
each paper. In the interests of transparency and facilitating parliamentary scrutiny of, and preparation for, Budget 2020
it would (as noted by the PBO in 2018) have been useful for such a table to accompany the Spending Review each year.

12

Twelve by DPER, five by line Departments and one joint paper – this is not significantly different to previous years.

13

MYER 2018, p.38.

14

VFMR Guidance Manual (2007), p.11.

15

Ibid p.45.
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The MYER 2018 had noted that “a further aim is to encourage greater input of policy Departments into the Spending
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Table 1: DPER and PBO classifications of Spending Review 2019 papers
Spending Review 2019
paper

DPER theme

Associated allocation

PBO – principal
theme

PBO –
Comparative
level of
relevance
H/M/L to
Budget 2020

Social Impact Assessment
(SIA): Nursing Home
Support Scheme (NHSS)

See p.37 of Mid-Year
Expenditure Report
(MYER) 2019.

Exchequer expenditure
for the NHSS is €986m
in 2019 (€962m in
2018)

Demographics

H

Current Expenditure
Mental Health
Allocation – €980m
in 2019. However, the
scope of the Spending
Review paper is limited
to acute in-patients only
(€98m).

Demographics

L

The Consultants’ public
pay bill is an estimated
€531 million per
annum.

Exchequer Pay
and Pensions

H

SEN is €1.9bn in 2019
(2018 provisional
outturn of €1.8 billion)

Value for Money

H

€207m in 2018 (€6.7m
of this was recouped
from Bus Éireann)

Trends/Expenditure
drivers

M

Review of Participation
in and Costs of
Apprenticeships

Budget 2018 allocated a
total of €119m, Budget
2019 provided €142.3m

Trends/Expenditure
drivers

L

Review of Carer’s Supports

Total expenditure on
all carer schemes is
€1,038m in 2018

Trends/Expenditure
drivers

H

Lone Parent and In-Work
Supports for Families with
Children

€1.13bn in 2018
(€695m on lone parent
supports & €432m on
in-work supports)

Trends/Expenditure
drivers

H

Analysis of Social
Housing Acquisitions

€417.5m expenditure
on Acquisitions in 2018

Capital
Expenditure/VfM

H
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Social Impact Assessment
(SIA): Acute Mental Health
Services

Health Workforce:
Consultant Pay and
Skills Mix, 2012-2017
Monitoring Inputs, Outputs
and Outcomes in Special
Education Needs Provision
School Transport
Expenditure

Themes:
1. Development
of Multi-Year
Sectoral
Expenditure
Analysis;
2. Importance of
Data Availability
and Systems;
3. Increase in
External or
Jointly Produced
Analysis; and
4. Alignment of the
Spending Review
and the Public
Spending Code.
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DPER theme

Associated allocation

PBO – principal
theme

PBO –
Comparative
level of
relevance
H/M/L to
Budget 2020

Focused Policy Assessment
of Capital, Employment,
and Training Supports:
2005/2006-2018

See p.37 of Mid-Year
Expenditure Report
(MYER) 2019.

From 2006-2018
Enterprise Ireland has
approved €780m of CET
supports, while from
2005-2018 the IDA has
approved €1.07bn of
such supports.

Focussed Policy
Assessment

M

SFI accounts for 23.4%
(equivalent to €173.3m)
of total Government
R&D spending in 2017.
SFI’s estimated
Exchequer allocation
for 2019 is €206.6m

Trends/Expenditure
drivers

L

Analysis of Science
Foundation Ireland (SFI)
Research Grants

Themes:
1. Development
of Multi-Year
Sectoral
Expenditure
Analysis;
2. Importance of
Data Availability
and Systems;

A Review of the Regional
Airports Programme
Incentives for personal
Electric Vehicle purchase

3. Increase in
External or
Jointly Produced
Analysis; and

€15.46m in 2018 for
4 regional airports

L

n/a

Trends/Expenditure
drivers

L

GLAS spending of
€232 million in 2018
(co-funded – EU 53% &
Exchequer 47%)

Trends/Expenditure
drivers

L

Beef Data Genomics
Programme

BDGP payments
€44.776m in 2018
(includes EU funding at
53% rate) & BDGP
Training Costs 0.355m
in 2018.

Trends/Expenditure
drivers

L

2016 Heritage Council
Review – Assessment of
Implementation

Heritage Council
Exchequer Grant
€6.588m in 2019
(6.377m in 2018)

Follow-up to 2016
Spending Review

L

Direct Provision: Overview
of Current Accommodation
Expenditure

DP expenditure €78m
in 2018. Could exceed
€120m (increase of
approx. €45.5m) in
2019 based on recent
trends.

Trends/Expenditure
drivers

L

Trends in Public
Expenditure

All voted expenditure

Trends/Expenditure
drivers

N/A

The Green, Low-Carbon,
Agri-environment Scheme

4. Alignment of the
Spending Review
and the Public
Spending Code.

Source: Spending Review papers 2019.
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Spending Review 2019
paper
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There are a total of six papers listed in Table 1 that, based on the amount of money they examine, are of significant
budgetary importance – only one was prepared by a line Department. This excludes the annually recurring Trends in
Public Expenditure paper which provides a high-level overview of each Vote Group.
The six papers identified as high-priority in Table 1 address programmes and expenditure within the Vote Groups set out

12

in Trends in Public Expenditure.
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Table 2 attempts to provided Members with a high-level summary and critique of the six papers.

Table 2: PBO high-level identification of key findings and analysis of the six high priority papers
set out in Table 1
SR 2019 paper

Key Findings

Social Impact
Assessment (SIA):
Nursing Home
Support Scheme
(NHSS)

The paper notes that (section 7), “With an increasingly elderly population [notwithstanding
that numbers in the scheme between 2015-2018 have been relatively static], any fall-off in
residential owner-occupier numbers has the potential to warrant a review of contribution
calculations. Only 1 in 3 private sector workers have pension coverage, which could also
change the contributions of participants…the introduction of auto-enrolment by 2022 may
minimise this risk”. It is unclear whether this refers to all “contribution calculations” or the
recoupment of Ancillary State Support (A.S.S., or the ‘home loan’). If the latter, the paper
notes that “There has been an on-going increase in the number of clients in receipt of A.S.S.
and the average value of A.S.S. paid monthly since 2015”. However, A.S.S. recouped
contributions “do not get directly fed back into the NHSS itself and do not contribute to the
funding of the Scheme”.

Paper prepared by:
Health Vote, DPER

There is a lack of clarity therefore over the overall cost of the care provided and how much of
it is paid by the State and how much by other stakeholders (periodically or in lump sums
and recoupments). The linkage to other related areas of policy such as Home Care are very
limited.
No performance metrics are discussed in the paper even though 4 metrics are presented in
Vote 38 (Health) of the Revised Estimates for Public Services 2019 in respect of subhead L.2
(Long Term Residential Care) which has a financial allocation of €968 million. These metrics
have been illustrated in a PBO infographic – publication 44 of 2019.

The future of the Government’s Spending Review: A parliamentary scrutiny perspective

Key Findings

Health Workforce:
Consultant Pay and
Skills Mix, 2012-2017

The paper establishes that the definitive number of Consultants employed by contract type
and salary (2017) is unavailable due to lack of comparable data. The paper analyses the best
available data and estimates that 3% of the total number employed by the HSE are
consultants and make up 8% of the total pay bill. Consultant numbers employed in the Irish
public health system between 2012 and 2017 have grown by 18%, to 2,971. This is twice the
growth rate in total HSE WTEs during that period. This should be set against the changing
demographic profile of Ireland – see PBO publication 1 of 2019, Demographics and Voted
Expenditure and 45 of 2019, Health Demographics.

Paper prepared by:
Health Vote, DPER

An international Consultant remuneration comparison is provided in the paper, by analysing
data from New Zealand and the UK. The complexities in comparing consultant pay across
countries (including differing health care systems, income tax and the purchasing power of
salary) are acknowledged. However, these issues are not addressed when comparing figures.
Therefore, it is unclear whether these figures are comparable. In the Anglosphere, only the
USA and Canada have significantly higher gross salaries.
It is found that Ireland has a low density of Consultants (1.4 per 1,000 population in 2016)
compared to the UK and NZ. Again, the difficulties when comparing health systems
internationally is not addressed and therefore the findings that can be drawn from these
international comparisons are limited. The source of the data is the OECD; when examined
by the PBO, this showed that the time period covered does not have consistent data.
The majority (85%) of Consultants are employed in the acute hospital setting. In 2017, the
basic pay bill of acute hospitals was almost 60% of their expenditure. While 4% of acute
hospital employment is Consultants, they comprise 17.5% of the acute hospital pay bill in
basic pay.
With respect to the overall pay cost of Consultants, there is approx. a 32% differential in
salary for those recruited post-October 2012 – the paper estimates that the total basic salary
costs of Consultants in the HSE, in December 2017, was €474 million p/a. To that should be
added the estimates cost of allowances of €57 million bringing the total to €531 million p/a.
Monitoring Inputs,
Outputs and
Outcomes in Special
Education Needs
Provision
Paper prepared by:
The Education and
Skills Vote section in
DPER and (2) the
Special Education and
Central Policy
sections of the
Department of
Education and Skills

Considering the scale of expenditure involved and its recent growth rate it is of concern that
“While efficiency can be assessed at a high level, by and large the ongoing monitoring of
programmes outputs and outcomes is left at school level. There is not a central collection of
metrics or monitoring on detailed outputs and outcomes by the NCSE or the Department of
Education and Skills in most cases. It is not possible to assess if objectives are being met and
outcomes improved.”
A section of the paper traces and discusses efficiency and effectiveness in SEN expenditure
but finds that to assess both efficiency and effectiveness fully more detailed metrics need to
be collected and examined.
Noting the data gap, the paper suggests that it is now “timely to consider the development of
an evaluation framework to assess effectiveness and identify some standardised indicators
for inputs, outputs and outcomes.” The paper puts forward an approach and framework
using the programme logic model (PLM – see PBO Note 25 of 2018) to identify a series of
metrics for each SEN programme and a means to put in place the requisite data collection
system. This approach and collection of selected metrics will be piloted in the School
Inclusion Model Trial.
The PBO endorses this recommendation, which is based on sound methodology, welcomes
the trialling of the framework in schools, and looks forward to future reviews on the results
of the pilot. If the framework is fully adopted and implemented (including, vitally, its
integration with the Revised Estimates and Public Service Performance Report) then
this has the potential to promote and facilitate effective parliamentary scrutiny of this
area of expenditure – nearly 1/5 of the Education & Skills Vote.
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SR 2019 paper

Key Findings

Review of Carer’s
Supports

The paper notes that “With a greater number of carees expected in the future and a
potential decline in the number of available carers, there may be additional pressure
on formal caring services such as home-help and community nursing schemes”. It also
recommends further profiling of recipients on half-rate Carers’ Allowance (CA) – this in the
context that the proportion of the total half rate CA recipients in receipt of One-Parent Family
Payment has increased from 7.5% in 2008 to 9.1% in 2018 while the proportion of those that
are a beneficiary of a Disability Allowance payment has increased from 4.6% to 8% in the
same period. The paper also warns that there is a potential for this area of expenditure to
increase further in the future as “From 2015 to 2017, the number of carees claiming a
pension has stayed relatively stable while the number of working age persons and children
being cared for has grown…As children and people of working-age are likely to be in need of
care for a longer period of time, this will increase pressure on carers’ supports expenditure
if there is continued growth in these two cohorts.”

Paper prepared by:
The DEASP Vote
section in DPER

While the profiling of carees in the review was useful and informative, it could be argued
that the period reviewed of 2015-2017 is too short a time period to confidently infer a trend.
It would have been instructive to show the change in the profile of carees over a longer
period. As the 2015-2017 profile shows that cares in the ‘Older persons’ category made up
the biggest share (38%), substantial growth in this cohort over the past 10 years may go
some way to explain the growth on CA recipient numbers. As table 15 points out, the growth
in the number of recipients of the State Pension (Contributory) has increased by 162,000
between 2008-2018, as compared to growth in Disability Allowance and Domiciliary Care
Allowance of 45,000 and 16,000 respectively. Furthermore, due to the forecasted substantial
increase in the number of individuals of State pension age, an ageing population could
arguably be the biggest driver of expenditure in this area in the coming years.
Lone Parent and
In-Work Supports for
Families with
Children
Paper prepared by:
The DEASP Vote
section in DPER

Expenditure for In-Work supports (primarily Working Family Payments – WFP) has been on
an upward trajectory with recipient numbers growing steadily over the period up to 2016,
and has declined slightly since. Rising recipients is the primary driver for the increase in
WFP expenditure, which rose by €240 million or 59% from 2008 to 2018. WFP recipients
increased by almost 50%, from 26,000 to almost 55,000 over the same period.
Lone Parent supports have been on a downward trend with falling recipient numbers and
expenditure. One Parent Family (OPF) expenditure reduced by €610 million or 54% in 2018
from its peak in 2009. Jobseekers Transitional Payment (JST) recipients increased between
2013 and 2015 as the scheme was rolled out. By 2015, there were approximately 15,000 JST
recipients which number has since remained static. Many of these recipients moved from
the OPF scheme into the JST scheme. JST estimated expenditure has increased since its
introduction and continues to trend upward. With recipient numbers flat, the increases in
estimated expenditure reflects successive rate increases to social welfare payments in
Budget 2017 and 2018 and other measures including increases to income disregards from
Budget 2016.
This review provides very useful analysis on the profile of recipients as well as scheme
inflows and outflows. This information is then used to point to necessary further analysis
in the area.
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Key Findings

Analysis of Social
Housing Acquisitions

The acquisition of units from the private market for the purposes of social housing has
accounted for one third of additional social housing stock in the last three years, i.e.
over €1 billion of expenditure, and output for this mechanism has consistently been ahead
of planned targets (106% of acquisitions target to 2021 achieved as of Q1 2019). This raises
the question as to why targets were not more accurately projected – the target set for 2017
was lower than for 2016 even though output exceeded target in 2016 – the same pattern
occurred in respect of 2017/2018 (the target for 2019 is approximately half the output in
2018).

Paper prepared by:
The Housing,
Planning and Local
Government Vote
section and the IGEES
Unit, DPER

The average purchase price for units acquired by Local Authorities (LAs) in 2018 was just
under €190,000, a 13% increase on 2016 – there is significant regional variation among
Local Authorities.
The paper states that assessing the cost-effectiveness of the acquisitions programme is a
challenging task. It finds that while the majority of acquisitions are below average cost
guidelines set by the Department of Housing, Planning & Local Government (DHPLG), a
significant portion (40%) are above this level. Of this, there is a smaller proportion which are
also above the high cost guideline. The paper cautions however that to assess the absolute
value achieved within each acquisition made would require econometric modelling outside
the capacity of the Spending Review.
The paper notes that the majority of acquisitions by LAs occur in the final quarter of the
year, with December being the most active month in each year – it is unclear as to whether
this has a bearing on the Supplementary Estimate sought from the Dáil by Government for
the Housing Vote in respect, for example, of 2018.

Spending Review papers – methodology used
There appears to be a lack of coherence in relation to the methodology used for the Spending Review process.
MYER 2017 (p.31) stated that the “evidence base” (i.e. the papers) would be built on a Value for Money (VFM) evaluation
framework. The Spending Review 2018 more explicitly stated that each paper was expected to address at least one
of four key evaluation criteria which have informed Value for Money evaluations. However, in 2019 the intended linkage
between Spending Review papers and the VFMR process seems to have been bolstered as “each paper is expected
to address elements of [VFMR] key evaluation criteria”.16 In one paper (Social Housing Acquisition), methodological
constraints are explicitly recognised and it is effectively acknowledged that econometric analysis would have improved
the robustness of the paper’s findings.

16

MYER 2019, p.31.
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How useful are the Spending Review papers from the
perspective of parliamentary scrutiny?
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The MYER 2019 (p.31) states that “spending review papers differ from VFMRs in that the goal is to specifically identify
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how funds could be reprioritised into more impactful areas”. This statement could, unintentionally, suggest to the reader
that they can expect recommendations in the Spending Review papers as to how the programme allocation being
analysed could be re-prioritised. In reality, the 2019 papers do not make such recommendations. In fact, the papers
rarely make any explicit recommendations and most papers largely consist of trend analysis and limited commentary.17
The above statement is presumably intended to convey that the overarching goal of the Spending Review papers, as a
body of evidence, is to feed into the re-prioritisation of funds. The Expenditure Report 2019 (section 3.6) set out DPER’s
view as to how the Spending Review 2017-2018 had “influenced the Estimates process”. This is, where sufficient and
clear detail was provided in the Expenditure Report 2019, summarised in Table 3 below:

Table 3: How the Spending Review 2017-2018 influenced the Estimates process
Vote

Area of expenditure

Outcome

PBO notes

Garda Síochána

Policing overtime
(2018)

Overtime budget for 2019
lower than existing
allocation for the first time
since 2014

It remains to be seen what the
actual outturn for Garda
overtime is in 2019 – as recent
reports indicate overspending
against the overtime budget.18

Employment Affairs &
Social Protection

Employment Supports
(2017) and Public
Employment Services
(2018)

Identification of cost
inefficiencies and reduced
demand for labour market
activation services –
allocations in this area were
re-prioritised as part of the
2018 and 2019 estimates.

No quantification provided as
to the allocations re-prioritised.

Source: Expenditure Report 2019.
The claimed distinction (quoted above from the MYER 2019) between VFMRs and the Spending Review papers would
not appear to be accurate. As regards topic selection for VFMRs, Section C-03 of the Public Spending Code states that
“In proposing suitable topics for evaluation, Departments should have regard to the over-arching objective of facilitating
the prioritisation, and re-allocation, of expenditure in support of Government Programme commitments and consistent
with MTEF spending ceiling…”.

17

This contrasts with VFMRs where the costing of Recommendations “is a necessary part of a VFM review although usually this will only be possible in
the form of an approximation. The inclusion of an estimated cost (and the potential source of funds) is an important part of the prioritisation of
Recommendations. A Recommendation might be to wind up the programme/scheme being reviewed. In these cases, a valuation of the savings to be
realised should be carried out.” Source: VFMR Guidance Manual (2007), p.87.

18

See PBO publication 42 of 2019, p.4.
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Demographics
A key IGEES paper in relation to scrutinising public expenditure was Budgetary Impact of Changing Demographics
2017-2027. An updated version of this paper is expected as part of Spending Review 2019 but is not now expected
to be published until the Budget. If this, or other Spending Review 2019 papers, are ready for publication they should
be released as early as possible in order that the Dáil and its Committees have sufficient time to consider their findings.

17

increased demands for public services. Across the Health, Education and Social Protection areas the estimate of ‘pure’
demographic costs calculated by IGEES (2016) for 2020 was €420 million.
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The way in which Ireland’s demographic profile is projected to increase and age over the coming years will contribute to
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Performance Budgeting and the Spending Review
process

18

The importance of performance budgeting in evidence-based approaches to policy development is acknowledged
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in the MYER 2019 where both it and the Spending Review are described as ‘pillars’ supporting such development.
Notwithstanding this and the fact that many of the programmes analysed in the Spending Review 2017-2019 have
performance metrics associated with their financial allocations in the Revised Estimates for Public Services, the
Spending Review papers rarely address performance budgeting. The PBO welcomes, however, the re-iteration in
the MYER 2019 (p.35) of DPER’s intention to “take stock of how effectively the Performance Budgeting programme
is working, and to consider future directions for ongoing reform”.
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What future for the Spending Review process?

The vast bulk of the monies reviewed by the Spending Review process were approved by Dáil Éireann following scrutiny

19

indispensable. The process in place for 2017-2019 did not meet that standard.
This publication will mark the third occasion on which the PBO has analysed the current Spending Review. The PBO has
also met with Professor Emeritus John O’Hagan in relation to his external review of the process. The PBO notes that it is
intended to publish the findings of Professor O’Hagan’s review, including recommendations and actions on how it can be
improved, alongside Budget 2020.19 The PBO anticipates that the next Spending Review will be designed in such a way
as to accommodate the role of Dáil and Committee scrutiny and engagement.

19

MYER 2019, p.34
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by its Committees. A Spending Review process that is accessible and amenable to parliamentary scrutiny is therefore
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Appendix 1 – Spending Review papers 2017
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Table 4: DPER and PBO classifications of Spending Review 2017 papers
Spending Review
2017 paper

DPER theme

Associated allocation

PBO – principal theme

Acute Hospital
Expenditure Review

See pp.33-34 of
the Mid-Year
Expenditure
Report (MYER)
2017.

The acute sector spent
€4,441m (Year: 2016)

Trends/Expenditure drivers
– one clear
recommendation is made
with regard to efficiency.20

H

€1bn in 2016 allocated
to 12 key agencies/
areas across a number
of Government
Departments. (€1.1bn
in 2017)

Trends/Expenditure drivers

H

€624m in 2017 to four
housing support
schemes

Trends/Expenditure drivers
– two very clear
recommendations are
made with regard to
expenditure control.21

H

Analysis of Further
Education & Training
Expenditure by
Education Training
Boards

€830m in 2017 will be
invested in FET

Trends/Expenditure drivers

H

Challenges for
Investment in Police
Expenditure: A Public
Expenditure
Perspective

Total Garda Vote
expenditure –
€1.575bn in 2016

Trends/Expenditure drivers
– a clear recommendation
was made that relates to
both efficiency and
effectiveness22

H

An Assessment of the
Rationale, Efficiency
and Targeting of
Supports in Enterprise
Ireland
Analysis of Current
Expenditure on
Housing Supports

Themes:
Objectives/
Rationale
Data Gaps
Sustainability
Flexibility
Departmental
Coordination

PBO –
Comparative
level of
relevance
H/M/L to
Budget 2018

20 This recommends that, in advance of Budget 2018, agreement should be sought to prioritise realistic hospital efficiency plans against which
productivity is measured throughout the year in a similar way to staffing and expenditure levels.
21

This recommends that consideration should be given in the review and continued operation of the schemes as to what measures could be taken to
improve the equity of the system, such that tenants with similar incomes and similar accommodation make a similar contribution. It also recommends
that consideration should be given to the appropriate scale of tenant contribution such that the sustainability of the schemes is maintained, and that
those in receipt of support are contributing to the extent that they can.

22 This notes that, if the Garda Inspectorate figure for posts which could be subject to civilianisation was achieved (1,500), the total annual salary saving
is estimated to be in the order of €45m and an indicative total of 2.5m policing hours could be released to operational policing. There would also be
significant pensions savings given the margin between the notional employer contribution rate for pre-2013 Gardaí compared to post-2013 civil
servants (53% vs 8%). The margin decreases as the proportion of new Gardaí on the post 2013 scheme enter the service (14% vs 8%). Increasing the
pace of civilianisation would facilitate efficiencies to fund other Garda priorities (e.g. recruitment) as well as lower overtime and would allow An Garda
Síochána to increase the volume of policing services it can deliver within a given resourcing footprint.
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DPER theme

Associated allocation

PBO – principal theme

Climate Change
Related – Research &
Funding in Ireland

See pp.33-34 of
the Mid-Year
Expenditure
Report (MYER)
2017.

€38.2 million over
the period 2010-2015

Unclear

L

Gross Voted
expenditure
of €109.7m for
this Vote in 2016

Trends/Expenditure drivers

L

In 2016, Gross Defence
Vote Group
expenditure amounted
to €905.4m

Trends/Expenditure
drivers23

M

Disability Allowance
scheme – €1,358m
in 2016

Trends/Expenditure drivers

H

Disability and Special
Education Related
Expenditure

Invested in disability
& special education
supports across Social
Protection, Health, &
Education – €7,195m
in 2017

Trends/Expenditure drivers

H

Environment Fund

Environment Fund
€39m expenditure in
2017 (income of €31m)

Trends/Expenditure drivers

L

Evaluating Further
Education and
Training Expenditure:
Strategic Pilot
Initiative Report

€634m in 2016
allocated though
SOLAS for further
education and training.
DES allocated
additional funding of
€180m for FET relating
to for PLC teacher pay
and to Cooperation
Hours

Trends/Expenditure drivers

M

Future Sustainability
of Pharmaceutical
Expenditure

Total public
expenditure on
pharmaceuticals
(ingredient cost)
totalled €2bn in 2016

Trends/Expenditure drivers

H

Courts Service Reform

Themes:
Defence Vote Group

Objectives/
Rationale
Data Gaps
Sustainability
Flexibility

Disability Allowance
Expenditure Drivers

Departmental
Coordination

PBO –
Comparative
level of
relevance
H/M/L to
Budget 2018

23 Ultimately, the paper finds that the level of funding provision is fundamentally adequate for the high level purposes of the country’s defence sector.
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Spending Review
2017 paper

DPER theme

Associated allocation

PBO – principal theme

Public Service
Obligation (PSO)
Funding for Public
Transport

See pp.33-34 of
the Mid-Year
Expenditure
Report (MYER)
2017.

€250m in 2016,
€279m in 2017

Trends/Expenditure drivers
– one clear
recommendation is made
with regard to efficiency24

M

In 2017, DJEI’s capital
allocation for RDI
amounted to €364m

Trends/Expenditure drivers

L

Employment Supports
expenditure – €1,015m
in 2016

Trends/Expenditure drivers

H

€1.68bn in 2017

Trends/Expenditure drivers

H

Targeted Agricultural
Modernisation
Schemes II

The total allocated
budget for TAMS II is
€395 million under the
2014-2020 RDP (Irish
Contribution 47%
€185.6m)

Trends/Expenditure drivers

M

The Central Votes:
Spending Trends and
Key Drivers

Just under €800m
in 2016 for 17 Votes

Trends/Expenditure drivers

H

The Irish Government
Economic and
Evaluation Service
(IGEES): Selection of
IGEES Output

N/A

n/a

n/a

Tracking Trends in
Public Spending

All voted expenditure

Trends/Expenditure drivers

n/a

Review of Capital
Expenditure on
Research,
Development and
Innovation (20002016)
Review of Social
Protection
Employment Supports
Expenditure
Special Educational
Needs provision

Themes:
Objectives/
Rationale

PBO –
Comparative
level of
relevance
H/M/L to
Budget 2018

Data Gaps
Sustainability
Flexibility
Departmental
Coordination

Source: Spending Review papers 2017.

24 This recommends that future decisions related to the size of the PSO allocation should be closely linked to the actual output delivered for the funding.
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Appendix 2 – Previous PBO analysis of the Spending
Review process

n

Publication 36 of 2019 – The Irish Spending Review: Suggestions from International Experiences;

n

Briefing Paper 11 of 2018 – Analysis of Spending Review 2018.

Table 5: Summary of previous PBO Spending Review recommendations/findings
PBO reference

Recommendation/Finding

Briefing Paper
11 of 2018

Spending Review papers do not generally provide specific policy options – in most Spending Review
papers the focus is on setting out expenditure trends and drivers.
As there is no ex post review of their impact on the Budget, the mechanism by which Spending
Review papers feed into Budget discussions is unclear
The PBO summarised the 27 Spending Review papers published in July 2018 – under themes
relevant to Budget 2019, identified the quantum involved and attempted to comparatively
categorise their importance to the Budget. The fact that such a table was not provided as
part of the Sending Review documentation highlights the lack of transparency and
accessibility of the Spending Review from a parliamentary scrutiny perspective.
Timely notification of paper titles, and their earliest possible publication, would facilitate
parliamentary scrutiny and preparation for the Budget. The Spending Review is included as a
chapter within the Mid Year Expenditure Report. It is not clear that this is necessary or useful
or that (some of ) the individual papers could not be published prior to the MYER.
The relationship between the longstanding VFMR process and the Spending Review is unclear – the
Public Spending Code stipulates the timeframe within which VFMRs should be completed in order
that they can be submitted to Oireachtas Committees to inform debates of the following year’s
Estimates. The relationship between Government and the Committees in respect of Spending
Review papers has not been formalised in any way.
There is a lack of coherence in the conceptual framework of the Spending Review. It appears to
be based on the VFMR approach to evaluation but the distinction between it and the VFMR or FPA
process and how topics are chosen for review is unclear.
The reason for including some papers in the Spending Review relates in some cases to re-visiting
topics, but there is a lack of transparency in relation to these intra-year relationships.
Ireland does not explicitly incorporate a gender perspective in its Spending Review.
Quantifying the expenditure that could be re-allocated, or providing targets for same,
could assist in relating the Spending Review papers to the Budget process.
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PBO reference

Recommendation/Finding

Publication 36
of 2019

Greater parliamentary awareness of the Spending Review process through greater interaction with
the Houses of the Oireachtas. This would help to achieve greater political commitment, greater
transparency and greater motivation to implement findings. It would also aid Parliamentarians in
engaging with the process and effectively scrutinising budgetary decisions. This can be achieved
by keeping the Oireachtas informed at key points of the spending review process and also ensuring
that papers published are accessible to a wide audience, by ensuring aims of the paper and key
findings are clearly outlined.
Clearer links with the Budget process. This would allow Parliamentarians to more effectively engage
with the spending review process and better scrutinise budgetary decisions. This clarity can be
achieved by making clear for each paper published: the total amount of expenditure subject to
review, whether policy under review has been found to be an effective and/or efficient use of
resources, and the recommended actions to be taken including where, if relevant, funds should
be re-allocated.
Greater ownership from line Departments. While there has been growing engagement between
DPER and line Departments in the production of spending review papers, greater ownership from
line departments would support good quality analysis due to specialist knowledge of the policy
area and greater access to data, and could lead to greater scrutiny by Oireachtas Committees.
It may also lead to greater motivation to implement the findings of the review. This could be
achieved by analysing the reasons for lower engagement in certain areas and introducing
appropriate incentives such as monetary incentives or greater political pressure.
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