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Multiannual Expenditure Ceilings:
An effective control for spending?
Ministerial Expenditure Ceilings act as the baseline for expenditure...

Key Messages
•	 Between 2012 and 2017, overall outturn fell within the ceiling only in 2013.

•	 Ministerial Ceilings are revised in the Budget and the Mid-Year Expenditure Report, with a 
pattern of upward revisions each year, potentially twice per year.

•	 Budget 2019 saw the largest upward revisions over the three-year period for ceilings since 
they were introduced.

•	 The celing for 2019 was originally set at €53.6 billion in 2016, but has now increased to €59.3 
billion.

Introduction
The Medium-Term Expenditure Framework is a set of administratve procedures employed for the 
management of Voted Current Expenditure over the medium term by way of three-year ceilings. The legal 
basis for these ceilings is set out by the Ministers and Secretaries (Amendment) Act 2013 (the Act). These 
ceilings	were	first	introduced	on	an	administrative	basis	in	2012,	under	the	Comprehensive	Expenditure	
Report 2012-2014, and were subsequently place on a legal and procedural footing. 

Ceilings are set out in each Budget for the following three years (e.g. Budget 2019 includes ceilings for 
2019, 2020 and 2021). These ceilings cover Voted Expenditure in addition to the National Training Fund ) 
and the Social Insurance Fund. The ceilings are set at an aggregate level, and also at Ministerial Vote Group 
level.

Capital and Current Expenditure
Since 2014, ceilings have been given for both capital and current expenditure in the Budget. However, the 
process	for	setting	these	ceilings	is	different.	The	capital	expenditure	ceiling	is	mostly	set	and	modified	as	
part of the National Development Plan. Meaning that while the proportional growth in capital expenditure 
ceilings is very large, changes to capital ceiling tend to be the result of conscious decisions and central 
planning for the level of capital invest to be made in the coming years. However, as Figure 2 shows, 
the relationship is inverted when absolute values are used. The absolute value of revisions in current 
expenditure	ceilings	is	significantly	larger	than	those	for	capital.

Key expenditure Departments (Health, 
Housing, Planning and Local Government, 
and Education and Skills) appear to treat 
expenditure ceilings as the baseline for 
expenditure expectations. 

Expenditure ceilings are regularly exceeded by 
any	unforeseen	events,	efficiencies	or	overruns	
in cost.

Increase in Expenditure Ceilings 2014-2020, € millions.
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Voted spending remains €8 billion above pre-pandemic 
expectations.
Government spending of Voted monies 
has continued to exceed projections 
to the end of September, with gross 
spending now just over €8 billion 
above profile. The Departments 
of Employment Affairs & Social 
Protection and Health account for 
€7.7 billion of the variance. Gross 
spending is €10.6 billion ahead of the 
same period in 2019.

     FIgure 1: Gross Spending over/under Profile at  
     end-September 2020
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The Pre-Budget Expenditure Update 2020 (PBEU 2020) was published by Government on 
6 October. This estimates that Voted spending for the year will be approx. €86.5 billion, an 
increase of over €16 billion on the amount set out in the original 2020 Estimates for Public 
Services. However, the Government Expenditure Ceiling for 2020 currently stands at €81,330 
million - based on the Estimates that have been brought to Government to date. That Ceiling 
does not include additional funding of just over €5 billion to be included in subsequent 
Estimates:1

 » The Government Decision in June to extend the Pandemic Unemployment Payment 
(PUP) and the Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme (TWSS) to August and also introduce the 
Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme (EWSS) and the further extension of the PUP set out 
in the July Stimulus of approximately €2.3 billion;

 » The July stimulus funding for enterprise supports of €450 million;

 » Costs relating to reopening schools and the return of students to third level of €462 
million;

 » Potential spending pressures of €2 billion in aggregate relating to a number of areas 
including: Personal Protective Equipment costs and costs relating to the Health Service 
Executive’s Winter Plan; social protection spend given the evolving nature of the situation 
in the labour market; asylum seekers’ accommodation, and pressures in the justice and 
education sectors arising from Covid-19.

The additional Gross Voted spending allocated by Government in response to the pandemic 
is currently €14,191 million. The PBEU 2020 sets out a further potential spending of €2 billion 
on COVID-29 related measure, bringing the total pandemic response to approx. €16.2 billion.

1 Source: PBEU 2020, p.11.

https://assets.gov.ie/89991/fa3a0ada-5dd8-4002-af26-a14f88ea59de.pdf
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Key Spending Developments
Each month, the Government reports on the money collected and spent by central 
government in the Department of Finance’s Fiscal Monitors. Due to the high-level nature of 
the data contained in the Fiscal Monitors, the PBO has sought the monthly co-operation of 
selected Departments in relation to more detailed financial data for Voted spending.

Based on the September 2020 Fiscal Monitor and responses from Departments, this PBO Note 
analyses overall gross Voted spending2 at the end of September 2020 - with a specific focus on 
the Votes most impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic.

It graphically presents spending data to assist Members in fulfilling their role in relation to 
scrutiny and oversight of Government spending on public services.

The PBO would, once again, like to acknowledge the assistance of several Government 
Departments in providing information for this publication and to thank them for their co-
operation.3

Estimating Future Spending – Q4 2020
In this note, the PBO has included estimates of future Voted spending between the months of 
October and December - by calculating the average percentage of the variance from profiled 
spending (March to September) and applying it to the existing profiles for the final Quarter 
of 2020. The resulting estimates of current and capital spending for Q4 are shown in Figure 2 
(green and blue bars respectively).

Based on these trends Voted spending is on track to reach €81 billion by year-end. This 
approach does not take account of Further Revised Estimates and Supplementary Estimates 
which are yet be brought to the Dáil for approval. It also does not take account of instances 
where Votes have front-loaded funding to address the pandemic. 

To reach the now expected €86 billion in Voted spending in 2020, spending for the final 
three months of the year will have to accelerate significantly. Between March and September 
average monthly spending was €6.9 billion. To reach €86 billion it will have to average €9.4 
billion per month in October to December.

Figure 2 highlights that the existing profiles of spending are now of limited value to the Dáil 
in scrutinising spending on public services funded by the Voted monies which it approves. 
The absence of revised profiles is a barrier to effective Dáil scrutiny of spending. The PBO has 
therefore adopted this approach to show that the actual spending for Q4 will be significantly 
higher than the outdated profiles currently in use by Government.

The Government’s view, it should be noted, is that, “These expenditure profiles have not been 
updated to reflect the additional amounts allocated by Department as this ensures that the 
expenditure variances versus profile each month provide a clearer indication of the scale of the 
impact on expenditure of the Covid-19 pandemic.”4 The PBO’s view is that there are other ways 
in which this could be illustrated and that the profiles should have been updated.

2 This is the spending set out in the Estimates on Budget day, and subsequently set out in more detail in the 
Revised Estimates which is then scrutinised by Dáil Committees and considered by the Dáil itself.
3 Employment Affairs & Social Protection, Transport, Tourism & Sport, Business, Enterprise & Innovation, Health, 
and Housing, Planning & Local Government.
4 PBEU 2020, p.1.

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/5e2407-fiscal-monitors-2020/
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Overall Spending

Overall Voted spending is heavily weighted towards current, day to day, expenditure, as seen in 
Figure 2.

Figure 2: Current and Capital gross Voted spending against profile - 2020
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Source: Fiscal Monitors February to September 20205 and PBO calculations, REV (published May to 
October 2020), and DPER Pre-Budget Expenditure Update 2020.
Note: The two ceilings set out in Figure 2 are: ‘Ceiling (REV May to Oct)’ which is the Government 
Expenditure Ceiling for 2020 which currently stands at €81,330 million based on the Estimates that have 
been brought to Government to date; ‘Ceiling (PBEU2020)’ which is the potential ceiling for spending of 
€86 billion set out in the Pre-Budget Expenditure Update 2020 published 6 October.

While current spending has accelerated beyond profile since early summer, capital spending 
has remained within profile, mainly due to underspends in many Votes. It is unclear to what 
extent this underspend will remain year-end approaches.

5 These totals include non-Voted spending from the Social Insurance Fund (SIF) and National Training Fund (NTF) 
as the totals for both are aggregated in the Fiscal Monitor.
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Vote Performance Against Profile
Figure 3 illustrates the performance against profile of all Vote Groups (excluding the Health 
and Employment Affairs & Social Protection Vote Groups which are discussed later).

Ten Vote Groups are currently below profiled levels of spending for end-September (€449 
million). This below-profile spending is outweighed by the above-profile spending in the other 
five Vote Groups (€790 million).

Figure 3: Gross Expenditure against Profile (Excluding Health & Employment Affairs & Social 
Protection) at end-September 2020
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Source: PBO based on Department of Finance, Fiscal Monitor: September 2020 (October 2020).

The majority of Vote Groups which are spending below profile and have done so consistently 
throughout 2020 are typically those Departments which have either not required significant 
spending measures linked to the pandemic or are currently offsetting excess spending in 
some areas with underspending in others. By year-end, more Votes may begin to spend 
closer to profile as Departments seek to utilise their in-year allocations rather than surrender 
them to the Exchequer.
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Employment Affairs & Social Protection (Vote 37) and the Social 
Insurance Fund (SIF)
Figure 4: Vote 37 and SIF aggregated spending against profile (Feb-Sep 2020) (billions)
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Source: PBO, based on Fiscal Monitors for April to September 2020. Note: The new ceiling (horizontal 
grey bar) represents the ceiling for the Revised Estimate approved by the Dáil in 2020 to date.

The Exchequer intervention in managing the response to the pandemic has been significant 
and has been particularly evident in the spending from Vote 37 and the SIF.

While the SIF is not Voted expenditure, the Fiscal Monitor aggregates this spending.

Based on the original allocation for 2020, the Vote would have exceeded budget in September, 
without the additional funding approved by the Dáil in May 2020. On this basis, internally, the 
Department of Employment Affairs & Social Protection has revised its own Vote 37 profiles for 
2020. They have currently spent €22.3 billion against a profiled €21.6 billion - primarily due to 
the extension of pandemic related employment supports beyond budgeted timeframes.6

Figure 5: Estimates of Vote 37 & SIF spending Oct-Dec 2020
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Source: PBO calculations, Department of Public Expenditure & Reform profiles, January 2020. Note: The 
new ceiling (horizontal yellow bar) represents the ceiling for the Revised Estimate approved by the Dáil 
in 2020 to date.

6 Letter of 2 October 2020 from the Department of Employment Affairs & Social Protection to the PBO.
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Estimates of future spending from October through December (Figure 5) do not account 
for any potential Supplementary Estimate required for 2020. In addition, if the Government 
moves to Level 4 or 5 on its Framework for Restrictive Measures in its Resilience and Recovery 
2020-2021: Plan for Living with COVID-19, the number claiming benefits such as the Pandemic 
Unemployment Payment would increase. 

It is unclear, at present, whether the SIF will exhaust its reserves by year-end and require a 
subvention from the Exchequer.

While the SIF commenced 2020 with reserves of approximately €3.93 billion (PBO calculation)7  
and PRSI receipts are performing well (€592 million ahead of profile) expenditure from the 
SIF exceeded receipts by €575 million at end September. If spending from the SIF (on the 
Pandemic Unemployment Payment8 and other supports) were to exceed its reserves, a 
subvention from the Exchequer would be required.

Health (Vote 38) and the Health Service Executive (HSE)

Figure 6: Health spending against profile (Feb-Sep 2020)
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Source: PBO, based on Fiscal Monitors for April to September 2020.
Note: The new ceiling (horizontal blue bar) represents the ceiling for the Revised Estimate approved by 
the Dáil in 2020 to date.

While spending is ahead of profile, it remains below the original expenditure ceiling for 2020.

The Department of Health has acknowledged that a Supplementary Estimate for 2020 will 
be sought from the Dáil but are unsure, at present, of the value.9 The PBO has estimated a 
potential request of over €1 billion.

7 Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, Social Insurance Fund: Financial Statements 2018 
(2019); and Revised Estimates for Public Services – DEASP (2020).
8 All PUP payments are SIF funded since 5 August. The SIF paid out €167.4m in August and €427.7m in September 
relating to PUP.
9 Letter of 5 October 2020 from the Department of Health to the PBO.

https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/resilience-recovery-2020-2021-plan-for-living-with-covid-19/
https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/resilience-recovery-2020-2021-plan-for-living-with-covid-19/
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2020/2020-08-07_voted-spending-at-end-july-2020_en.pdf
https://opac.oireachtas.ie/knowvation/app/consolidatedSearch/#search/v=grid,c=1,q=qs%3D%5Bsocial%20insurance%20fund%20%5D%2Ccorpauthor%3D%5B%22department%20of%20employment%20affairs%20and%20social%20protection%22%5D%2CqueryType%3D%5B16%5D,sm=s,sb=0%3Abrowse3%3ADESC,l=library3_lib,a=t
https://assets.gov.ie/79149/d2421a94-4702-4991-ae21-620c2f300008.pdf
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HSE Covid-19 related spending
Figures 7 and 8 below set out the current and capital spending by the HSE on specific 
COVID-19 related measures. The figures provided are as of 18 September 2020 and total €1,885 
million – comprising of current spending of €1,780.8 million and capital spending of €104.2 
million. Total spending as of 21 August stood at €1,718.5 million (€1,624 million – Current, €94.5 
million – Capital).

The September totals do not account for estimated indirect costs of €145.3 million incurred 
by the HSE as a result of Covid-19.  Examples of such costs are: loss of income from ‘Acutes’ - 
€114.1 million, loss of income from Community Care - €9.3 million, and Additional expenditure 
incurred in other areas due to Covid-19 - €21.9 million.

A sizeable proportion (€928 million) of the non-capital spending to date has been utilised on 
the procurement of Personal Protection Equipment (PPE) and the agreement reached with 
private hospitals for the use of their facilities. Up to 18 September, the HSE has spent €118 
million on Testing & Contract Tracing.

Figure 7: HSE Covid-19 Related non-Capital Spending to 18 September 2020 – total €1,780.8 million 

Source: Department of Health correspondence to the PBO, 5 October 2020.

Figure 8: HSE Covid-19 Capital Spending to 18 September 2020 – total €104.2 million (€ millions)

Source: Department of Health correspondence to the PBO, 5 October 2020.
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Business, Enterprise & Innovation
Figure 9: Vote 32 spending against profile (Feb-Sep 2020)
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Source: PBO, based on Fiscal Monitors for April to September 2020.
Note: The new ceiling (horizontal yellow bar) represents the ceiling for the Revised Estimate approved by 
the Dáil in 2020 to date.

Spending on business supports, particularly through Enterprise Ireland, has seen the budgeted 
allocation of Vote 32 for 2020 increase by nearly 50% and spending to date at almost twice the 
profiled amount. 

The new ceiling (horizontal yellow bar) does not account for the additional €450 million 
assigned to the Department in the July Jobs Stimulus package, which has not yet been 
approved by the Dáil through the Estimates process.

Figure 10: Estimates of Vote 32 spending (Oct-Dec 2020)
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Source: PBO calculations, Department of Public Expenditure & Reform profiles, January 2020.
Note: The new ceiling (horizontal yellow bar) represents the ceiling for the Revised Estimate approved by 
the Dáil in 2020 to date.
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Projected spending estimates for this Vote are difficult to assess given the large injection of 
funding received during the year and the decision by Government not to re-profile spending in 
the Fiscal Monitor.

Given the continued uncertainty for businesses due to Covid-19 related restrictions, and the 
risk of no EU-UK trade deal being agreed, further Exchequer funded interventions by the 
Department may be considered necessary by Government in 2020.

mailto:pbo@oireachtas.ie
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