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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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Social Protection spending in the context of the 
Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP)

Introduction
Projections of Social Protection spending have been subject to several revisions since last year 
- due primarily to the impact of the pandemic. Overall spending on Social Protection in 2020 is 
now expected to be €31.6 billion - the original estimate was €21.2 billion. 

Spending on Social Protection is split between Voted spending (i.e. spending from the 
Exchequer) which usually relates to means tested payments and activation measures, and the 
Social Insurance Fund (SIF) which usually relates to statutory benefits linked to social insurance 
payments. 

This PBO Note discusses overall Social Protection spending and how it has evolved during 
2020. In particular, it discusses the impact of the PUP on the SIF and its reserves.

 Key Messages
 y The Social Welfare (Covid-19) (Amendment) Act 2020 has enabled the reimbursement in 

2020 of approximately €1.8 billion spending from the Social Protection Vote to the Social 
Insurance Fund (SIF);

 y Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP) costs pre-August 2020 have been apportioned 
between the SIF and the Vote, based on the underlying entitlements of claimants to 
either benefit or allowance payments. This reduces SIF reserves by approximately €1.8 
billion;

 y This adds to the ongoing pressures on SIF reserves and is anticipated to result in the SIF 
requiring a subvention from the Exchequer (through the Vote) of approximately €93 
million in 2020;

 y Due to the anticipated use of all SIF reserves in 2020, a €587 million subvention from the 
Vote to the SIF in 2021 will be needed i.e. the Social Protection Vote’s spending in 2021 is 
likely to be approximately €587 million greater than was projected in the Budget 2021 
Expenditure Report; 

 y This does not increase total Social Protection spending in 2021 but it affects the division of 
that spending between the Vote and the SIF; and

 y The introduction of Level 5 restrictions, which increases the number of PUP/Employment 
Wage Subsidy Scheme (EWSS) claimants, combined with the increase in their payment 
rates to end-January 2021 will increase overall spending in 2020 and 2021.
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Overview of Social Protection Spending 2019-2021
Figure 1 illustrates the range of estimates for Social Protection spending in 20201 – from an 
initial pre-pandemic projection of approximately €21.2 billion to almost €31.6 billion as of the 
Further Revised Estimates for Public Services approved by the Dáil on 18 November.2

The Expenditure Report 2021 (p.230) set out 2020 Exchequer spending of almost €18.6 billion 
for the Vote (i.e. the portion of Social Protection spending that requires Dáil approval). This 
exceeded spending approved by the Dáil at that stage by approximately €2 billion (see Figure 
1). 

However, a Further Revised Estimate for Vote 37 Social Protection was presented to the Dáil 
and was scrutinised by the relevant Select Committee on 11 November. This set out almost 
€31.6 billion in total Social Protection spending (Vote and SIF combined) for 2020. The 
proposed spending under the Vote is now just €741 million greater than approved in May 2020 
– at €17.3 billion.

Figure 1: Total Spending - Vote 37 & SIF
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Source: PBO based on Revised Estimates for Public Services (December 2019); Revised Estimates for 
Public Services 2020 (May 2020); Expenditure Report 2021 (October 2020); and Further Revised Estimates 
for Public Services 2020 (November 2020).

Section 6 of the Social Welfare (Covid-19) (Amendment) Act 2020 provides that the costs of the 
PUP (incurred by the Exchequer) may be refunded to it by the Social Insurance Fund (SIF). The 
legislation provides that the value of this refund be agreed between the Minister for Public 
Expenditure & Reform and the Minister for Social Protection. The Expenditure Report 2021 
showed that almost €3.14 billion had been spent by the Exchequer on the PUP. However, the 
above Ministers have now agreed that €1,817.5 million be refunded to the Exchequer by the SIF 
- this amount is based upon recipients’ underlying entitlement to a jobseeker payment.3 This is 
set out in the Further Revised Estimate (November 2020).

The Further Revised Estimates also accounts for the Level 5 restrictions introduced Post-
Budget and the Social Protection ‘Christmas Bonus’.4

1 It includes 2019 and the Estimate for 2021 for comparison.
2 ‘Dáil Éireann debate: Estimates for Public Services 2020’ (18 November 2020).
3 Opening Statement by the Minister for Social Protection Heather Humphreys, T.D in relation to the 2020 Further 
Revised Estimate (Vote 37 and Social Insurance Fund) (11 November 2020) p.4.
4 Details of the 2020 Christmas Bonus are available here.

https://ptfs-oireachtas.s3.amazonaws.com/DriveH/AWData/Library3/Documents Laid/pdf/PERdoclaid040320_041120_195458.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/debateRecord/select_committee_on_social_protection_community_and_rural_development_and_the_islands/2020-11-11/debate/mul@/main.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/45297/f9e861cb7e894a03841058f4b36775f7.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/79149/d2421a94-4702-4991-ae21-620c2f300008.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/79149/d2421a94-4702-4991-ae21-620c2f300008.pdf
http://budget.gov.ie/Budgets/2021/Documents/Budget/Expenditure Report 2021.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/89855/2976c722-9b41-402d-9451-6f01567dbe92.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/89855/2976c722-9b41-402d-9451-6f01567dbe92.pdf
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2020/act/12/section/6/enacted/en/html#sec6
https://assets.gov.ie/90864/63d5998a-6cce-4eaf-8bd0-b7e02b893b71.pdf
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2020-11-18/6/
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/select_committee_on_social_protection_community_and_rural_development_and_the_islands/submissions/2020/2020-11-11_opening-statement-heather-humphreys-t-d-minister-department-of-social-protection-community-and-rural-development-and-the-islands_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/select_committee_on_social_protection_community_and_rural_development_and_the_islands/submissions/2020/2020-11-11_opening-statement-heather-humphreys-t-d-minister-department-of-social-protection-community-and-rural-development-and-the-islands_en.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/9e914-dsp-budget2021/#christmas-bonus
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Clarity in relation to Social Protection spending as presented for 2020 
and 2021
The Budget 2021 Expenditure Report could have brought greater clarity to spending on 
unemployment pandemic-related supports. The Expenditure Report (pp.231-232) set out the 
2020 and 2021 provisions for the Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP). On Budget day 
2021 this consisted of:

 y Over €3.1 billion in 2020 (under the Vote);

 y A further provision of €1.4 billion in 2020 (under the SIF); and 

 y Slightly over €0.6 billion in 2021 from the SIF.

The provision for the PUP (to be paid from the SIF) is set out under the heading of ‘Pandemic 
Unemployment Benefit’. This should have been explained in the Expenditure Report. 
The Social Welfare (Covid-19) (Amendment) Act 2020 placed the Covid-19 Pandemic 
Unemployment Payment (PUP) on a statutory basis - therefore the use of alternative 
terminology in the Budget documentation presented to the Dáil is potentially confusing.

The Expenditure Report did not detail the apportionment of the cost of the PUP pre-August 
2020 between the Vote and the SIF - this has now been set out in the Further Revised 
Estimates for Public Services 2020 (November 2020).5 Additionally, the Further Revised 
Estimate updates projected spending in 2020. Total PUP spending of over €5 billion in 2020 is 
currently apportioned as:

 y €1.3 billion of the pre-August PUP payments to the Vote;

 y €1.8 billion from the SIF to the Vote in re-imbursement of pre-August PUP spending; 
and

 y €2 billion to year-end for SIF spending (post-August) on the PUP.

As with the Expenditure Report, PUP spending under the SIF in the Further Revised Estimate 
is set out under the title of ‘Pandemic Unemployment Benefit’. The use of this terminology, 
again without explanation, in place of the scheme’s legislated name could create confusion.

The rationale for attributing some (but not all) costs of the PUP pre-August 2020 to the SIF 
reflects the distinction between allowance and benefit payment types and which type a PUP 
claimant would have been entitled to. Post-August 2020 the full cost of the PUP will be met 
from the SIF. The division of pre-August PUP payment between the Vote and the SIF does 
not change overall spending on Social Protection. However, it does impact the SIF reserves 
(see below).

SIF Reserves
The SIF’s reserves entering 2020 were €3.89 billion at 31 December 2019. The SIF uses its 
reserves when its spending exceeds its income in any given year. Using these reserves reduces 
the amount the Government must borrow or otherwise generate. When the SIF cannot meet 
its spending from the combination of its income and its reserves it requires a subvention from 
the Exchequer. In effect, a subvention is an allocation from the Vote to the SIF. 

Figure 2 illustrates SIF spending and the value of its reserves. Where the value of end-year 
reserves are less than €0, this represents the value of a subvention from the Vote.

5 The Social Welfare (Covid-19) (Amendment) Act 2020 provided for an apportionment of costs arising from the 
PUP between March and August to be charged to the SIF by the PUP; however, it was “not clear from the Bill or its 
Explanatory Memorandum to what extent these and other costs associated with the Covid-19 PUP will be funded by 
the Social Insurance Fund or the Exchequer.” See Library and Research Service, Bill Digest: Social Welfare (Covid-19) 
(Amendment) Bill 2020 (July 2020).

https://opac.oireachtas.ie/AWData/Library3/Documents Laid/pdf/PERdoclaid040320_041120_195458.pdf
https://opac.oireachtas.ie/AWData/Library3/Documents Laid/pdf/PERdoclaid040320_041120_195458.pdf
https://ptfs-oireachtas.s3.amazonaws.com/DriveH/AWData/Library3/LRS Publications/pdf/Bill Digest - Social Welfare (Covid-19) (Amendment) Bill 2020 270720 (final)_270720_173354.pdf
https://ptfs-oireachtas.s3.amazonaws.com/DriveH/AWData/Library3/LRS Publications/pdf/Bill Digest - Social Welfare (Covid-19) (Amendment) Bill 2020 270720 (final)_270720_173354.pdf


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

PBO@oireachtas.ie 20 November 2020www.oireachtas.ie/pbo
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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.
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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.

 -

 400

 800

 1,200

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Figure 2: SIF Spending and Reserves
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Income Expenditure Reserves at 31st December

Source: PBO based on Department of Social Protection, Social Insurance Fund: Financial Statements 
2019 (06 November 2020); Expenditure Report 2021 (13 October 2020); and Further Revised Estimates for 
Public Services (November 2020).

Figure 2 illustrates the depletion of SIF reserves - due primarily to the large increase in SIF 
spending in 2020 and the fall in PRSI receipts. This necessitates a subvention of just over €93 
million from the Vote. A significant component of this increased spending reflects the €1,817.5 
million refund from the SIF to the Vote in respect of PUP liabilities. If the refund to the Vote 
from the SIF were not required, then the SIF’s reserves at end 2020 would be approximately 
€1,724 million.6

The Expenditure Report 2021 set out that SIF expenditure would exceed its income by 
almost €600 million in 2021. However, as the refund from the SIF to the Vote in respect of 
PUP liabilities had not been finalised at the time of that publication, it was not possible 
to determine then if a subvention would be required. It now appears that Voted Social 
Protection spending for 2021 is likely to be approximately €587 million greater in 2021 than 
set out in the Expenditure Report 2021 - to reflect this subvention.

The Revised Estimates for Public Services 2021, expected to be published in mid-December 
2020, should provide updated figures to account for this development. In addition, the Revised 
Estimates will also have to be updated to account for policy decisions taken post-Budget, such 
as the introduction of Level 5 restrictions increasing the number of PUP/Employment Wage 
Subsidy Scheme (EWSS) claimants and the increase in their payment rates to end-January 
2021. These decisions will likely increase overall Social Protection spending in 2021.
6 The PBO has discussed the issues of long-term sustainability of the SIF in a number of publications, including: An 
overview of the Social Insurance Fund (SIF) (2018); Demographics and Voted Expenditure (2019); and The COVID-19 
Pandemic: Implications for the Social Insurance Fund (2020).
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