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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.

Assessing Exchequer expenditure on COVID-19 
related measures - 2021

PBO Publication 29 of 2021

 Key Messages

 y This publication assesses Exchequer spending on COVID-19 related measures 
based on both publicly available information as well as more detailed spending 
data provided by relevant Government Departments, on request from the PBO.  
The PBO appreciates the assistance provided from these Departments.

 y In 2021, approximately €15 billion has been allocated across 14 Departments and 
Vote Groups to fund specific measures aimed at mitigating the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

 y Based on information received from Departments, COVID specific Exchequer 
spending to end-September was at least €10,447 million of the nearly €15,000 
million proposed in the MYER. When spending within the Education Departments 
is included, this figure is likely to be closer to €11,000 million. A small level of this 
spending is linked to repurposed in-Vote savings. 

 y Increased economic restrictions resulting from heightened public health 
guidance, implemented in December 2020, meant that initial estimates for COVID 
linked expenditure in 2021 were significantly understated – particularly in the area 
of Social Protection unemployment/employment supports. Additional funding 
was committed to in the ‘Economic Recovery Plan’ (June 2021).

 y Tracking COVID spending in a transparent manner which allows for proper 
scrutiny is essential to ensuring that spending on these measures can be 
identified, measured, and disentangled from core Departmental budget 
expenditures. 

 y Spending rates across the Departments differs greatly with some seeing year-
to-date expenditure already exceeding allocation and others presently spending 
below budgeted levels.  

 y Given the scale of Exchequer spending in this area - and with a further €7 billion 
set aside for temporary COVID spending in 2022 - the budgetary frameworks 
utilised by Departments should be sufficiently robust to ensure that spending 
is targeted at those areas that require it the most, and potential for wastage 
eliminated.
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Introduction
The Mid-Year Expenditure Report (MYER) published in July 2021 by the Department of 
Public Expenditure and Reform, indicated that approximately €15 billion in support has 
been allocated in 2021 to cover and deal with the impacts of COVID-19. Such spending 
doesn’t fall under normal day-to-day programme spending and accordingly, how it is 
allocated and drawn down from the exchequer is important in the overall context of 
managing the public finances.

A number of departments have been particularly dependent on increased funding 
to support COVID-19 related spending. Both the Departments of Health and Social 
Protection in particular have had dramatic increases. In outlining the extent of the 
funding requirement, the Parliamentary Budget Office (PBO) has made reference 
to the financial statement as announced by the Minister of Public Expenditure 
and Reform in his Budget 2021 presentation (October 2020). Updates to funding 
requirements have also been outlined in the Stability Programme Update, the 
Summer Economic Statement, and the MYER.

In direct correspondence with departments, the PBO has requested further 
information to lend insight into the detailed spending needs in 2021 to support 
COVID-19 issues. This note outlines further detail provided and seeks to highlight 
COVID specific spending so that it can be disentangled from Voted Programme 
expenditure. This can be a difficult process as funding allocated to support temporary 
or emergency measures can be subsumed into existing Programme expenditure.  

To understand the extent of the sums involved, it is worth noting that approximately 
€16 billion was allocated in 2020 and with a further €7 billion being put aside for 
2022.  This will bring total specific COVID related spending to over €40 billion.  To end-
September 2021, an estimated spend of between €10.5 billion and €11 billion of the of 
the nearly €15 billion proposed in the MYER had already occurred – though it is not 
possible to verify these totals based on current available information.

Analysis of Voted spending
The Mid-Year Expenditure Report (MYER) set out the 2021 spending allocations for each 
Vote/Vote Group that was in receipt of specific funding aimed at mitigating the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic from an economic, societal, and public health perspective.1 
This included the initial allocations provided for in-year spending in the Revised and 
Further Revised Estimates, and the additional funding committed to in the Economic 
Recovery Plan (ERP), published in June 2021. While Votes/Vote Groups in receipt of the 
additional ERP allocations can adjust their spending profiles accordingly, the funds 
have yet to be formally allocated to the Departmental budgets.  This is likely to be 
actioned via the submission of Supplementary Estimates later in the year.

In order to conduct a more detailed assessment, the Parliamentary Budget Office 
submitted requests to each of the Departments listed in Table 1 (as presented in the 
MYER) seeking additional information on in-year expenditure related to COVID-19 
measures. Specifically, the Departments were asked:

1 Mid-Year Expenditure Report (MYER) 2021. Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, July 2021

https://assets.gov.ie/179751/aee549b3-8176-425a-833c-d375c0d7999c.pdf
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 y their year-to-date spending against the relevant schemes, 

 y whether the total allocation would be used in 2021,

 y if they envisage a requirement for additional funding to their COVID related 
allocations, and 

 y if COVID related restrictions earlier in the year had led to any savings being 
identified in non-COVID related spending areas.

The information presented in the following section is derived from the Departments’ 
responses.  Where responses were received - and depending on the date of receipt 
- information around projected spending may relate to either August or September 
month-end.  Where no additional information was provided by a Department, analysis 
of spending was based both on publicly available information as well as monthly 
spending reports provided for the PBO’s Fiscal Monitor analysis series.

The PBO would like to thank the Departments for their cooperation in providing the 
necessary detailed spending data which has aided the production of this publication.

Table 1: Estimated allocations 2021

Already allocated 
through Estimates 

brought to Dáil 

To be allocated, 
incl. ERP  
measures

Total

€m €m €m

Agriculture, Food and the Marine 88 - 88

Children, Equality, Disability, 
Integration and Youth 

30 - 30

Education 309 - 309

Enterprise, Trade and Employment 339 - 339

Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science

138 10 148

Health 1,856 - 1,856

Housing, Local Government and 
Heritage

50 450 500

Justice 27 - 27

Public Expenditure and Reform* 3 - 3

Rural and Community Development 10 - 10

Social Protection 7,194 2,870 10,064

Taoiseach 15 - 15

Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht,  
Sport and Media

234 - 234

Transport 444 - 444

Total at Departmental Level 10,737 3,330 14,067

Earmarked for Health/Education/
Further and Higher Education/Other

700

Total COVID-19 14,767

Source: Mid-Year Expenditure Report 2021.  *Funding for DPER was assigned to Dublin Zoo and Fota 
Wildlife Park.  It was not deemed necessary to request more detailed information.

https://bit.ly/3atq8y6
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Agriculture, Fisheries and Marine
Voted expenditure on COVID-19 related measures as outlined in the MYER indicates 
that €88 million was allocated to the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Marine.  
This figure is allocated as follows with correspondence from the Department outlining 
the proportion of the allocated amount that has been spent to date.

 y European Union Recovery Instrument (EURI) - €56 million (MYER). €1.8 million 
has been allocated by the end of August with the majority of the allocation due 
to be drawn down by the end of the year. 

 y Horse and Greyhound Fund - €12 million (MYER). The amount stated is not 
specifically allocated to COVID related matters. Aggregating the spend over the 
year would suggest that to the end of August approximately €8 million would 
have been spent.

 y SCBI Loan Scheme - €11 million (MYER). To the end of August €3.3 million of this 
allocation has been spent with the remainder due to be spent by the end of the 
year.

 y Other - €9 million (MYER). This includes items such as PPE, IT costs related to 
remote working. Although €5 million of the BEEP beef scheme was related 
to COVID spending (out of a total spend of €45 million), it is not possible to 
apportion specific COVID spend as it is subsumed into the overall administrative 
budget.

The Department envisages that all allocated amounts under the Horse and Greyhound 
Fund, The SCBI Loan Scheme and Other, will be expended by the years end. The EURI 
allocation is due to be spent over a number of years.

Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth
The Department has advised that the €30m allocated to the Vote for COVID-19 related 
measures was held centrally to allow for monies to be allocated to specific areas, as the 
measures to deal with COVID-19 emerged. According to their response, funding of €6 
million was assigned to Tusla (the Child and Family Agency) and a further €24 million 
allocated to International Protection Seekers Accommodation (Direct Provision). Other 
areas of the Vote have required funding linked to the pandemic, however much of 
this expenditure has been allocated from savings in subheads within corresponding 
programmes (e.g. €12 million in repurposed Early Years grant funding being used for 
COVID-19 Operational Support Payments to providers).

Initial estimates of €6 million in COVID-19 related spending by Tusla in 2021, are likely 
to be exceeded by approximately €5 million at year-end. This estimate includes once-
off additional supports to the Community and Voluntary sector. While not directly 
COVID-19 linked, it is deemed necessary, and funding pressures on the Community and 
Voluntary sector arising from COVID-19 have put at risk important services provided by 
this sector.

Within the International Protection Seekers Accommodation (IPAS) area, year-end 
expenditure is anticipated to reach just under €26 million.
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 y COVID isolation/quarantine centres:    €23,911,000

 y Provision of PPE to all centres:     €440,000

 y Funding for in-reach support at isolation centres: €1,220,000

 y Transport:        €315,000 

The spend on accommodation includes both quarantine/isolation centres and centres 
that were used to reduce the numbers sharing rooms to improve social distancing, 
etc. The Department expects that, while the quarantine/isolation centres will not be 
needed when the pandemic has run its course, the other centres have now become 
part of the general IPAS portfolio and – insofar as they are needed – will continue to be 
used after the pandemic ends.

Education
Approximately €308 million has been allocated to primary and secondary level 
education sectors in 2021 to address COVID-19 costs and measures. According to the 
MYER, funding was required in the following areas:

 y Additional Staffing [Pay]   €133 million

 y School Transport     €82 million

 y Grants to Schools and Education Bodies €92 million

 y Teacher Education    €2 million

It is unclear if the announcement in September of €52.6 million in funding being 
made available “for measures to mitigate learning loss and provide targeted additional 
teaching supports for students following COVID-19 school closures”2 is in addition to 
the above or will require the repurposing of in-Vote savings/a Supplementary Estimate.  
Furthermore, with spending to take place across the 2021/22 academic year, the 
attributable value to 2021 is unknown.

Unfortunately, the Department was not in a position to supply up-to-date, detailed 
information on what spending has occurred in these areas directly relating to COVID-19 
in time for this publication. It should be noted that the above headings are existing 
areas of spend within the Vote and not specific subheads established for the purpose 
of allocating and tracking COVID funding. It is hoped that disaggregated spending 
information will be available later in the year to enable proper scrutiny of specific 
expenditures.

2 Department of Education, September 2021

https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/13c7e-ministers-foley-and-madigan-launch-covid-learning-and-supports-scheme-for-measures-to-mitigate-learning-loss-and-provide-targeted-additional-teaching-supports-for-students-following-covid-19-school-closures/
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Enterprise, Trade and Employment
€339 million was outlined in the MYER to cover COVID-19 specific spending for the 
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (DETE). In direct correspondence, 
the department confirmed that the Further Revised Estimates (FRE) allocated €396.5 
million of expenditure to COVID related supports. This included €346.5 million in Voted 
expenditure for 2021 plus €50 million of the unspent capital appropriations carried 
from the 2020 allocation. DETE has indicated that the total allocation of monies to 
support COVID-19 for 2021 may not be utilised in full by the end of the year.

The following outline of expenditure, in relation to FRE (including carryover) for 2021, 
was confirmed.

 y COVID products scheme (IDA) – Of €17 million (FRE allocation), €2.5 million 
spent with possible underspend for the year predicted. 

 y COVID products scheme (EI) – €19 million (FRE allocation), €6 million spent with 
a possible underspend for the year predicted. 

 y Future Growth Loan Scheme – Of €30 million (FRE allocation), €30 million has 
been spent, meaning that the full allocation for 2021 has been utilised. 

 y Microfinance Ireland – Of €15 million (FRE allocation), nothing has been 
allocated to date and as such a possible underspend is predicted for the year. 

 y Credit Guarantee Scheme – Of €25 million (FRE allocation), €2 million has been 
allocated with the possibility of an underspend for the year. 

 y Advanced Manufacturing Centre – Of €6.6 million (FRE allocation), nothing 
has been allocated to date, but it is envisaged that the full allocation will be 
disbursed in 2021. 

 y Regional Enterprise Development Fund – of €25 million (FRE allocation), €7 
million has been used with a possibility of an underspend for the year. 

 y Online Retail Scheme – of €10 million (FRE allocation), €6.2 million has been 
disbursed with the remaining amount due to be utilised in 2021. 

 y Food Transformation Scheme – of €7 million (FRE allocation), nothing has been 
spent to date and there may be an underspend for the year.

 y Sustaining Enterprise Fund – Of €175 million (FRE allocation), €75 million has 
been disbursed with the possibility of an underspend for the year.

 y Local Enterprise Office COVID Supports – of €5 million (FRE allocation), nothing 
has been disbursed to date with the possibility of some underspend for the year. 

 y Research Commercialisation – Of €12.4 million (FRE allocation), nothing has 
been disbursed to date, but the full allocation is expected to be used by the end 
of the year. 

 y Digital Hubs – Of €1 million (FRE allocation), nothing has been disbursed to date 
with the possibility of an underspend for the year.

 y Small Business Aid Scheme – Of €48.5 million (FRE allocation), €30.8 million has 
been allocated with the possibility of an underspend to the end of the year. 
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Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science
In 2021, the Department has been allocated €138.5 million for COVID-19 related 
measures. This incorporates €20 million in additional funding for Student Universal 
Support Ireland (SUSI) to aid student support, and €118.5 million for a range of labour 
market programmes and initiatives through agencies and partners such as SOLAS.  

While the MYER refers to a €10 million funding allocation provided for in the ERP – 
most likely to aid training and reskilling via the National Training Fund - a further €105 
million in COVID funding for the tertiary level sector was announced by Government 
on 21 July.3 Primarily, this additional funding was to aid the safe reopening of the 
sector in September.  However, the Department’s press release only specifies the 
allocation of €21 million in ‘extra support’ for students in the areas of mental health (€3 
million), financial support via the Student Assistance Fund (€10 million), and support 
and engagement with disadvantaged learners, through the Mitigating Educational 
Disadvantage Fund (€8 million).  The €105 million will be formally allocated to the Vote 
later in the year.

Unfortunately, the Vote was not in a position to provide details around projected year-
end spending totals on these measures nor estimates around spending performance.

Health (and the HSE)
In Budget 2021, an additional €4 billion was made available to the Health Sector above 
the original 2020 Estimate, partly to fund the response to the pandemic but also to 
“build up permanent capacity and resilience in the health service in line with the 
Health Service Capacity Review”.4 The MYER detailed an allocation of €1,856 million 
linked directly to COVID-19 mitigation measures with no further allocation provided for 
in the ERP.  Below is the list of measures where funding has been assigned including 
the total 2021 allocation. The spend to September is in brackets.

 y HSE COVID-19 Response:  €1,666 million  (€1,595 million)

 y Agency COVID-19 Response:   €45 million  (€23.2 million)

 y Primary Care Reimbursement:  €10 million  (€9.7 million)

 y COVID-19 Research:    €5 million  (€0)

 y Capital including ICT:    €130 million (€82.7 million)

Given the volatility of the course of the pandemic, accurate budget forecasts around 
these measures has proved difficult. Measures within the HSE COVID-19 Response 
have seen allocations revised in line with changing requirements. For example, in April 
there was an expectation that these measures would require funding of approximately 
€2.1 billion,5 though the most recent estimate has total in-year spending/costs at €1.7 
billion.6 With spending presently €332 million ahead of forecast, the repurposing of 
expected savings from elsewhere in the HSE budget may be required.

3 Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, July 2021  
4 Financial Statement for Minister McGrath, October 2020
5 Department of Health correspondence to the PBO, May 2021 
6 Department of Health correspondence to the PBO, October 2021

https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/5d80a-safe-on-site-return-to-thirdin-september-will-be-funded-by-105-million-minister-harris-announces/
http://www.budget.gov.ie/Budgets/2021/Documents/Budget/Financial Statement from Minister McGrath.pdf
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Table 2: Spend on HSE COVID-19 Measures to 10 September 2021 against 2021 
allocation (€ millions)

COVID-19 Measures Spend to  
10 September

2021 Allocation

PPE Procurement €188 €450

Vaccinations €309 €200

Test & Trace €420 €445

Safety Net II €101 €0

Other Programmes €131 €391

Total COVID Expenditure €1,149 €1,512

Income Impacts and Emerging Costs €412 €190

Total Expenditure/Income Impacts €1,561 €1,702

Source: Department of Health

While the above relate to the direct spending allocations within the Health sector, it is 
likely that the true cost of the pandemic will be much higher and only fully appreciable 
over the coming years.

Housing, Local Government and Heritage
As outlined in the MYER, an amount of €50 million had been allocated to 
the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage in relation to 
Accommodation and Homelessness with a further €450 million being provided for the 
Commercial Rates Waiver.

In direct correspondence with the Department, its Finance Officer provided the 
following information in relation to COVID-19 specific spends. From ‘March to the 
end of August 2021 over €45 million has been recouped to housing authorities in 
expenditure incurred on COVID-19 measures’. The Department recoups up to 90% of 
expenditure appropriately incurred by housing authorities under Section 10 of the 
Housing Act 1988.

The Commercial Rates Waiver was extended to the end of September 2021 which 
resulted in a total provision of €480 million. To the end of Q2 2021, the Department 
estimates that €285 million in waivers has been applied by local authorities. The total 
cost in 2021 for the nine months to the end of September is estimated to be in the 
region of €430 million. 

Savings at year-end or additional funding requirements had not been identified at the 
time of correspondence.
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Justice 
Across the Justice Vote Group, €27.3 million in specific COVID related budgetary 
measures was assigned in 2021. No additional funding was allocated in the ERP.

Table 3 outlines the total 2021 allocations for COVID-19 measures against the Votes with 
the spend to end-August, as advised to the PBO by the Department of Justice.

Table 3: 2021 allocation and spend to end-August

Vote 2021 Allocation Spend to  
end-August

Garda (Vote 20) €14,700,000 €2,300,000

Prisons (Vote 21) €5,700,000 €3,000,000

Courts (Vote 22) €5,700,000 €2,700,000

Justice (Vote 24) €1,200,000 €730,000

Total €27,300,000 €8,730,000

Source: Department of Justice

The Department’s response advises that within the Garda Vote, €13 million of the 
funding related to the procurement of PPE and other equipment with the balance 
allocated for additional cleaning and other non-pay costs associated with COVID.  
Stocks of PPE and equipment are, so far, deemed sufficient to meet their needs and 
therefore an underspend is expected by year-end. However, spending on overtime and 
pay is running ahead of forecast and a requirement for a supplementary estimate has 
been identified. With 40% of overtime directly attributable to COVID related policing 
measures, it is likely that any savings on other COVID-19 measures will be repurposed 
to address any shortfalls in funding.

The additional €5.7 million provided in 2021 for prisons covers a range of areas 
impacted by COVID-19 such as increased medical, PPE and cleaning costs. The 
Department anticipates that the budget will be spent in full.

The €5.7 million additional allocation for Courts is anticipated for use in the funding 
of leases for additional premises, enhanced cleaning and security measures in 
Courthouses, additional jury minding costs, works to reconfigure facilities to enhance 
social distancing and accelerated rollout of video link facilities. The full allocation is 
expected to be utilised by year-end.

The €1.2 million allocated to the Justice Vote includes €400,000 in respect of additional 
supports to organisations providing services to victims of crime, specifically related to 
the increase in support services required for victims of domestic violence. The balance 
of funding of €860,000 is mainly for the Probation Service in providing ICT equipment 
and remote meeting technology to ensure it can fulfil its public safety responsibilities.  
There is an overall budget overrun in the subhead relating to Victims of Crime 
including Sexual Crimes and Domestic Abuse – though the proportion attributable to 
the impact of the pandemic is unclear at this stage.
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Rural and Community Development 
The MYER indicated that an amount of €10 million had been allocated to the 
Department of Rural and Community Development (DRCD) in relation to the COVID-19 
Stability Fund. Correspondence from the Department indicates that the first iteration 
of funds allocated in July 2021 amounted to €4.7 million. With funding being disbursed 
by the Department via a series of application processes, it is difficult to envisage when 
exactly the remainder of the allocation will be utilised. However, the Department 
envisages that the full amount will be spent by year-end. 

There is potential for savings to be made in areas of non-COVID-19 programming 
as the impact of COVID related restrictions have a knock of effect. Construction, for 
example experienced a significant slowdown and this would have impacted the 
delivery of capital programming supported by DRCD. The Department has advised 
that some identified savings that may have materialised from the lack of activity in the 
Rural Regeneration and Development Fund, the Town and Village Renewal Scheme 
and CLÁR for example have been repurposed for additional support to the Local 
Improvement Scheme. It is the Department’s intention that further potential savings 
will continue to be used to maximise support for social and economic recovery.

Social Protection
With the scale and scope of the economic restrictions imposed in support of public 
health measures at various stages since March 2020, the Social Protection Vote has 
seen the largest concentration of funding for COVID-19 mitigation measures.  When 
initial estimates for spending in 2021 were produced7 it had been anticipated that the 
two main employment/unemployment support payments – the Employment Wage 
Subsidy Scheme (EWSS) and the Pandemic Unemployment Payment/Benefit (PUP/B) 
– would be scaled back and wound up early in the year. Recipients would either 
return to their place of employment or move to Jobseeker’s (if eligible). However, the 
imposition of Level 5 restrictions in December 2020 – lasting until May 2021 – meant 
that the budgeted whole year allocations of €1,207 million for the EWSS and €641.7 
million for the PUP/B were insufficient to meet expected demand.

In May 2021, a Further Revised Estimate (with corresponding revised budget profiles 
for spending) was published for the Vote. This saw increased allocations for the EWSS 
up to €2,359 million, the PUP/B up to €3,323 million, and the COVID-19 Illness Benefit 
up to €57 million (from €3.8 million). At the same time, the allocation for Jobseeker’s 
Benefit was increased while Jobseeker’s Allowance was reduced. These revised 
allocations were to account for the extension of the support payments to 30 June.  

The release of the Economic Recovery Plan in June saw the closure of these schemes 
postponed and – with a further allocation of €2,870 million - the total allocation for 
COVID-19 related measures in 2021 increased to an estimated €10,064 million.8

7 Revised Estimates for Public Services 2021
8 Mid-Year Expenditure Report (MYER) 2021. Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, July 2021

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/e20037-revised-estimates/#2021
https://assets.gov.ie/179751/aee549b3-8176-425a-833c-d375c0d7999c.pdf
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The below list of disbursements for COVID-19 related/specific funding is based on the 
FRE allocation of €7,194 million and does not account for the additional funding from 
the ERP.  Spending at end-September (where available) is listed in brackets.

 y Pandemic Unemployment Payment (PUP):  €3,323 million (€3,773 million)

 y Employment Wage Subsidy Scheme (EWSS):  €2,359 million (€3,471.6 million)

 y Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme (TWSS):  €10 million 

 y COVID-19 Illness Benefit:     €57 million (€68 million)

 y Jobseekers (Benefit, Allowance, Self-Employed):  €1,245 million 

 y Work Placement Experience Programme:  €136 million (€5,000 at end-Aug)

 y Other Activation and Support Measures:  €64 million

Additional funding from the ERP – along with any further requirements within the 
Vote – will be allocated via a Supplementary Estimate late in the year.

Taoiseach’s 
The Department of the Taoiseach’s 2021 Revised Estimate allocated €15m for COVID-19 
Public Communications activities. At end-August, the total expenditure for this 
subhead was €8.8 million. The Department anticipates that the total allocation of 
€15m will be spent by year end and currently it is not envisaged that there will be 
a requirement for any additional funding in this area in 2021. With no overspend 
expected on COVID-19 communications, the Department expects any savings 
elsewhere in the Vote will be surrendered to the Exchequer.

Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sports and Media
In correspondence with the Department, the PBO outlined an amount of €234 million 
that was presented in the MYER as COVID-19 related expenditure and requested 
further information on its breakdown.

The Department considers that the following allocations are specifically related to 
COVID-19 spending.

 y Live Entertainment supports of €50 million. This is made up of a Live 
Performance Support Scheme of €8.9 million. The St. Patricks Festival 
accounts for €0.88 million. Funds to support schemes relating to Outdoor Live 
Performances, Live Entertainment Capital Supports, and Music Entertainment 
Business Assistance Scheme (MEBAS) are to be drawn down or launched 
between September and the end of the year.

 y Business continuity supports in the Tourism sector amounting to €50 million.  
This funding has been structured around phases of delivery. Phase 1 paid out €7.7 
million in supports. Phase 2 paid out €13.3 million. Phase 3 paid out €1.7 million. 
The drawdown of funding for phase 4 and 5 commenced in September. Other 
supports include the Fáilte Ireland’s Marketing Group Scheme which provided 
€206,209 in funding and Fáilte Ireland’s Outdoor Dining Scheme with funding to 
be utilised from September. 
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 y Údarás na Gaeltachta spending of €3 million. This funding support has been 
remitted in full. 

 y An Arts Council Emergency Stabilisation Fund of €2 million has been allocated 
and is expected to be disbursed from September on. 

 y Screen Ireland COVID Protocol Scheme of €1.5 million has been paid out. 

 y Funding support for Sports and Recreation is expected to be allocated by the 
end of the year. 

Remaining allocations are expected to be exhausted by year-end. In the allocation 
that was outlined in the Further Revised Estimates for 2021 a total of €1,091.7 
million included a once off transfer from the Department of Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment of €11.5 million to help support the operation of the Events Sector COVID 
Support Scheme (ESCSS).

Transport
COVID-19 funding totalling €444 million was allocated to the Transport Vote in 2021, 
with no further funding made available in the ERP. Spending of an additional €370 
million was earmarked for the Public Service Obligation payment which helps part-
fund public transport operators in the State. A further €73 million in supports to the 
Aviation Sector have also been assigned.  

In the most recent spending returns provided to the PBO by the Department (to end-
August) spending on the COVID Non-Commercial PSO Support was €116 million – 
€101 million below forecast. However, Public Service Provision Payments to operators 
totalling €269.6 million had been drawn down at that point - €83 million above 
budget. Given the uncertainty around permitted passenger numbers at the time the 
budgets were set, the National Transport Authority was unable to provide an accurate 
profile of expenditure for 2021. With passenger numbers now permitted at 100% on 
routes, PSO funding requirements should be lessened for the remainder of the year.  

Spending on aviation supports aimed at addressing liquidity issues at airports as a 
result of COVID-19 was €22.9 million at end-August, out of an annual budgeted €56.6 
million. None of the €16.5 million in capital funding had been drawn down at that 
stage, though the Department anticipates the full allocation will be required by the 
end of the year.
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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.
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.
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Commentary
Given the level of uncertainty caused as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic across all 
sectors of society, it is understandable that accurately profiling expenditures directly 
linked to mitigation measures is complex. The emergence of the Alpha variant in 
late 2020 – and subsequent tightening of public health measures - meant that the 
anticipated scaling back of restrictions in 2021 was postponed and a significant revision 
of pandemic related expenditure required.  

As outlined above, the manner of allocating the relevant funding differed across 
Departments with some opting to differentiate spending through the establishment 
of specific COVID-19 budget lines, while others incorporated the funding into existing 
budget headings.  

From a budgetary scrutiny perspective, the latter option limits the effective analysis of 
spending as it requires the provision of specific information from the Departments and 
the disaggregating of standard expenditure from that linked to the pandemic. While 
it is accepted that clear demarcations may not always be possible when assessing the 
various forms of expenditure, given the scale of Exchequer funding being provided 
it is essential that Departments be in a position to adequately track spending in a 
transparent manner.

The highlighting of COVID-19 spending issues in 2020 by the Comptroller and Auditor 
General across certain areas i.e. Social Protection, Enterprise, Trade and Employment9 
are somewhat understandable given that the measures implemented were on an 
emergency basis and therefore controls “would not be as rigorous as that normally 
applied”10. Due to the high volume of applicants to the initial support schemes in the 
various sectors, the risk of possible overpayments or ineligible recipients was perhaps 
unavoidable, and the need to take swift action necessary to mitigate potential wider 
economic impacts for workers and businesses.11,12

However, in 2021 while the scale of restrictions earlier in the year was perhaps 
unexpected, the budgetary frameworks utilised by Departments should be sufficiently 
robust to ensure that spending is targeted at those areas that require it the most, and 
potential for wastage eliminated.  This will continue to be the case into 2022 with an 
estimated €7 billion set aside for temporary COVID spending next year.

Correctly identifying and labelling COVID-19 funding is important to ensure that it is 
separated from core Departmental spending and not, therefore, used to inflate future 
budgets by artificially enhancing base allocations.  With overall core expenditure 
growth to 2025 expected to be (on average) at a rate of .5%, it will be prudent to be 
able to disaggregate spending on temporary measures relating to COVID from core 
expenditure.
9 Report on the Accounts of the Public Services 2020. Comptroller & Auditor General, September 2021 
10 Ibid.
11 COVID-19 pandemic highlights potential for reforms in social welfare provision. ESRI, June 2021  
12 Covid business supports ‘holding back tide’ of insolvencies, warns Deloitte.  Irish Times, October 2021 

https://www.audit.gov.ie/en/find-report/publications/report on the accounts of the public services/report-on-the-accounts-of-the-public-services-20201.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/news/covid-19-pandemic-highlights-potential-for-reforms-in-social-welfare-provision
https://www.irishtimes.com/business/economy/covid-business-supports-holding-back-tide-of-insolvencies-warns-deloitte-1.4696646

