
An Oifig Buiséid Pharlaiminteach 
Parliamentary Budget Office

Tithe an 
Oireachtais 
Houses of the 
Oireachtas

Parliamentary Budget Office

Quar

PBO Publication 11 of 2019

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.
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 Key Messages

 y This paper provides an overview of the Help to Buy (HTB) scheme from 2016-2021, 
during this time there has been 30,963 HTB claims.

 y The HTB initiative is a scheme to assist First-Time Buyers in obtaining the deposit 
needed to buy or build a new house or apartment.

 y In 2021, HTB claims reached their highest amount in a single year (7,826), a 47% 
increase from 2017.

 y In July 2020, an enhanced form of HTB was introduced and changed the 
maximum claim available from €20,000 to €30,000.

 y The average value of a HTB claim in 2021 was €24,300.

 y By the end of 2021, the estimated total cost of approved HTB claims was €559.7 
million, 43% above cost estimates.

 y In 2021, 63% of HTB claims were used to buy properties valued above the average 
national house price.

 y A third of recipients did not need HTB to meet the 10% deposit requirement and 
could instead use the scheme to create larger deposits. This could be described as 
“deadweight loss”, which means activity which would have taken place without 
the tax incentive.

 y Dublin, the Dublin commuter counties and Cork alone account for 70% of HTB 
claims.

 y The evidence provided in the 2017 Indecon report and 2021 Tax Strategy 
report state there has been a very small increase in prices attributable to the 
introduction of the HTB incentive.

https://www.indecon.ie/assets/files/pdf/htb_independent_impact_assessment_sept2017.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/d6bc7-budget-2022-tax-strategy-group-papers/
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/d6bc7-budget-2022-tax-strategy-group-papers/
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Introduction

The Help-to-Buy (HTB) initiative is a scheme to assist First-Time Buyers (FTB) in 
obtaining the deposit needed to buy or build a new house or apartment. When the 
scheme was announced there were concerns it could increase demand and lead to 
higher prices, particularly if the supply remained fixed. This would offset any gain 
made by the buyer as the benefit would be passed onto the seller through a higher 
price.1 The scheme was originally due to expire in 2019 but instead has been extended 
each year since. This paper reviews the scheme under its enhanced version. The 
paper begins by providing background to the scheme and explaining some of its 
requirements. Next, annual HTB claims are reviewed, after this the projected cost of 
the scheme is compared to its actual costs. Following this, demand for the scheme 
is viewed through the lens of overall uptake, Loan-To-Value Ratios, and geography. 
This report finishes with some closing remarks on HTB and caveats on some of the 
information provided. There have been many changes to HTB since its inception, to 
assist in the understanding of this there is a timeline of the events on the last page of 
the report.

This PBO note is divided into the sections outlined below:

1. What is HTB? 

2. Background to HTB

3. Requirement for HTB

4. Claims for HTB

5. The cost of HTB

6. HTB claims by property price

7. Loan-To-Value

8. Where is HTB most used

9. Closing remarks

10. Caveats

11. Timeline

1 Parliamentary Budget Office (2019) An overview and analysis of the Help to Buy Scheme 

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2019/2019-09-25_an-overview-of-the-help-to-buy-scheme-which-is-set-to-expire-at-the-end-of-2019_en.pdf
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1. What is HTB?

What is the help to buy scheme?

The HTB scheme is an incentive for FTB to buy a home. Its objective is to help FTB with 
the deposit needed to purchase or self-build a new house or apartment.2 The rebate is 
only available on properties valued at €500,000 or less.3

Under the enhanced HTB scheme, the maximum amount that can be availed of is 
€30,000 per qualifying property. This cap applies regardless of how many people enter 
a contract to purchase the qualifying property. The amount that can be claimed is the 
lesser of:

 y €30,000 (increased from €20,000) 

 y the total income tax and DIRT paid in the previous 4 years, or 

 y 10% (increased from 5%) of the purchase price of a new home/self-build property.

The red denotes what the initial HTB scheme offered.

2. Background to HTB

Background to Help to Buy 

The HTB scheme was initially announced in July 2016 as part of the Rebuilding Ireland: 
Action Plan for Housing and Homelessness. The primary aim of the scheme is to make 
it easier for First-time buyers to raise the deposit needed under the Central Bank’s 
macroprudential rules.4 The secondary goal of the scheme is to incentivise developers 
to build more houses and apartments. The scheme was set to expire in 2019 but was 
extended and received further approval until the end of 2022. It is currently under 
review.

The original HTB scheme applied from 1st January 2017 to December 2019 but was 
subsequently extended. An enhancement to the HTB scheme was announced in 
the 2020 July Jobs Stimulus plan. Under the enhanced HTB scheme, applicants who 
satisfy all conditions can claim an increased relief up to a maximum of €30,000. The 
enhanced HTB scheme was applicable from 23 July 2020-end December 2020, and 
at the time it was supposed to revert to the previous level for 2021. Subsequently, the 
enhanced scheme has now been extended until 2022. (See the timeline in the annex 
for clarity.)

2 Revenue (2022) Help to Buy (HTB) Scheme
3 For the retrospective element of the scheme during 2016, the maximum cost of a property was €600,000.
4 At the time the scheme was announced, these rules were under review, and subsequently revised. 2016 Review 
of Mortgage Market Measures (centralbank.ie)

https://www.ipav.ie/news_publications/rebuilding-ireland-action-plan-housing-and-homelessness
https://www.ipav.ie/news_publications/rebuilding-ireland-action-plan-housing-and-homelessness
https://www.centralbank.ie/financial-system/financial-stability/macro-prudential-policy
https://www.centralbank.ie/financial-system/financial-stability/macro-prudential-policy
https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/5654a-july-jobs-stimulus/
https://www.revenue.ie/en/property/help-to-buy-incentive/index.aspx
https://www.revenue.ie/en/property/help-to-buy-incentive/index.aspx
https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/financial-system/financial-stability/macroprudential-policy/policy-documents/2016-review-of-residential-mortgage-lending-requirements.pdf?sfvrsn=10
https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/financial-system/financial-stability/macroprudential-policy/policy-documents/2016-review-of-residential-mortgage-lending-requirements.pdf?sfvrsn=10
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3. Requirement for HTB

Requirements to claim HTB:

To claim HTB, the buyer(s) must:

 y Be a first-time purchaser at the time of the claim.

 y Purchase a new property, or self-build a qualifying property between 1 January 
2017 and 31 December 2022.

 y Purchase a property through a Revenue approved contractor. 

 y Take out a mortgage on the property with a qualifying lender. To avail of the HTB 
incentive, the loan-to-value ratio must be 70% or more of the:

1. purchase value of the property or 

2. approved valuation, in the case of a self-build.

These restrictions are put in place to minimise the deadweight loss (i.e., facilitating 
transactions that would have taken place even if the scheme wasn’t in place). It was 
also hoped to increase the supply of affordable homes within a certain price range.

4. Claims for HTB

Take up to date

Figure 1 represents the approved annual HTB claims from 2017 to 2021, totalling 
30,963. The 2017 figure includes retrospective claims relating to 2016. This means the 
2017 figure of 5,321 includes HTB claims made in both 2016 and 2017. Revenue do not 
publish separate data on HTB claims for 2016 and so the two years are combined. For 
this reason, it may appear that there is a decline in claims from 2017 to 2018 but this is 
not the case.

The number of HTB claims dipped slightly in 2020, this decline is most likely attributed 
to Covid-19. HTB claims bounded back strongly in 2021, reaching its highest point in 
a single year (7,826). HTB claims reached 2,952 in the year to May, this a 5% decline 
compared to 2021.5

5 Revenue (2021) Help to Buy (HTB) Incentive - monthly statistics

https://www.revenue.ie/en/property/documents/htb-qualifying-contractors.pdf
https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/information-about-revenue/statistics/tax-expenditures/htb/htb-monthly.aspx
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Figure 1: Total HTB Claims by year
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5. The cost of HTB

Cost of HTB

The number of households availing of the HTB scheme has been significantly higher 
than expected. This has meant that the annual cost of the scheme is much larger 
than was originally envisaged, see figure 2(a).6 From 2017-2021 there have been 30,963 
approved HTB claims. The average value of each claim is €18,440. Initially, the HTB 
scheme was estimated to cost €40m per annum and was due to expire in December 
2019, costing €130m7 in total. By August 2019, the total cost of the scheme reached 
€206.4m, 59% above the original costings.8 The scheme was subsequently extended 
and forecast to cost €391m9 by the end of 2021. By the end of 2021, the estimated total 
value of approved HTB claims was €559.7 million10, 43% over costings. Figure 2 (b) 
shows the average value of HTB claims per year. The average claim has increased by 
87% since 2017, this rise is due in part to the enhanced version of HTB which came into 
effect in July 2020.

6 In figure 2(a) the data used for 2017 includes 2016 data. It should also be noted that the enhanced version of the 
HTB scheme came into effect in 2020 and partly accounts for the rise in costs.
7 Initial costings from Budget 2017 suggested that the scheme would cost €50 million in 2017 (which would 
include claims relating to transactions that took place in 2016) and €40 million in both 2018 and 2019.
8 Parliamentary Budget Office (2019) An overview and analysis of the Help to Buy Scheme
9 Government of Ireland (2021) July Jobs Stimulus, Budget 2021 Tax Policy Changes, Budget 2020 Tax Policy 
Changes
10 Revenue (2022) Help to Buy (HTB) Statistics 2021

https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/information-about-revenue/statistics/tax-expenditures/htb/htb-monthly.aspx
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2019/2019-09-25_an-overview-of-the-help-to-buy-scheme-which-is-set-to-expire-at-the-end-of-2019_en.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/c48ab-july-jobs-stimulus/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/c48ab-july-jobs-stimulus/
https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/documents/statistics/tax-expenditures/help-to-buy-annual-report-2021.pdf
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Figure 2(a): Forecast vs actual cost of HTB
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Figure 2 (b): Average HTB claim by year

Source: Revenue
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https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/documents/statistics/tax-expenditures/help-to-buy-annual-report-2021.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/c48ab-july-jobs-stimulus/
https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/documents/statistics/tax-expenditures/help-to-buy-annual-report-2021.pdf
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6. HTB claims by property price 

Figure 3 shows the total breakdown of HTB claims by property price in 2021. Properties 
valued below €150,000 have accounted for the lowest number of HTB claims (1%). 
Conversely, properties valued above the national average at €301,000 or greater have 
made up the majority of HTB claims (63%). Assuming a 10% deposit, (required for first 
time buyers under the Central Bank’s macroprudential rules) a single FTB would need 
an income of over €77,000 to get a mortgage for a property worth €301,000. This 
income is above the average individual income of €45,00011 in 2021. While this isn’t 
affordable for a single person on the average wage, it is affordable for two earners on 
the average wage.

Figure 3: HTB Claims by property price
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11 PBO calculation based off CSO data, Q4 2021 Earnings and Labour Costs Quarterly (€864.51*52)

https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/information-about-revenue/statistics/tax-expenditures/htb/htb-yearly.aspx
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7. Loan-To-Value 

Loan-to-Value breakdown to date

Figure 4 shows the Loan-To-Value (LTV)12 ratio for HTB claims in 2021. For example, 
an LTV ratio of 75%-79.99%, means that a FTB purchasing a property for €300,000 is 
getting a mortgage of between €225,000-€240,000. The remaining 20-25% is the FTB 
deposit, in this case between €60,000-€75,000. In short, this chart shows the deposit 
FTBs had, including the assistance of HTB. One aim of the HTB scheme was to help 
FTBs raise a 10% mortgage deposit required under the Central Bank’s macroprudential 
lending rules. The chart below shows that upon receiving the HTB assistance, 33% of 
HTB recipients had an LTV of 80% or less. This means that a third of recipients did not 
need HTB to meet the 10% requirement and could instead use the scheme to create 
larger deposits. This increased the purchasing power of FTBs, which fuelled property 
inflation and created a deadweight loss.

Figure 4: LTV breakdown
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Source: Revenue

8. Where is HTB most used

Geographical breakdown

Figure 5 below shows a visual breakdown of all HTB claims by county from 2017 to 
1st March 2022. The depth of the colour on the map represents the concentration of 
HTB claims. For example, Leitrim the county with the fewest HTB claims (88) has the 
lightest shade of green. On the other hand, Dublin the county with the highest HTB 
claims (7,564) is dark green. It is clear from the chart that HTB is heavily concentrated 
in Dublin, the Dublin commuter counties13 and Cork. These six counties alone account 
for 70% of HTB claims. Most new residential schemes are in these counties, which is 
why they account for a greater share of HTB claims.

12 The Loan-To-Value ratio is calculated by dividing the amount borrowed by the value of the property and is 
expressed as a percentage. 
13 Dublin commuter counties: Kildare, Meath, Wicklow, and Louth

https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/information-about-revenue/statistics/tax-expenditures/htb/htb-yearly.aspx
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Figure 5: HTB Claims by county

Source: Revenue

https://www.revenue.ie/en/corporate/information-about-revenue/statistics/tax-expenditures/htb/htb-yearly.aspx
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9. Closing remarks

The HTB scheme has been extremely popular since its introduction and has seen 
a dramatic increase in claims since 2016. The level of demand experienced was not 
forecast in cost projections and has resulted in the cost of HTB being much greater 
than estimates. Initial cost overruns were exacerbated by the enhanced version of the 
HTB scheme which took effect in 2020. The scheme is estimated to have cost €168m 
more than forecast from 2017 until 2021. This raises concerns on the methodology 
used to forecast the costs of the scheme.

The HTB scheme is intended to help FTBs raise a deposit to purchase their home. The 
LTV ratios shows there has been some “deadweight loss” in the scheme, as at least a 
third of recipients did not need HTB support to reach the 10% deposit requirement. 
Given how many claimants are purchasing more-expensive-than-average properties 
and already had the required minimum 10% deposit, it suggests that the scheme is 
poorly targeted towards its stated aim of providing support to FTBs in meeting their 
deposit requirement. 

The data shows that the majority (63%) of HTB claims in 2021 were for properties 
valued above the national average price of €290,000.14 Increasing purchasing power 
for households, while housing supply is constrained, will very likely lead to higher 
house prices.15 Such rises in house prices are likely in turn to exacerbate affordability 
problems down the line. This is of concern in areas where the HTB claims are highest, 
most notably Dublin, the Dublin commuter belt and Cork. 

The evidence provided in the 201716 and 201817 Indecon report and 2021 Tax Strategy 
report state there has been a very small increase in prices attributable to the 
introduction of the HTB incentive.18 However, both reports note that the primary driver 
of house prices remain wider economic conditions and the continued misalignment 
between demand and supply. There is, however, merit in continuing to monitor the 
HTB relationship with property inflation.

14 RTE (2021) Property prices report
15 ESRI (2021) Opening Statement – Oireachtas Joint Committee on Housing, Local Government, and Heritage
16 Indecon (2017) Impact Assessment of the Help to Buy Tax Incentive
17 Department of Finance (2018) Budget 2019: Report on Tax Expenditures Incorporating outcomes of certain Tax 
Expenditure & Tax Related Reviews 
18 The 2017 Indecon report was commissioned to independently assess the HTB scheme. It should be noted that 
the scheme had only been in operation for seven months when it was completed, and the analysis represented a 
preliminary assessment. 

https://www.indecon.ie/assets/files/pdf/htb_independent_impact_assessment_sept2017.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/d6bc7-budget-2022-tax-strategy-group-papers/
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/d6bc7-budget-2022-tax-strategy-group-papers/
https://www.rte.ie/news/2021/1229/1268970-property-prices/
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_housing_local_government_and_heritage/submissions/2021/2021-02-16_opening-statement-dr-conor-o-toole-senior-research-officer-economic-analysis-division-economic-social-research-institute-esri_en.pdf
https://www.indecon.ie/assets/files/pdf/htb_independent_impact_assessment_sept2017.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/df7d1-budget-2019/#expenditure-report-2019
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/df7d1-budget-2019/#expenditure-report-2019
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10. Caveats

It is acknowledged that the HTB scheme is intended to support the building of 
properties. However, there is no clear method which could show the number of 
additional units arising from the HTB scheme, as opposed to those which would have 
been delivered anyway. There have been many interventions in the housing market 
in Ireland since 2017 which could have also affected the delivery of properties. For this 
reason, no estimation of additional properties completed due to the HTB incentive are 
discussed in this report.

Property prices are influenced by many factors and reflect the relationship between 
demand and supply as well as changes in costs of house building. In considering the 
impact of the HTB incentive on prices, it should be noted that house price inflation for 
properties which qualify for HTB is influenced by overall build cost inflation and other 
supply/demand factors and not just by the HTB incentive. 

The Tax Strategy Group noted in their 2021 report that ending the help-to-buy scheme 
abruptly could lead to market disruption as developers scale back supply of starter 
homes. 

New builds, on average, cost more than existing dwellings because they tend to 
be of higher quality and must meet greater regulatory requirements than many 
existing homes (e.g. certain BER rating). HTB claims for new builds have been heavily 
concentrated in the Greater Dublin Area (GDA). This is not surprising as this is where 
population growth and residential building activity has been strongest in recent years. 
HTB should not be viewed as the sole contributor to property price inflation but should 
be considered a partial cause of it.

11. Timeline

2016

The HTB incentive is announced in Budget 2017 (October 2016). It is designed to assist 
first-time buyers with the deposit required to purchase or self-build a new house or 
apartment to live in as their home. It was announced as part of the “Rebuilding Ireland: 
Action Plan for Housing and Homelessness.” 

For a property to be eligible for HTB it could not exceed a value of €600,000 in the 
period from 19 July to 31 December 2016. 

2017-2019

In 2017 the criteria changed slightly. For a property to be eligible for HTB it could not 
exceed a value of €500,000 in the period from 1 January 2017 to 31 December 2019.

The HTB incentive provides for a refund of Income Tax and DIRT paid over the previous 
four tax years, limited to a maximum of 5% of purchase value up to a value of €400,000. 
The HTB refund is capped at €20,000.

From 2016-2019, the scheme is estimated to cost €130m, the actual cost was €206m.

There is a sunset clause stating it would expire at the end of 2019.

In Budget 2020, the scheme is extended until the end of 2020.

https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/d6bc7-budget-2022-tax-strategy-group-papers/
https://www.ipav.ie/news_publications/rebuilding-ireland-action-plan-housing-and-homelessness
https://www.ipav.ie/news_publications/rebuilding-ireland-action-plan-housing-and-homelessness
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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.

2020

An enhancement to the original HTB scheme was announced in 2020 under the July 
Jobs Stimulus to combat the effects of Covid-19.

With the enhanced HTB scheme, applicants who satisfy certain conditions can claim 
an increased relief up to a maximum of €30,000. The enhanced HTB scheme is 
applicable from 23 July 2020. The original HTB scheme applies from 1 January 2017 to 
22 July 2020.

In Budget 2021, the scheme is extended for a third time until the end of 2021.

2021

In 2021, the enhancement to the scheme remains in place. There are no other changes 
to the scheme.

HTB claims sees its highest ever number of claims in a year and costs exceed 
forecasts.

From 2020-2021, the scheme is estimated to cost 261m, the actual cost was €353m.

The scheme is once again extended and set to be terminated at the end of 2022.

2022

The enhanced scheme is still active.

The scheme is set to be independently reviewed.

The scheme is due to be complete at the end of the year.

mailto:pbo@oireachtas.ie
https://www.oireachtas.ie/pbo
https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/5654a-july-jobs-stimulus/
https://www.gov.ie/en/campaigns/5654a-july-jobs-stimulus/

