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Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to highlight recent trends in capital expenditure, including Covid 

impact.  It summarises the features of capital spend under the initial years of the NDP, 

compared to the pre-NDP position in 2017.  

 

The paper adjusts allocations to take account of changes in Department functions under the 

new Government, to provide a context and perspective for consideration of future 

allocations. 

 

The key messages emerging from this paper are: 

 

 The overall Capital allocation for 2021 stands at €10.1 billion.  This funding level is 

almost €5.5 billion or 119% higher than the amount allocated in 2017.  In other words, 

capital allocations have more than doubled under NDP. 

 

 When combined with a record 2021 carryover of almost €710 million, Departments 

and Agencies have potential to spend €10.8 billion in 2021. 

 

 While resources have increased in all significant sectors, four sectors account for most 

of the funding; Transport, Housing, Health and Education.  These four sectors also 

accounted for most of the funding allocated between 2005 and 2019. 

 

 The record carryover of €710 million raises a question on the capacity to absorb 

additional spend, notwithstanding the impact Covid-19 had on the delivery of 

projects.  NDP review will consider the level and sectoral share of funding. 

 

Context 

This paper follows up on an earlier analysis of long-term trends back to 2005 in a previous 

paper entitled Exchequer Capital Expenditure Trends 2005 – 2019.  That paper found; 

 

 Gross capital expenditure increased by over 53% between 2005 and 2008, when it 

peaked at €9 billion. 

 

 Significant cuts were applied to capital expenditure in subsequent years when cost 

saving measures were introduced as public financial constraints took hold. 

 

 Overall capital allocations fell from their peak by over 62%, falling to a gross capital 

allocation of €3.4 billion in 2013. 

 

 Allocations have increased steadily since the low point of 2013, with the 2019 capital 

provision of €7.3 billion over double that of 2013. 

 



 Capital spend is concentrated in four sectors; Transport, Housing, Education and 

Health account for over 70% of spend. 

 Spend in those four sectors is concentrated in eight areas, which account for 96% of 

spend.  These are roads, public transport, housing, water services, primary and 

secondary schools (including PPP), 3rd Level Sector, health sector building & 

equipment and health sector ICT. 

 

 As the overall level of capital funding approaches an all-time high, with a commitment 

to further increases over the lifetime of the NDP, the focus for future enquiries needs 

to be on the allocation and efficient application of this funding. 

 

Overall Spend 

 

The financial crisis resulted in significant cuts to capital expenditure levels, which fell from a 

high point of €9 billion in 2008 to just below €3.4 billion in 2013.  Modest increases were 

allocated to capital investment in the intervening years to 2017, when spend reached €4.6 

billion.  

The publication of the National Development Plan (NDP) in 2018 signalled Government 

commitment to strategic investment in public infrastructure with the publication of indicative 

resource allocations out to 2027. The trend in capital spend since NDP is summarised in the 

following table: 

 

 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Capital - €,m 4,601 5,996 7,160 9,887 10,081 

Y-on-Y Variance  1,395 1,164 2,727 194 

Y-on-Y % Variance  30.3% 19.4% 38.1% 2.0% 

Of which Covid-19, 
Stimulus and 
Brexit Measures 

   1,728 272 

GNI*  186,217 198,702 213,708 202,833 208,345 

Spend as % of 
GNI* 

2.5% 3.0% 3.4% 4.9% 4.8% 

* Figures for 2017, 2018 and 2019 are the audited capital outturn expenditure figures as published in the Appropriation Accounts.  The 

figures for 2020 and 2021 are as published in the Revised Estimates Volume published in Dec 2020. 

 

As this table shows, capital expenditure has sharply increased since 2017.  

 

 The overall Capital allocation for 2021 stands at €10.1 billion, as set out in the multi-

annual capital investment framework published in the NDP and Revised Estimates 

Volume 2021.  This funding level is just over €1.9 billion or 23% higher than the original 

2020 allocations published in the Revised Estimates Volume 2020 and is almost €5.5 

billion or 119% higher than the amount allocated in 2017.   

 



 When combined with the carryover from 2020 to 2021 of almost €710 million, this will 

provide Departments and Agencies with the potential to spend €10.8 billion in 2021.  

This level of capital expenditure is almost 320% higher than the allocation of €3.4 

billion expended in 2013.    

 

 Significant additional resources of over €1.7 billion were apportioned to a number of 

Departments in 2020 to implement measures in response to the Covid-19 pandemic.  

This included the July stimulus package of measures, and increased the overall 2020 

capital allocation from €8.2 billion to almost €9.9 billion. 

 

 The overall level of capital funding is now at an all-time high, with a commitment to 

further increases over the lifetime of the NDP.  The NDP Review will assess the balance 

of resourcing between sectors, in the light of the Programme for Government.  The 

review will consider if there is a need for any strategic changes in allocations. 

 

 Some public infrastructure projects have been delayed in 2020 due to the Covid-19 

lockdown and the safety measures implemented on building sites following the 

resumption of construction activities.  To facilitate unforeseen costs running into 

2021, Departments carried forward almost €710 million (7.2%) from their 2020 

allocations.  

 

 The following table sets out Departmental expenditure allocations from 2017 (pre 

NDP) to 2021.  For comparison purpose, the figures have been adjusted from 2017 to 

take account of the transfers of functions following restructuring of Departments. 

 2017 2018 2019 2020 2020* 2021 

Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine 

219 274 277 274 316 299 

Children, Equality, 
Disability, Inclusion and 
Youth 

27 26 26 31 41 32 

Defence 96 95 138 113 125 131 

Education 610 644 767 748 925 740 

Enterprise, Trade and 
Employment 

341 329 387 422 1,341 558 

Environment, Climate 
and Communications 

147 177 184 
 

339 339 579 

Finance 22 23 26 22 32 34 

Foreign Affairs 13 12 14 13 13 13 

Further and Higher 
Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science 

290 298 364 386 404 500 

Health 454 513 689 854 1,074 1,048 



Housing, Local 
Government and 
Heritage 

814 1,790 2,168 2,266 2,394 2,766 

Justice 170 147 167 269 286 258 

Public Expenditure and 
Reform 

140 190 180 225 225 222 

Rural & Community 
Development 

59 96 141 152 169 169 

Social Protection 8 8 8 15 15 16 

Tourism, Culture, Arts, 
Gaeltacht, Sport and 
Media 

114 111 94 155 169 186 

Transport 1,079 1,262 1,528 1,880 2,017 2,528 

Total** 4,601 5,996 7,160 8,166 9,887 10,081 

*Allocations post Covid-19 and stimulus measures 

**Rounding effects 

Sectoral expenditure: 

Previous analysis has found that capital spend is highly concentrated in four sectors – 

housing, transport, education and health – and in eight main spending areas within those 

Departments – water, housing, roads, public transport, schools, higher education health 

services and health ICT. While NDP has signicantly increased resources in all significant 

sectors, these same spending areas still account for most spend. 

 75.2% of the 2021 allocation of €10.08 billion is concentrated in four sectors;  

 

o Housing - €2,766 million (27.4%)  

o Transport - €2,528 million (25.1%)  

o Education - €1,241 million (12.3%)  

o Health - €1,048 million (10.4%)  

 

 This represents a moderate increase on the 2017 position (adjusted for transfers of 

function), when the four sectors accounted for 70.6% of the overall €4.6 billion capital 

allocations. 

o Transport - €1,079 million (23.5%) 

o Education - €900 million (19.6%) 

o Housing - €814 million (17.7%) 

o Health - €454 million (9.9%) 



 

 

 The composition of spend within the four highest spending sectors is concentrated 

into eight areas, which over the period 2017 – 2021 account for 90% of total spend in 

those Departments and 67% of overall capital expenditure.   

 

 There has been a significant growth in investment in all four sectors, with spending in 

the two areas of Housing increasing by €1,780 million (228%)1 compared to 2017, 

Transport increasing by €1,355 million (129%), Health increasing by €441 million 

(101%) and Education up by €288 million (42%).   

 

 The top three areas of investment in 2021 are Housing - €1,837 million (18% of overall 

capital allocations, Roads - €1,302 (13%) and Public Transport €1,100 (11%)  

 

 The eight areas of investment have a combined percentage increase of 131% since 

2017 compared to an increase of 119% for the overall capital envelope. 

 

 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Transport - Roads 680 816 956 1,128 1,302 

Transport – Public Transport 367 407 468 804 1,100 

Housing  760 1,232 1,446 1,488 1,837 

Water Services 19 518 664 725 722 

Education – Schools 610 644 796 820 734 

Education – Higher Education 78 92 131 174 242 

Health – Building and Equipment 382 438 593 744 783 

                                                           
1 The relatively low level of expenditure on Water Services (€19 million) in 2017 is due to the establishment 
of Irish Water, which became responsible for water infrastructure from 01/01/2014.  Full Exchequer 
funding through the Department of Housing, Local Government, and Heritage was reinstated in 2018.   
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Health – ICT 55 60 85 95 95 

Total 2,951 4,207 5,139 5,978 6,815 

Overall Total 4,601 5,996 7,160 9,887 10,081 

% of Overall Total 64% 70% 72% 60% 68% 

 

Covid 

 Additional resources were allocated to Departments in 2020 in response to the Covid-

19 public health emergency which increased capital allocations from €8,166 million to 

€9,887 million.  The substantial package of supports, of circa. €1.7 billion, was granted 

to assist employment-intensive economic activity in 2020. 

 

 The July stimulus allocated €500 million for a list of projects and programmes covering 

a wide geographic and sectoral scope, which included housing, education, sustainable 

transport, environmental protection and heritage/tourism. 

 

 This investment package was implemented to help alleviate the overall economic 

impact on construction activity as a result of the impact brought about by Covid-19, 

and to mitigate the significant fall-off in private sector investment in 2020.   

 

Capital Carryover 

 Departments are allowed carry over unspent capital up to a maximum of 10% of Voted 

capital to the following year. Statutory provision for capital carryover by way of 

"deferred surrender" to the Exchequer is made under Section 91 of the Finance Act 

2004. 

 

 The amount of carryover being sought from 2020 into 2021 is almost €710 million, 

which is considerably higher than the amount requested in previous years, however, 

this is against a backdrop of the impact of Covid-19, including the allocation of an 

additional €1.7 billion capital expenditure in 2020, with some projects delayed while 

other projects commenced but payment for same will not fall due until 2021. 

 

 The gross capital spend at the end of 2020 was €9,649 million, which included the 

carryover amount of €710 million.  This left a balance of approximately €235 million 

to be surrendered to the Exchequer.  

 



 

Vote   Allocation  Carryover   

2020 into 2021 €,000 €,000 % 

Vote 13 – Office of Public Works 204,049 20,000 9.8% 

Vote 17 – Public Appointments Service  2,000 200 10.0% 

Vote 18 – National Shared Services Office 14,350 1,435 10.0% 

Vote 20 – Garda Síochána 127,500 12,750 10.0% 

Vote 21 – Prisons 54,689 5,468 10.0% 

Vote 22 – Courts Service 71,017 4,895 6.9% 

Vote 24 – Justice 39,901 3,900 9.8% 

Vote 29 – Environment, Climate and Communications 377,477 37,747 10.0% 

Vote 30 – Agriculture, Food and the Marine 316,030 31,600 10.0% 

Vote 31 – Transport 1,981,240 151,480 7.6% 

Vote 32 – Enterprise, Trade and Employment 1,551,000 106,200 6.8% 

Vote 33 – Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sports and Media 169,424 16,892 10.0% 

Vote 34 – Housing, Local Government and Heritage 2,390,335 214,000 9.0% 

Vote 37 – Social Protection 15,000 910 6.1% 

Vote 38 – Health 1,074,250 68,174 6.3% 

Vote 39 – Office of Government Procurement 587 59 10.0% 

Vote 40 – Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth 41,000 4,100 10.0% 

Vote 42 – Rural and Community Development 168,644 13,180 7.8% 

Vote 45 – Further and Higher Education 191,949 16,700 8.7% 

Total* 9,886,635 709,690 7.2% 

* The total in the 2020 Allocation column is the full capital allocation for all Votes including those 
Votes not seeking a carryover.                                                                                                                       
** Carryover allocation rounded to nearest thousand. 

 

 A total of nineteen votes applied to carryover expenditure into 2021.  Four of the votes 

account for just over 63% of the overall carryover amount; 

o Housing - €214 million  

Into
2017

Into
2018

Into
2019

Into
2020

Into
2021

Capital Carryover 74,449 70,305 93,009 215,358 709,690

% share of total estimates 1.90% 1.50% 1.50% 2.90% 7.20%
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o Transport - €151 million 

o Enterprise - €106 million 

o Health - €68 million  

 

 The carryover for these sectors will be used to fund projects and programmes in the 

following areas in 2021; 

 

o Housing - Local Authority Housing, Energy Efficiency – Retrofitting, Pyrite & 

Mica Remediation, Irish Water, Urban Renewal Development Fund and 

Peatland Restoration. 

o Transport - Regional Airports, Regional and Local Roads, Vehicle and Driver 

Licensing Expenses, Carbon Reduction, Rural Transport Programme, Smarter 

Travel, Heavy Rail Safety and Development, Public Transport Infrastructure, 

Cycling and Walking, Greenways and the Irish Coast Guard. 

o Enterprise – IDA Ireland, Enterprise Ireland, Local Enterprise Development, 

SBCI Loan Schemes, Micro Finance Ireland, SBCI Loan Schemes and European 

Space Agency Subscription. 

o Health – National Children’s Hospital  

 

Conclusions 

 

There has been a rapid recovery in spend since the implementation of the National 

Development Plan (NDP) signalled Government commitment to strategic investment in public 

infrastructure.  The 2020 allocation of almost €9.9 billion surpassed the previous high capital 

allocation of €9 billion from 2008, while 2021 sees budgeted allocations exceed €10 billion for 

the first time ever.  

 

Undoubtedly, these high levels of investment bring with it a number of challenges which have 

to be monitored and controlled. In particular, the high level of capital carryover suggests a 

need to assess the capacity to absorb additional spend. The NDP Review provides an 

opportunity to review the level of overall resourcing, and the balance of resources between 

sectors. 
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