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Executive Summary 

This paper will form part of the evidence base for the 2021 review of the National Development Plan. 

Its aim is to present an analysis of trends in drivers of demand for public infrastructure in some of the 

primary areas of importance to Ireland’s society and economy; education, energy, health, housing, 

transport and water. These areas account for a significant proportion of infrastructure investment and 

hence the focus on them in this paper. Energy investment was the single largest area of investment in 

the NDP as set out in 2018 with a non-exchequer allocation of €13.7 billion. In 2021, over 75 percent 

of the almost €10.1 billion allocation for exchequer capital investment is concentrated in four sectors;  

 Housing and Water - €2,766 million (27.4%)  

 Transport - €2,528 million (25.1%)  

 Education - €1,241 million (12.3%)  

 Health - €1,048 million (10.4%) 

In focusing on these key sector of physical infrastructure, the paper does not extend to all areas of 

Government capital expenditure. Most notably, consideration of capital grant schemes is outside the 

scope of this paper as it can be difficult to point to specific underlying demand and supply 

considerations related to that type of spending. In addition, other sectors which account for a lower 

level of investment are not included in this high level analysis but are considered in detail as part of 

the review of the National Development Plan, in particular through submissions from the relevant 

Government Departments. 

The primary focus of this paper is on exogenous drivers, such as demographics and economic growth. 

The paper focuses on developments in these drivers since the 2017 position which was laid out in the 

“Strategic Public Infrastructure: Capacity and Demand Analysis” paper published in August 2017 to 

inform the evidence base for the 2018 National Development Plan. In addition, this paper also 

addresses some of the main policy commitments which may act as a drivers of expenditure demand 

in these areas. 

Historic investment and an overview of the infrastructure stock was an important component of the 

2017 paper, but has not been revisited to the same degree in this paper given the relatively short time 

period between the two papers. Where relevant, important capacity constraints are discussed in the 

chapters in the context of the ability of the current infrastructure systems to meet demand. The 

current paper also highlights risk factors which will be important to monitor going forward under each 

chapter. For example, Covid-19 may have led to temporary changes in demand in a particular area. 

Such temporary impacts should not be given undue importance in planning investment in long term 
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infrastructure but may lead to longer term sociocultural and technological changes which may impact 

on demand for infrastructure and services in the longer term.  Such changes will need to be closely 

monitored in the ongoing planning and implementation of infrastructure. 

An overview of the key findings is presented in the following three brief sections. The first section is 

an articulation of the key themes which span across the sectors explored in the chapters; the second 

section presents a summary of the key insights from each of the sectors; and the third provides 

concluding remarks on the comparative demand for investment by looking across the available 

evidence on each of the sectors and changes in the demand drivers from the 2017 analysis.  

 

Drivers of Demand: Key Themes  
The following section presents a summary of the key themes around drivers of demand which emerge 

across the sectors explored in the paper. 

 

Demographics 
Demographics is the key driver of demand that impacts across all areas of infrastructure discussed in 

this paper. There are a number of important angles to demographic trends which will impact on the 

demand for services and the related infrastructure. 

Overall population - Ireland’s population is forecast to increase by approximately 900,000 people 

between 2016 and 20401. Although this level of increase is broadly in line with the increase seen over 

the previous twenty four year period, it will be a major driver of demand across all sectors of 

infrastructure going forward. 

Ageing of the population - Ireland currently has one of the youngest populations in the EU with a 

median age of 37.72. Over the coming decades, the age distribution of the population is due to shift 

significantly with the population share increasing for the over 65s, decreasing for those under 20, and 

decreasing slightly for those between 20 and 64. Changes in the age distribution of the population will 

most notably impact the demand for services and infrastructure in health and education with 

implications for other areas such as housing and transport. 

Regional distribution – The regional distribution of the population is also projected to change over the 

coming decades. The Project Ireland 2040 National Planning Framework aims for higher levels of 

growth outside Dublin and its suburbs with Cork, Limerick, Galway and Waterford cities earmarked 

                                                           
1 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS70.pdf  
2 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/demo_pjanind/default/table?lang=en  

https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS70.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/demo_pjanind/default/table?lang=en
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for high levels of growth. The regional distribution of the future population is relevant across all the 

above chapters, and is a particularly important consideration for housing, education and transport.  

Economic Growth 
Beyond the impact of Covid-19, the Irish economy is expected to return to a scenario of economic 

growth in the medium to long term. Forecasts from the Central Bank’s Quarterly Bulletin of January 

20213 estimate that GDP will grow by 3.8 per cent in 2021 and 4.6 per cent in 2022 in a baseline 

scenario. Regarding longer term projections, the July 2020 Long-term Sustainability Report from the 

Irish Fiscal Advisory Council4 estimates that average growth in modified gross national income over 

the period 2026 to 2030 will average 2.1% decreasing to an average of 1% over the period 2031 to 

2050. Economic growth is tied to increasing demand in transport and energy in particular and will also 

implications for demand across all other areas. 

 

Climate 
Climate action is another driver that pervades many of the sectors discussed in the paper given the 

emphasis on climate action in the Programme for Government and the goal to reach an average 7 per 

cent reduction per annum in greenhouse gas emissions from 2021 to 2030. The Climate Action Plan 

of 2019 created specific targets for emissions reductions in areas such as transport, energy and 

housing; while in other areas such as education and health, emissions reductions will be largely 

achieved through energy efficiency improvements to the stock and flow of public assets such as 

schools and hospitals. The Climate Action Plan will be reviewed alongside the development of the NDP 

review with a revised Climate Action Plan due to be published later in 2021. Ireland has also submitted 

a National Energy and Climate Plan to the European Union as required under Regulation (EU) 

2018/1999 on the Governance of the Energy Union and Climate Action. 

The impacts of climate change on the need for investment are considerations across many sectors, 

where climate change may impact on the supply which is available to meet demand (e.g. water) or 

require changes to existing infrastructure to preserve against the impacts of climate change (e.g. 

transport).  

 

Sociocultural and Technological Change 
Sociocultural trends which may impact on demand for certain services and infrastructure are 

highlighted in some of the chapters, although their impact going forward is difficult to assess. For 

example, demand for public transport, cycling infrastructure, water and energy usage may be 

                                                           
3 https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/publications/quarterly-bulletins/qb-
archive/2021/quarterly-bulletin-q1-2021.pdf?sfvrsn=5  
4 https://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Long-Term-Sustainability-Report-Website.pdf  

https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/publications/quarterly-bulletins/qb-archive/2021/quarterly-bulletin-q1-2021.pdf?sfvrsn=5
https://www.centralbank.ie/docs/default-source/publications/quarterly-bulletins/qb-archive/2021/quarterly-bulletin-q1-2021.pdf?sfvrsn=5
https://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Long-Term-Sustainability-Report-Website.pdf
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impacted if the population becomes more climate conscious over time or if remote working becomes 

more widespread.  Similarly technological changes may impact on the ability of households and 

businesses to increase the efficiency of their resource usage. 

 

Interactions with the Private Market 
The private market is heavily implicated in its interplay with some of the sectors discussed in this 

paper. One of the primary drivers of social housing is the prices and rents resulting from the private 

housing market. Changes in the market or future Government interventions which serve to impact on 

supply and prices in these markets will have a knock on impact to the demand for public investment. 

In the healthcare space, development of capacity in the private sector may impact on the physical 

space available in public settings to increase supply of public services.  

 

Impacts of Underinvestment 
The long run impact of underinvestment is highlighted in certain areas where historic lower levels of 

investment have led to an undersupply or where ongoing renewal costs need to be considered as part 

of the cost of new infrastructure projects. Water, for example, is a particular area where the current 

capacity has been impacted by historic underinvestment. While the need to account for ongoing 

renewal costs is flagged as an important cost consideration for new projects in transport. 

Key Insights from each Sector 
The following section presents the specific key findings from each of the chapters relating to the above 

themes, additional areas of demand drivers and specific policy drivers. 

 

Education 
 Across both primary and post-primary level enrolments are expected to fall at a slower rate 

than previously forecast in 2017 which indicates that there will be more pupils in the primary 

and post-primary system than expected in 2017. 

 National enrolment numbers at primary level decreased in 2020 for the first time since 2000. 

Aggregate demand at primary level will decrease over the next 14 years until 2034, however, 

this fall in demand will not be as steep as previously forecast and it should be noted these 

projections do not account for regional and localised capacity dynamics.   

 At post primary level, pupils are remaining at second level for longer as participation rates in 

Transition Year and Leaving Cert programmes increase, increasing demand for places at this 

level. National demand is projected to increase as enrolments are forecast to rise, peaking in 

2024 and then falling thereafter but falling at a slower rate than previously forecast in 2017.  
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 These projections of enrolments do not address capacity constraints which may prevail at local 

and regional levels. Analysis of the present baseline capacity levels of schools and potential 

capacity issues were not included in this review as data on school level capacity was 

unavailable for review. However, data collected as part of the National Inventory of School 

Capacity developed in 2020 should be analysed when available to provide an assessment of 

capacity. 

 Regional projections5 of enrolment numbers at primary and post primary level indicate that 

the distribution of demand will not be uniform across all regions with total enrolment 

numbers shifting from other regions towards the Midlands and Mid-East at both primary and 

post-primary level if current trends continue.  

 Demand for third level is expected to rise along with projected third level enrolment numbers 

until 2030 which have been revised upward since 2015. Wider negative labour market 

conditions created by the Covid-19 outbreak could potentially increase future demand for 

third level places.  

 Covid-19 poses a potential risk going forward in the long term in particular as its impacts on 

international student revenue and wider demographic factors remain unknown.  

 Ongoing development of policy reform in the area of special needs education will potentially 

impact demand for capital expenditure through the increased and wider provision of students 

with special needs in mainstream education. 

 

Energy 
 In general, significant additional investment will be required between now and 2030 in 

electricity generation capacity and grid infrastructure. This investment is required to keep 

pace with the projected increase in electricity demand and to meet the imperative to 

decarbonise electricity supplies.    

 It is essential that the existing statutory requirements and other obligations are observed and 

that the fundamental risks associated with Brexit and climate obligations continue to be 

monitored. 

 Investment in the sector is primarily from non-Exchequer sources, with a NDP commitment 

by CSBs of €13.7 billion. The overall investment needs of the sector will increase significantly 

between now and 2030 and while this investment will not be made by the Exchequer,  the 

                                                           
5 Regional projections in contrast to the national total enrolment projections for both levels are modelled 
using pupil projections from 2019 in comparison to projections from 2020.  
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additional investment cost will be paid for by energy consumers through PSO payments 

and/or regulated asset base (RAB) costs to the infrastructure system developers. 

 The programme for Government includes a strong commitment to climate governance, and 

commits to achieving an average of 7% per annum reduction in overall greenhouse gas 

emissions from 2021 to 2030, and for the production of at least 70% renewable electricity by 

2030.   

 It is clear that significant research and investment will be required in order to intensify the use 

of renewable energy sources and reduce the levels of greenhouse gas emissions to achieve 

these targets.  This will require policy changes to be implemented across sectors to ensure 

targets are being met in a sustained and measured means.   

Health 
 The Health capital resource envelope has increased significantly under NDP.  €10.9 billion 

has been allocated over the NDP period up to 2027. Many projects included in the NDP were 

at early stages of development/pre final business case when the NDP was being developed 

in 2017. As in other sectors, best estimates of costs were included in the NDP at that time. 

Time factors such as inflation, amended specification and changes in standards/regulatory 

requirements have impacted on revised estimates of costs for the projects included in the 

NDP; the National Investment Office are bring forward revised procedures around the 

governance of cost estimation for major projects.  

 It is clear that the increases in our populations over the age of 65 and the increasing old-age 

dependency ratios will have result in increased demand in the coming decade for Health. 

However, the health sector is complex and it is not always possible to make a direct, forensic 

link between demographic and policy change on the one hand and healthcare demand and 

capital investment on the other. What can be said is the essential factors identified in the 

2017 review are unchanged.  

 The key reforms highlighted in the existing NDP to meet this demographic pressure remain 

consistent in this review, notably including the Sláintecare vision to expand primary and 

community services as well as sufficient acute provision. This will seek to provide the 

appropriate care in the appropriate setting, but will require capital investment to enhance 

community services that currently have unmet demand and will face future demand 

pressures as a result of population ageing.  

 There are a number of other drivers of demand in the health system which include the 

requirement for reform, modernisation of facilities, regulation and safety requirements and 

requirements and learnings arising from Covid. 
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 A significant unknown in this context is the longer term impact of Covid, which may call for 

acceleration of some categories of project and even additional investments. 

 

Housing 
 Average household size has been decreasing in recent years and, according to recent ESRI 

research, is expected to continue decreasing in the coming decades. This is significant because 

it means more units are required in order to house the population. 

 The significant increase in average first time buyer price (20% since 2017) is an important 

development in the context of supports for first time buyers. Demand side affordability 

measures, like the help to buy incentive scheme, look to bridge the gap between incomes and 

prices. If prices increase at a higher rate than incomes, then that gap widens, and the initial 

support becomes less effective. 

 The demand for housing infrastructure generally is largely driven by population growth. Latest 

projections based on ESRI research indicate annual housing demand arising from population 

growth to be up to 33,000 units per year between 2016 and 2040. Comparing this figure to 

the number of new residential dwellings completed since 2016, this level of demand is 

currently not being met. 

 State intervention in the housing market prioritises housing need and the provision of social 

housing. With the exception of COVID-19 related setbacks in 2020, social housing targets have 

been met over the past number of year.  

 The Housing Need and Demand Assessment tool utilised by DHLGH illustrates that, without 

major policy intervention, a significant proportion of newly forming households may default 

into seeking social housing as prices and rents will be too high to allow them to purchase or 

privately rent. Large demand for social housing provision is symptomatic of under supply in 

the broader housing market. This is because under supply in the private housing market 

exacerbates affordability issues which in turn creates the need for additional social housing 

support. Consequently, factors such as the viability of development and the capacity of the 

private sector are vital consideration in ensuring that housing demand will be met over the 

coming decades.  

 

Transport 
 Future population growth is targeted by the National Planning Framework (NPF) to occur 

predominantly outside of the Dublin and Eastern regions. Investment will be needed in the 

medium-long term to deal with the impacts of growth on Irelands regional transport 

infrastructure, particularly in regional cities where growth rates are expected to increase.  
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 Dublin’s population is expected to grow steadily in the short-medium term. Transport 

infrastructure investment will be needed in the short-medium term to service this demand.  

 Transport demand grew by an average of 8% per year in Dublin, and by between 8.5% and 

16.7% in Irelands other cities, between 2016 and 2019.  

 The age make-up of Irish society is expected to change significantly in future decades, 

becoming older. This shift may reduce demand for transportation, as people over the age of 

65 make fewer daily trips than any other age group.  

 If Ireland succeeds in achieving consistently high levels of employment and economic growth 

in the upcoming years, transport demand will likely rise consistently in response.  

 Between 2016 and 2019, the proportion of Ireland’s national roads operating above 100% 

capacity increased from 15% to 17% for primary roads, and from 32% to 36% for secondary.  

 Extreme weather events resulting from climate change are expected to significantly impact 

upon transport infrastructure in future years. Strategic investment to adapt Ireland’s 

infrastructure will therefore prove cost saving in the long run.  

 

Water 
 Going forward, Irish Water faces significant challenges in terms of the quantity, quality, 

reliability and sustainability of public water supplies across the country.  

 Irish Water must ensure that their water supplies become more sustainable over time, 

therefore they need to ensure that solutions to their supply issues consider the broader 

environment within which they operate. This means: 

 Irish Water cannot continue to abstract water from sensitive sources to meet ever increasing 

demand. Where feasible they must cater for increased growth requirements in the first 

instance by driving an aggressive leakage reduction programme combined with strong 

promotion of water conservation measures in homes and businesses; and 

 Irish Water must fully adhere to the World Health Organisation (WHO) principle that the 

starting point for good clean drinking water is source protection, as incorporated into the 

recast Drinking Water Directive, rather than relying on ever more complex and costly 

treatment for sources that are deteriorating due to inadequate protection. Irish Water will 

achieve this by developing and implementing Water Safety Plans across all their supplies. 

 Irish Water have classified the range of available solutions into three pillars; lose less, use less 

and supply smarter.  These pillars will enable Irish Water to optimise their capital and 

operational solutions to achieve the best outcomes and react to emerging issues. 
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 Lose Less – reducing water lost through leakage and improving the efficiency of Irish Water's 

distribution networks; 

 Use Less – reducing water use through efficiency measures; and 

 Supply Smarter – improving the quality, resilience and security of Irish Water supply through 

infrastructure improvements, operational improvements and development of new 

sustainable sources of Water. 

 OECD analysis suggests a need for all EU countries, except Germany, to increase annual 

expenditures for water supply and sanitation by more than 25% in order to comply with the 

EU drinking water and wastewater directives. 

 

Concluding Remarks 
Providing an assessment of the relative need for public investment across each of the sectors 

discussed within this paper is a difficult task. There are a range of factors at play aside from the 

available evidence on demand drivers across each of the sectors presented in this paper such as the 

political landscape, public opinion and international developments. There are also gaps in the 

understanding of demand drivers based on the available data across the areas discussed. While noting 

the above caveats, these concluding remarks draw on the available evidence on the drivers of demand 

presented in this paper.  

 

The analysis suggests that housing is the area where demand for investment is most acute given the 

pressures which a malfunctioning housing market is putting on affordable and social housing. Demand 

for water will continue to increase driven by population and economic growth with the current 

infrastructure struggling to efficiently distribute the natural and treated resources available following 

a history of underinvestment. Transport and energy are areas where the main drivers of further 

investment relate to policy ambitions rather than exogenous drivers, and are particularly key areas for 

Ireland’s climate action ambitions. The main exogenous driver of demand for the health system is the 

ageing of the population which will have an impact on the demand for services and related 

infrastructure, though not necessarily a directly linear impact. Developments in the private healthcare 

sector such as capacity and the level of private health insurance may have positive implications for 

public sector capacity. In contrast to the area of health, demographics are favourable over the medium 

to long term with enrolments in primary schools set to decrease from 2020 with secondary school 

enrolments due to begin decreasing from 2024. Regional shifts in demand and policy ambitions such 

as reducing the climate impact of schools are potential upward drivers of demand.   
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The findings of this paper will be one of a number of inputs into Phase 1 of the review of the NDP 

which is due to be completed by March 2021. These inputs will contribute to the evidence base which 

will be drawn on by Government in Phase 2 of the review as decisions are made relating to the revised 

NDP to be published in summer 2021.  
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Introduction and Context 
 

Purpose and Scope of Paper 
The purpose of this paper is to update elements of the capacity and demand analysis published in 

20176. That paper formed an important part of the evidence base for the National Development Plan 

by detailing sectoral trends in activity, demand in order to help identify areas which may require 

further prioritisation of investment over the period of the National Development Plan. In a similar 

vein, this paper’s main objectives are to: 

 analyse primary areas of infrastructure in terms of demand trends; and, 

 provide clear and concise sectoral analysis to contribute to overall decision making in the 

context of the Mid-Term Review of the Capital Plan. 

The previous paper included an examination of the rationale for public investment in Ireland as well 

as an examination of the historical investment levels in different sectors and where the data existed 

the level of existing infrastructure stock. Given the short time period which has elapsed since the 

publication of the last paper it was not deemed necessary to re-examine those elements. The focus of 

the paper is thus on providing a high level overview of demand and activity across some of the primary 

areas of infrastructure including: 

 Education 

 Energy 

 Health 

 Housing 

 Transport 

 Water 

It is important to note a number of points in relation to the approach, scope and limitations of the 

paper from the outset. Firstly, the sectoral analysis is based on available data and as such the level of 

detail varies by sector. The analyses contained in this paper are not intended to give a comprehensive 

assessment of demand in each sector as that is the responsibility of the relevant Government 

Department or Agency to establish. Rather, it is intended that this paper will provide a means for high 

level comparisons to be drawn across sectors to help identify where demand might be particularly 

high and constrained, or where demand is likely to decrease in coming years.   

                                                           
6 https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Infrastructure-Capacity-and-Demand-Analysis-Full-Draft-
01-09-17-Final.pdf  

https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Infrastructure-Capacity-and-Demand-Analysis-Full-Draft-01-09-17-Final.pdf
https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Infrastructure-Capacity-and-Demand-Analysis-Full-Draft-01-09-17-Final.pdf
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Secondly, the paper focuses on physical infrastructure across key sectors of the economy and it does 

not extend to all areas of Government capital expenditure. Most notably, consideration of capital 

grant schemes such as research grants, is excluded. Most notably, consideration of capital grant 

schemes is excluded. Other sectors, not accounting for a significant share of overall public capital 

investment such as Justice, Defence, Sports, Arts and the OPW are not included in the high level 

analysis here but are considered in detail as part of the wider review of the NDP.  

Finally, the sectoral analysis provided through the paper should be read as a high level contribution to 

the evidence base for each area. The scope of this paper does not extend to assessing sector specific 

individual projects or issues.  

 

Demand Management  
As noted in the analysis carried out in 2017, demand management can be used in order to optimise 

the use of existing infrastructure. This can be done through measures which attempt to match the 

capacity of the current infrastructure to the demand that exists for such infrastructure. This can help 

ensure that demand is met without the need for the potentially costly investment in additional 

infrastructure, thereby freeing up funding and capacity for alternative higher priority infrastructure 

projects to be delivered instead.  

Demand management may be used to increase, decrease, smooth or maintain demand. It may also 

be used to change the level of demand over a time period, rather than change the overall level of 

demand, for example smoothing out peaks in demand for transport infrastructure or electricity over 

the course of a day. It may be used for a variety of reasons, such as:  

 increasing demand for a service deemed beneficial to society (e.g. childhood education or 

preventative healthcare); 

 increasing demand for a service deemed beneficial to the economy (e.g. faster 

connectivity);  

 managing demand at the most efficient level for value for money of an asset (e.g. capacity 

on public transport);  

 smoothing demand over time to avoid peaks and troughs (e.g. energy usage);  

 redirecting demand to a substitute (e.g. teleconferencing instead of travel);  

 decreasing demand where continuing rises will outstrip supply (e.g. road pricing); and, 

 decreasing demand in the short term (e.g. water restrictions during a drought). 
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Creating a best fit between the demand and supply of infrastructure can result in a fairer distribution 

which is based on meeting need rather than historical norms of access to such infrastructure. The 

savings made from such an approach can also help address alternative infrastructure needs which 

cannot be met through demand management and which require the provision of additional well 

planned infrastructure. 

 

Demand for Infrastructure Investment  
Before moving on to the sectoral analysis it is worth considering the overall nature of demand for 

infrastructure investment. Infrastructure provides the fundamental basis for a modern functioning 

society and economy and will be essential to address challenges such as Covid-19, Brexit and climate 

change. Infrastructure can contribute to resilience and strengthen economic growth by lowering costs, 

improving efficiency, increasing productivity, enhancing competitiveness and reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions7. Infrastructure in the areas of housing, water, energy, schools, health and transport 

provides the social basis from which our society functions.   

The demand for public investment in Ireland is significant and relatively well established, with 

fundamental drivers of demand including maintenance, demographics, the spatial pattern of 

development, economic growth and policy choices across different sectors. Since the launch of Project 

Ireland 2040 there have been some notable developments in certain drivers of demand, namely from 

Covid-19 and changes in Climate Change policy. Overall trends in the drivers of demand for public 

investment are examined in detail in the macro-economic context paper as part of the NDP review. 

There are many complex and interrelated factors which drive demand for public investment and which 

differ by sector. Individual Departments, Agencies and Commercial Semi-State Companies examine 

these drivers in significant detail as they apply to their individual sectors, the objectives of their 

sectoral strategy and any investment decisions that flow from those.  This paper seeks to examine 

these drivers of demand on a consistent and comparative basis across the largest areas of public 

investment.  

As part of the NDP review a separate paper on the macro-economic context also examines the 

numerous constraints surrounding the delivery of such capital investment. These include: fiscal 

limitations and issues of affordability; the capacity of the construction sector to supply all the desired 

                                                           
7 This was dealt with in some detail in the previous capital review published in 2017 by DPER with references 
to the relevant literature e.g. Fournier, J. (2016), “The Positive Effect of Public Investment on Potential 
Growth”, OECD Economics Department Working Papers, No. 1347, OECD Publishing, Paris. 
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infrastructure at a given time; the administrative capacity of the planning system; concerns relating 

to price inflation and value of investment and public acceptance of infrastructure development.  

In light of these fundamental constraints and as with all investment plans it is necessary to make 

decisions as to what sectors and investments should be prioritised over the coming years. As part of 

phase one of the review of the National Development Plan there will be a range of analytical notes 

produced to provide an evidence base to support this process, as well as a public consultation and 

detailed submissions from Government Departments. This paper and the wider review of the National 

Development Plan provides a framework through which demand for infrastructure, along with 

constraints and priorities, are considered.  
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Chapter 1: Education  

 
Summary  
Government investment in education infrastructure plays a key role in allowing for access to 

education through the provision of appropriate capacity in primary and post-primary schools, higher 

education institutions and further education and training (FET) centres. Understanding drivers of 

demand and the capacity levels of education infrastructure is important to ensure this provision is 

delivered effectively and efficiently. It should be noted that analysis of demand and capacity in the 

area of research and innovation at higher level was not included in this analysis. As previously 

mentioned, the paper focuses on physical infrastructure across key sectors of the economy and it 

does not extend to all areas of Government capital expenditure, in particular consideration of capital 

grant schemes such as research grants, is excluded. This chapter will provide an overview of the 

drivers of demand in education infrastructure, their trends, and the policy plans which impact 

demand for infrastructure as well as identifying risks to monitor going forward.  

Key Insights: 

 Across both primary and post-primary level enrolments are expected to fall at a slower rate 

than previously forecast in 2017 which indicates that there will more pupils in the primary and 

post-primary system than expected in 2017. 

 National enrolment numbers at primary level decreased in 2020 for the first time since 2000. 

Aggregate demand at primary level will decrease over the next 14 years until 2034, however, 

this fall in demand will not be as steep as previously forecast and it should be noted these 

projections do not account for regional and localised capacity dynamics.   

 At post primary level, pupils are remaining at second level for longer as participation rates in 

Transition Year and Leaving Cert programmes increase, increasing demand for places at this 

level. National demand is projected to increase as enrolments are forecast to rise, peaking in 

2024 and then falling thereafter but falling at a slower rate than previously forecast in 2017.  

 These projections of enrolments do not address capacity constraints which may prevail at 

local and regional levels. Analysis of the present baseline capacity levels of schools and 

potential capacity issues were not included in this review as data on school level capacity was 

unavailable for review. However, data collected as part of the National Inventory of School 

Capacity developed in 2020 should be analysed when available to provide an assessment of 

capacity. 
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 Regional projections8 of enrolment numbers at primary and post primary level indicate that 

the distribution of demand will not be uniform across all regions with total enrolment 

numbers shifting from other regions towards the Midlands and Mid-East at both primary and 

post-primary level if current trends continue.  

 Demand for third level is expected to rise along with projected third level enrolment numbers 

until 2030 which have been revised upward since 2015. Wider negative labour market 

conditions created by the Covid-19 outbreak could potentially increase future demand for 

third level places.  

 Covid-19 poses a potential risk going forward in the long term in particular as its impacts on 

international student revenue and wider demographic factors remain unknown.  

 Ongoing development of policy reform in the area of special needs education will potentially 

impact demand for capital expenditure through the increased and wider provision of students 

with special needs in mainstream education. 

 

Drivers of demand for services and capital expenditure 
 

Demographics  
Demographics continue to play an important role in driving demand for education infrastructure.  

Given the mandatory education attendance of children aged 6 to 16, the size of this cohort contributes 

to the demand for schools at primary and post primary level and subsequently feeds into demand for 

college places as the cohort ages out of the post-primary system and transfers to third level. Education 

demand and the required capacity to meet this demand is thus impacted by population growth, the 

age composition of the population, migration patterns (internal and external) and the geographical 

distribution of the population. The birth rate and migration rate are important variables impacting 

demographics. Higher birth rates and higher net inward migration increase the population of school 

age going children which drives demand for education places upwards. The highest birth rate per 

thousand of the population since 1989 was recorded in 2008 at 16.8 births per thousand. Since 2015, 

positive net inward migration has continued to increase year on year at an increasing rate. This has 

contributed to demand pressures across all levels of education.  

 

                                                           
8 Regional projections in contrast to the national total enrolment projections for both levels are modelled 
using pupil projections from 2019 in comparison to projections from 2020.  
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Primary  
Enrolment numbers at primary level decreased in 20209 for the first time since 2000. In 2020, 567,716 

pupils were enrolled in first level education institutions aided by the Department of Education (DE). 

This is a 0.01% decrease on 2019 which recorded 567,772 student enrolments at primary level. 

Previous to this, numbers of pupils enrolling at primary level had continued to grow but at a decreasing 

rate, as demonstrated by figure 1.1 below which shows the year on year growth of enrolment numbers 

at primary level from 2010 to 2020. Between 2010 and 2016, enrolment numbers grew each year at 

an average rate of 1.5%. In contrast, between 2017 and 2019 enrolment numbers grew at a yearly 

average rate of 0.8%. This indicates total demand pressures at primary level are easing as the large 

cohort born in 2008 moves out of the primary system and into second level.  

Figure 1.1: Year on Year Growth of Enrolments Numbers at Primary Level 2010 to 202010  

 

Projections   
Figure 1.2 below compares the most likely scenarios of enrolment projections as selected by the 

Department of Education (DE) for 2017 and 2020 for primary level. To forecast enrolments at primary 

and post-primary level assumptions are made on migration and fertility. Different scenarios published 

for different levels of migration and fertility are selected by the DE in the report, with the DE indicating 

which of these scenarios they believe to be most likely based on recent historical trends of both 

factors.11 The most recent projections revise enrolments upwards for all years included in the 

projection set. In the 202012 publication of projections for primary and post-primary, a high migration 

and rapidly declining fertility scenario was selected as most likely in line with recent trends. This is a 

change from 2017, which selected a moderate migration and high fertility scenario as most likely. This 

                                                           
9 Year in this section refers to school year end, i.e. 2020 refers to 2019/2020 school year. 
10 2009 – 2010 refers to the change in enrolments from school year end 2009 to school year end 2010.  
11 For more detail on the methodology of these forecasts see Appendix 1.  
12 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/projections/projections-of-full-time-enrolment-primary-and-
second-level-2020-2038.pdf  

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/projections/projections-of-full-time-enrolment-primary-and-second-level-2020-2038.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/projections/projections-of-full-time-enrolment-primary-and-second-level-2020-2038.pdf
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change translates to a higher number of females individually having fewer children which gives a 

higher number of births. Thus, enrolments forecasted in 2020 are higher than indicated in the 2017 

set of projections which were analysed to feed at the time of the National Development Plan.  

Figure 1.2: Comparison of enrolment forecasts for primary 2017- 36 (Medium migration and high 
fertility scenario) and 2020-38 (High migration and rapidly declining fertility scenario) 

 

The 2020 set of projections forecast primary enrolment numbers to peak in 2020 at 562,589 

enrolments. Enrolments are then predicted to fall steadily over the next 14 years, reaching a low of 

451,971 enrolments in 2034 and increasing thereafter to 464,984 enrolments in 2038. Enrolments of 

primary school pupils forecast in 2017, previously forecast enrolments to peak in 2018 at 567,800 

pupils and consequently fall steadily to reach a low of 398,022 enrolments in 2034 and increase 

thereafter. The low point of enrolments forecasted for 2034 is now 13.6% higher than enrolments 

previously forecast for 2034. Enrolments are predicted to be on average 7.9% higher each year than 

previously forecast. This indicates that total pressures for primary demand will decrease over the next 

14 years until 2034, however, this fall in demand will not be as steep as previously forecast.  

It should be noted that this is a high level analysis of total enrolment numbers at primary level which 

does not take into account regional dynamics that may impact local and regional school capacity. 

Uneven decline of total primary school enrolments across regions and localities could result in slack 

capacity in some schools yet increased capacity in others. Analysis of the present baseline capacity 

levels of schools and potential capacity issues was not included in this review as data on school level 

capacity was unavailable for review. However, a National Inventory of School Capacity was developed 

in 2020 by the Department of Education. As the data collated on schools as part of this inventory 

becomes available, it should be analysed to gain a clearer understanding of the baseline capacity of 

schools locally, regionally and nationally to give a better understanding on how to target investment, 

if needed, to meet demand locally.  
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Regional Enrolment Projections  
Demographic change is not evenly spread over the country with urban and commuter areas 

experiencing higher rates of population growth in the last number of years. Changing regional 

distribution of demographics of enrolments are likely to drive demand for education infrastructure in 

specific regions while reducing demand in others. Analysing the regional projections of enrolment 

numbers13 provides a high level analysis of the distribution of demand for education infrastructure to 

be expected going forward in each region.  

National primary enrolments are projected to continuously fall in the next 14 years until 2034 and 

slowly increase again thereafter. Projected regional enrolment numbers mirror this as enrolment 

numbers across all regions are projected to fall, however, the fall in enrolment numbers is not 

uniformly distributed across regions. The Midlands and the Mid-East regions are predicted to 

experience a fall in enrolment numbers which is less steep than the other regions. Enrolment numbers 

in these regions are predicted to fall by c.11% whereas enrolment numbers in other regions are 

projected to decrease by between 22% and 28% as can be seen in table 1.1 below.  

The regional distribution of total enrolment share is projected to change over this period also.  While 

the share of enrolment numbers attributed to the Dublin region is the largest year on year, this share 

is forecast to steadily decrease between 2020 and 2036. The share of total enrolment numbers for the 

Dublin region is projected to fall by 1.8 percentage points from 25.8% (144,493 of 559,822) to 24% 

(104,029 of 433, 795) of total enrolments. In contrast, the share of total enrolment numbers for the 

Mid-East and Midlands regions is projected to increase 2.4 percentage points and 1 percentage point 

respectively.  This suggests that demand pressures will fall across all regions, demand will remain 

comparably higher in the Mid-East and Midland regions. 

Table 1.1: Change in regional distribution of primary & post primary enrolment numbers 2020-36   

Dublin Mid-East Midlands 
Mid-
West 

South-
East 

South-
West 

Border West Total 

2020 144,493 92,125 38,273 54,612 50,654 79,797 47,686 52,183 559,822 

2036 104,029 81,825 33,807 42,373 39,198 57,263 37,665 37,634 433,795 

% Change -28.0% -11.2% -11.7% -22.4% -22.6% -28.2% -21.0% -27.9% -22.5% 

Source: Department of Education  

It should also be noted that this set of projections models the projected regional distribution of these 

enrolments on the CSO Regional Projections published in June 2019 which represent a top-down 

disaggregation of the national projections published in June 2018. The CSO regional projections are 

                                                           
13 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/projections/regional-projections-of-full-time-
enrolment-primary-and-second-level-2019-2036.pdf 
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determined by projecting out the population of various regions if recent demographic trends were to 

continue. The National Planning Framework (NPF) in comparison uses the ESRI Population 

Projections14 as an input for potential projected regional enrolments which similarly models a scenario 

which forecasts growth to occur in the Eastern and Midland Regions if current demographic and 

economic trends are to continue. The NPF instead seeks to shift away from current trends in regional 

growth patterns and aims to concentrate future growth in Dublin (25%), cities such as Cork, Limerick, 

Galway and Waterford (25%) and rural areas (50%) using strategic capital investment to foster regional 

growth in enterprise, innovation and jobs to support this.  

To anticipate this change in growth and put in place plans to meet regionally located demand as it 

may arise, the Forward Planning Unit (FPU) at D/Education aims to target changing growth regionally 

and locally using a Geographic Information System (GIS) database to support school planning at both 

primary and post primary levels. The FPU estimate medium term enrolment projections for 314 school 

planning areas (SPA) using localised input data such as child benefit data, current enrolment data in 

schools and residential development plans to better anticipate demand in a given area. While national 

enrolments are due to decrease over time, the FPU medium term enrolment projections indicate that 

36% of SPA at primary level expect to experience an increase in enrolments reaching peak enrolment 

levels over the period 2019 to 2024. This highlights the changing regional distribution of demographics 

of enrolments and the uneven distribution of demand across regions.  

 

Post Primary  
Demographics at both primary and post-primary levels are closely interlinked given that participation 

in education is mandatory for those aged 6 to 16 and increasingly those up to the age of 18. The 

enrolment numbers at post-primary school continue to rise. In 2020, 371,450 pupils were enrolled at 

second level. Since 2017, pupil numbers have grown at an average rate of 1.8% each year. This growth 

is expected to continue as the large cohort of children born in 2008 ages out of the primary school 

system and moves into second level. Participation rates in upper secondary education also remain 

high. Pupils taking a Leaving Certificate established programme continues to increase with 66.9% of 

student in 2015 increasing to 70% of students in 2019 opting for such a programme.  Similarly, 

numbers of pupils selecting to participate in the optional Transition Year (TY) programme are 

increasing. Students opting to do TY as a percentage of previous 3rd year has increased each year from 

67.5% in 2015 to 74% in 2019. This indicates that more pupils are remaining at second level and for 

longer which increases demand for places at this level.  

 

                                                           
14 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS70.pdf  

https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS70.pdf
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Projections   
Figure 1.3 below compares the most likely scenarios of enrolment projections as selected by DE for 

2017 and 2020 for post primary level. Between 2020 and 2024 the enrolment numbers are projected 

to increase 7.6%, rising from 381,485 enrolments to 410,415 in 2024, at which point they will peak. 

Under the new set of projection published in 2020, post primary enrolment projections are based on 

a scenario with rapidly declining fertility rate and a high migration rate. Enrolment numbers do not 

differ greatly from the previous set of projections forecast in 2017 until 2031. The numbers of 

enrolments after 2031 are revised upwards. Predicted enrolment numbers in 2035 are now 8.6% 

higher than previously forecast in 2017. Thus, enrolments at second level are projected to increase 

until 2024 and then fall but at a less steep rate than previously forecast. At a high level, this suggests 

that demand is expected to increase in the next five years after which it will subsequently fall. 

However, it should be noted that this high level analysis of student enrolments is not accounting for 

the regional and local dynamics with regards to regional and local specific capacity of schools. Total 

post primary student numbers may grow at different rates across regions and localities which could 

result in slack capacity in some schools yet increased capacity in others.  

Similar to primary level, analysis of the present baseline capacity levels of post primary schools and 

potential capacity issues was not included in this review as data on post-primary school level capacity 

was unavailable. Data on capacity collated as part of the National Inventory on School Capacity should 

be analysed as it becomes available to gain a clearer understanding of the baseline capacity of schools 

locally, regionally and nationally at this level and to identify potential capacity issues.  

Figure 1.3: Comparison of enrolment forecasts for post primary 2017-36 (Medium migration and 
high fertility scenario) and 2020-38 (High migration and rapidly declining fertility scenario) 

 

Source: Department of Education 

 
Regional Enrolment Projections  
Projected regional enrolment numbers mirror the trends in projected enrolment numbers post 

primary as discussed above with post-primary school enrolments increasing and peaking in 2024 and 
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decreasing in number thereafter across all regions. This can be seen from table 1.2 below which shows 

the change in the regional distribution of post primary enrolment numbers from 2020 to 2036. Dublin, 

the Mid-East, Midlands and South-West regions are expected to see the greatest increase in 

enrolment numbers between 2020 and the projected peak in 2024 increasing by 10.2%, 7.4%, 7.4% 

and 7% respectively.  

There is a projected shift in the distribution of total enrolment numbers towards the Midlands, Mid-

East and Dublin from the other regions between 2020 and 2036. By 2024, as enrolment numbers are 

predicated to peak, the regional distribution of enrolments shifts from the Mid-West, South-East, 

Border and West regions towards the Dublin region. Over the period 2020 to 2036, the share of total 

enrolment numbers attributed to Dublin, the Mid-East and the Midlands regions is expected to 

increase from 25%, 16% and 6.9% respectively to 27%, 16.4% and 7.4%. The concentration of 

increased enrolments and thus demand in certain regions and localities is similarly reflected in the 

FPU medium-term, post-primary enrolment projections which indicate that of the 314 School Planning 

Areas considered in these forecasts, 90% of SPAs are projected to experience an increase in 

enrolments, reaching peak enrolment numbers in the period 2019 to 2027. 

Table 1.2: Change in Regional Distribution of Post Primary Enrolment Numbers 2020-2036  

 Dublin Mid-East Midlands 
Mid-
West 

South-
East 

South-
West 

Border West Total 

2020 94,424 60,301 25,990 37,824 36,216 54,568 32,957 34,838 377,118 

2024 104,079 64,743 27,916 39,183 37,430 58,399 34,306 36,119 402,176 

2036 88,091 53,611 24,481 31,021 29,161 44,766 26,676 28,104 325,911 

% Change 
20 -24 

10.2% 7.4% 7.4% 3.6% 3.4% 7.0% 4.1% 3.7% 6.6% 

Source: Department of Education 

 

Third level  
Demand for third level education continues to rise. While education is not mandatory at third level, 

trends in participation rates interlink with demographic factors to drive demand for places at this level. 

As the large cohort of children born in 2008 ages out of the post primary system beginning in 2025 

coupled with high net inward migration, there will be increased demand for college places intensified 

by rising participation rates at third level.  

There is a notable upward trend in the proportion of the population engaging with education through 

to third level. This is demonstrated in figure 1.4 below which shows a steady upward trend of the 

proportion of both the 15-19 and 20-24 age cohorts classified as a student.  The proportion of 15 to 

19 year olds classified as a student in the Labour Force Survey (LFS) rose from 71.6% (235,500) in Q2 

2000 to 87.9% (284,700) in Q2 2020. Similarly, the proportion of 20 to 24 year olds classified as a 
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student has also risen substantially in the last twenty years from 19.2% (59,800) in Q2 2000 to 39.4% 

(121,100) classifying as a student in Q2 2020. 

 
Figure 1.4: Proportion of Age Groups Classified as a Student 2000 to 202015 

  

Source: Authors analysis of LFS Data 

Demand for third level places is influenced by demographics but also policy commitments and other 

factors including wider socio-economic factors such as labour market conditions.  Covid-19 has already 

had a substantial negative impact on the labour market which is likely continue with the European 

Commission forecasting unemployment rates to reach 8.9% and 8.7% in 2021 and 2022 respectively.16 

Existing literature suggests that as recessions take hold in an economy and there is a reduction in 

employment opportunities, more people opt to remain in education and upskill as was seen in the 

previous recession in Ireland in 2008.17 Due to the covid shock on the economy, employment 

opportunities may potentially be reduced particularly in certain sectors, this may increase numbers 

opting to engage with higher education and increase demand for third level places. 

 

Projections   
Figure 1.5 below compares the baseline scenario of enrolment projections for third level as estimated 

by DE in 201518 and 201819. The baseline scenario makes assumptions that the transfer rate of students 

from second to third level, and the numbers of international and mature students numbers will 

continue on a trajectory similar to that of previous years. As with the previous projections for primary 

and post-primary the set of projected enrolments published in 2018 are revised upward from those 

published in 2015 and are on average 8.7% higher each year, which can be seen in figure 1.5 below. 

                                                           
15 Q2 is taken as a reference point for each year  
16 https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-performance-and-forecasts/economic-
performance-country/ireland/economic-forecast-ireland_en  
17 Bergin, A., Kelly, E. and McGuinness, S., 2015. Changes in labour market transitions in Ireland over the Great 
Recession: what role for policy? IZA Journal of European Labour Studies, 4(1) 
18 https://assets.gov.ie/26633/acbcc00c33334d7181acf417963ab26e.pdf  
19 https://assets.gov.ie/26624/2e0eb506997d4d99badfa8df5b07058c.pdf  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-performance-and-forecasts/economic-performance-country/ireland/economic-forecast-ireland_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-performance-and-forecasts/economic-performance-country/ireland/economic-forecast-ireland_en
https://assets.gov.ie/26633/acbcc00c33334d7181acf417963ab26e.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/26624/2e0eb506997d4d99badfa8df5b07058c.pdf
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Under the 2018 baseline projections scenario, enrolment numbers are expected to grow on average 

1.5% each year until 2030 increasing from 186,889 to 222,514 enrolments. Enrolment will then fall 

steadily until 2040, reaching 210,240 enrolments which is 12.5% higher than enrolment numbers 

projected for 2018. This indicates a substantial increase in demand for third level until 2030 which will 

subsequently ease.  

Figure 1.5: Comparison baseline scenario S1 of projected enrolment forecasts for third level 2015- 
2029 and 2018-2040  

 

Source: Department of Education 

 
It should be noted however that these projections do not account for wider socio-economic factors 

which impact demand for third level. The above forecasts are made using assumptions based on 

historical trends pre COVID-19 and pre-Brexit which are predicated to negatively impact the 

economy20. The change in absolute numbers of international students as a direct result of the 

pandemic outbreak is still relatively unknown, however, due to travel restrictions and health concerns, 

it is possible that international students coming to Ireland to study will be affected, and thus the 

revenue of third level institutions as a result. The potential loss of revenue from private revenue 

sources in the coming years could potentially drive the need for the Exchequer to provide further 

capital expenditure funding from public sources with potential knock on effects to the treatment of 

Universities in general government accounting. Similarly, Covid has accelerated technological 

adoption in the workplace and the adoption of technology in the higher education sector which 

highlights the digital transformation agenda and the continuing role for digital infrastructure to 

support this. A Higher Education Digital Transformation working group has been established to 

progress development of a digital transformation agenda and framework,21 which will help to identify 

infrastructure and skills deficits, and provide information which should be analysed to better inform 

the level of capital investment needed in this area.   

                                                           
20 https://www.esri.ie/publications/examination-of-the-sectoral-overlap-of-covid-19-and-brexit-shocks  
21 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/190212_FutureFocus_Digital-Transformation_Discussion-Paper.pdf  

https://www.esri.ie/publications/examination-of-the-sectoral-overlap-of-covid-19-and-brexit-shocks
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2017/04/190212_FutureFocus_Digital-Transformation_Discussion-Paper.pdf
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Condition of existing stock and prefab replacement  
For the effective provision of access to education, the existing stock of education infrastructure must 

be maintained. The level of investment needed depends on the infrastructure’s condition, age profile 

and the level of replacement of non-permanent building substitutes such as prefabs. As outlined 

above, a National Inventory of School Capacity was developed in 2020 by the Department of Education 

which aims to create a profile of the current condition of the education infrastructure stock at primary 

and post-primary level.  Similarly, as part of the National Energy Retrofit Programme, the DE aims to 

collate a national energy profile inventory of schools which will contain detail of specific school 

building types, sizes, and fabric and services condition along with the energy characteristics of schools. 

A more holistic profile of the school stock will give a clearer understanding of the condition of current 

stock and assess the wider need across the education estate for potential replacement of unsuitable 

classrooms and temporary prefabricated accommodation as well as gain clearer understanding of the 

level need for infrastructure to support curricular provision.  

 

At third level, the HEA is currently conducting a comprehensive space survey of the higher education 

estate, building on a previous survey conducted in 2010. While the data collection phase was largely 

completed by end 2020, data validation and analysis is ongoing; the final results of this updated survey 

were therefore unavailable to include in this analysis. Results of this survey should be analysed when 

they become available to give a clearer understanding of the level of expenditure needed to address 

potential capacity and maintenance issues highlighted by the review. Similarly, as more detailed data 

on the stock and condition of the capital assets across the FET system becomes available this should 

also be analysed to gain a clearer understanding of the level of capital expenditure potentially needed 

to aid the provision of FET. 

 

Policies impacting expenditure and/or demand for services 

In addition to demographic-led demand other pressures are likely to arise from policy initiatives 

impacting drivers of demand. The following section provides an overview of the main policies which 

drive demand for education infrastructure and which have seen substantial developments in these 

drivers since the 2017 demand and capacity analysis was published.  

 

Special Needs Provision 
Special needs provision may potentially contribute to demand for capital expenditure with regards to 

education given ongoing policy development and legislative changes in this area. From 2015 to 2019, 

there has been a yearly increase in the numbers of pupils with special needs in mainstream schools at 

both primary and post-primary level. Pupils with special needs in special classes in mainstream 
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education as a proportion of total enrolments has increased from 0.8% in 2015 to 1.2% in 2019 at 

primary level and from 0.3% to 0.7% over the same period at second level.22 This is in line with the 

value proposition of the National Council for Special Education (NCSE) and the D/Education policy to 

achieve integration depending on the child’s need, as envisaged in Section 2 of the Education for 

Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act 2004.  

The NCSE progress report on policy advice for special classes and schools published in October 201923 

highlights the change in special needs provision obligations due to the Irish Government’s ratification 

of the United Nation Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2018. As part 

of this convention, States must ensure that children can access an inclusive and free education on an 

equal basis with other children in their community. This promotes the increased inclusion of students 

with special needs in the mainstream school system. The NCSE was due to publish its official policy 

advice in June 2020, but has been delayed. However, the progress report indicates a move towards 

increased integration of special and mainstream Education. The Minister of State for Special Education 

and Inclusion announced in November 202024 that new school building projects currently sanctioned 

and all new projects from 2021 onwards will include dedicated rooms and facilities for special classes 

where needed.  This indicates a rising future demand for capital expenditure for special needs 

provision to achieve this integration.   However, the outcome of reforms in this area is yet unknown 

and thus its impact on future demand uncertain.  It is important that a clear and evidence based 

direction for policy is determined in order to inform any investment in the area. The outcome of this 

policy development is yet unknown and will to some extent impact the level of capital demand for this 

policy area. 

 

Climate Action  
The Climate Action Plan 2019 addresses the need to support the decarbonisation and improve the 

energy efficiency of existing buildings including schools and higher education buildings as part of the 

objective to mitigate against climate change. This is in line with the Programme for Government’s 

commitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions on average 7% per annum (2021 -2030) and achieve 

net zero emissions by 2050. Under the Climate Action Plan a deep energy retrofit programme for 

schools built pre-2008 was proposed. In 2017, the Schools Energy Efficiency Pilot was launched which 

focusses on medium to deep retrofit measures to improve energy efficiency in schools.  

 

                                                           
22 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/Key-Statistics/education-indicators-for-ireland-
2020.pdf - Pupils in mainstream classes with special needs are not included in these figures  
23 https://ncse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Progress-Report-Policy-Advice-on-Special-Schools-Classes-
website-upload.pdf  
24 https://www.education.ie/en/Press-Events/Press-Releases/2020-press-releases/PR20-11-17.html  

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/Key-Statistics/education-indicators-for-ireland-2020.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Statistics/Key-Statistics/education-indicators-for-ireland-2020.pdf
https://ncse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Progress-Report-Policy-Advice-on-Special-Schools-Classes-website-upload.pdf
https://ncse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Progress-Report-Policy-Advice-on-Special-Schools-Classes-website-upload.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Press-Events/Press-Releases/2020-press-releases/PR20-11-17.html
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Analysis of the potential scale of expenditure needed for deep retrofit measures needed for primary, 

post-primary and third level institutions, including FET, is not undertaken in this review as data on the 

energy profile of schools and third level institutions was unavailable at the time of analysis. The 

D/Education are currently in the process of establishing a national energy profile inventory of schools 

as part of the Deep Energy Retrofit Programme. Analysis of data collated from this inventory on the 

condition of existing school stock and its retrofit requirements for schools built pre-2008 will give more 

clarity as to the scope and scale of expenditure needed to deliver retrofitting measures as set out in 

the NDP and Climate Action Plan 2019. Similarly, as information on the energy profile of the capital 

stock of third level institutions and of further education and training (FET)  buildings becomes available 

it should be analysed to give more clarity as to the scope and scale of expenditure needed to deliver 

retrofitting measures in this sector.  

 

Skills Needs and Further Education  
In recent years there has been significant attention given to developing the apprenticeships and 

traineeships systems as a viable alternative option for school-leavers. Legislative programmes 

continue to underline this commitment. As part of the current Programme for Government, the 

National Skills Strategy 2025, the Further Education & Training (FET) Strategy 2020 – 2024, the Action 

Plan for Education 2019 and the Action Plan to Expand Apprenticeship and Traineeship in Ireland 2016-

2020 aim to expand learning and skill development through work-based learning in the form of 

apprenticeships and traineeships. Similarly, the role of skills in supporting the economy is highlighted 

in the National Skills Strategy 2025 and the Programme for Government commitment to increase the 

lifelong learning rate from 9% to 18% by 2025.  

The Programme for Government 2020 states it aims to increase the total number of new 

apprenticeship registrations to at least 10,000 per annum and a new Action Plan for Apprenticeships 

2021-2025 is currently under consideration which is due to be published in the first half of 2021. There 

has been considerable investment in apprenticeships to support growth in this area. Between 2015 

and 2020, €665m was invested by the Exchequer and the National Training Fund in apprenticeships.  

Between 2017 and 2019 €23m was allocated to capital funding. In a 2019 review of participation and 

costs of apprenticeships,25 it was found that craft apprenticeships registrations were above target by 

7% (4,697 out of a target 5,058) between 2016 and 2018. However, registration numbers for new 

apprenticeships were lower than projected.  While overall plan targets have not been met, there has 

been substantial growth in apprenticeship registration numbers which grew 38% (from 3,821 to 6,177) 

over the period 2016 to 2019, leading to a more than doubling of the apprentice population from 

                                                           
25 https://assets.gov.ie/25648/15c387193a7a46e8a4ad5e392e22fc95.pdf  

https://assets.gov.ie/25648/15c387193a7a46e8a4ad5e392e22fc95.pdf
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8,317 at the end of 2015 to 19,630 in December 2020. Craft apprenticeships are capital intensive due 

to their need for specialist equipment and facilities. Increased demand for these programmes will thus 

drive upward demand for capital investment. 

Demand for FET programmes such as craft apprenticeships are impacted by wider economic 

conditions. Due to the pandemic there are considerable backlogs in off-the-job training in these 

programmes. Increased capacity will be required to meet this build-up of demand.  Similarly, demand 

for places will potentially increase in coming years as more people seek to up-skill due to possibly 

limited employment availability caused by the pandemic. Supporting workers through upskilling and 

re-skilling to better adapt to the post pandemic labour market will potentially drive demand for places 

for post second level education upward. There is a central role for the further education and training 

(FET) to system in supporting this as underpinned by intentions set out in the National Further 

Education and Training Strategy 2020-202426 and the commitment of the Programme for Government 

to develop and grow the role and contribution of FET. The demand for up-skilling and re-skilling along 

with policy objectives to increase FET provision in terms of traineeships and apprenticeships will 

potentially drive demand for FET places and thus drive upward the capital expenditure needed to 

provide this.  

Technological Universities  
The Technological University (TU) Agenda, underpinned by legislation, inclusion in the Programme for 

Government and the National Strategy for Higher Education to 203027, aims to deliver on National 

Strategic Outcomes (NSOs) as set out in Project Ireland 2040 and the National Development Plan 2018 

– 2027. In particular, TUs will play a role in driving regional development by increasing access to talent 

pools for regional areas and driving applied research and innovation. As of January 2021, two TUs have 

been established, Technological University Dublin and Munster Technological University.  A report of 

the Technological Universities Research Network to the Department of Education and Skills (TURN)28 

examines how emerging TUs can achieve sectoral and national strategic objectives, highlights the role 

of and the need for investment in the physical and digital infrastructure of TUs to support the delivery 

of government commitments. The report recommends that capital investment in TUs should be 

prioritised in “the allocation of capital funding resources to the HE sector under the NDP in 

circumstances where TUs remain exclusively dependent on Exchequer resources, complemented by 

an exploration of a borrowing framework” (pp34).  

                                                           
26 https://www.solas.ie/f/70398/x/64d0718c9e/solas_fet_strategy_web.pdf 
27 https://www.education.ie/en/publications/policy-reports/national-strategy-for-higher-education-2030.pdf  
28 https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/12/Report-of-the-TU-Research-Network-2019.pdf  

https://www.education.ie/en/publications/policy-reports/national-strategy-for-higher-education-2030.pdf
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2019/12/Report-of-the-TU-Research-Network-2019.pdf
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Risks to monitor going forward 

 

Condition of existing stock and prefab replacement  
Local, regional and national knowledge of the current level of the existing school stock and its 

condition at all levels of the education system is key to understanding both potential capacity 

constraints and potential drivers of capital expenditure in education. As discussed above, information 

on the capacity of schools was not available to consider in this analysis. However, the data collected 

by the Department of Education as part of the National Inventory of School Capacity should be 

analysed as it becomes available to understand the current baseline capacity and condition of school 

stock which will help inform the level and targeting of capital expenditure needed to address potential 

challenges that may arise in this area in terms of maintenance or and potential capacity constraints. 

Similarly, analysis of this data in terms of the stock and condition of schools build pre 2008 will aid 

understanding of the level of capital expenditure needed to achieve the deep retrofitting works aimed 

to be achieved under the Climate Action Plan 2019 as outlined above. At third level, analysis of the 

final results of the HEA space survey review of the higher education estate as mentioned above should 

be carried out to better under understand the potential capacity constraints and potential drivers of 

capital expenditure at this level. Similarly, as more detailed data on the stock and condition of the 

capital assets across the FET system becomes available this should also be analysed to gain a clearer 

understanding of the level of capital expenditure needed to aid provision of FET.  

 

COVID-19  
Due to the blended learning option available for courses at third level institutions the pressure physical 

distancing measures have placed on capacity has not been to the same extent as the primary and post-

primary sector. The pressure for primary and post-primary school capacity remains an issue for the 

short and potentially the medium term as physical distancing requirements has reduced classroom 

capacity by 20%. Nevertheless, with a vaccine on the horizon it is possible that the capacity pressure 

arising from COVID-19 may be reversed in the medium term. The long-term impact of COVID-19 on 

infrastructure demand remains unclear and thus remains a risk to monitor going forward. Covid-19 

indirectly through its impact on international student numbers may drive capital expenditure at third 

level. It may also potentially impact future enrolment numbers at primary level indirectly through its 

impact on demographic factors such as fertility and net inward migration. As such, changes in these 

factors and their implications for capital expenditure and demand for educational infrastructure 

should be monitored going forward.  
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Chapter 2: Energy 

 
Summary  
The National Development Plan (NDP) set out investment levels of €13.7 billion by Commercial State 

Bodies (CSBs) for energy related projects over the period of the plan. At almost 12% of the entire €116 

billion NDP investment, this demonstrates the importance of the sector.  In addition, a further €7.6 

billion of Exchequer funding was committed to the transition to a low carbon environment, which is 

an integral commitment in the new Programme for Government (PfG). 

The 2017 Review paper identified important features that influence the future supply and demand for 

the energy sector, which are still relevant, including; 

 energy prices,  

 consumption,  

 demographic and economic growth,  

 the necessity to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from the sector  

 the need to ensure the security of energy supplies.  

The Review broadly found that future capacity was likely to be sufficient to meet foreseeable demand 

at that point. It also pointed to a number of issues to be monitored, including security of supply, and 

the need for the decarbonisation of the energy sector. 

Key Insights:  

 In general, significant additional investment will be required between now and 2030 in 

electricity generation capacity and grid infrastructure. This investment is required to keep 

pace with the projected increase in electricity demand and to meet the imperative to 

decarbonise electricity supplies.    

 It is essential that the existing statutory requirements and other obligations are observed and 

that the fundamental risks associated with Brexit and climate obligations continue to be 

monitored. 

 Investment in the sector is primarily from non-Exchequer sources, with a NDP commitment 

by CSBs of €13.7 billion. The overall investment needs of the sector will increase significantly 

between now and 2030 and while this investment will not be made by the Exchequer,  the 

additional investment cost will be paid for by energy consumers through PSO payments 

and/or regulated asset base (RAB) costs to the infrastructure system developers. 

 The programme for Government includes a strong commitment to climate governance, and 

commits to achieving an average of 7% per annum reduction in overall greenhouse gas 



32 
 

emissions from 2021 to 2030, and for the production of at least 70% renewable electricity by 

2030.   

 It is clear that significant research and investment will be required in order to intensify the use 

of renewable energy sources and reduce the levels of greenhouse gas emissions to achieve 

these targets.  This will require policy changes to be implemented across sectors to ensure 

targets are being met in a sustained and measured means. 

 

Drivers of demand for services and capital expenditure 
 

Energy Prices 
Between 55% and 60% of the price of electricity in Ireland is the cost at which generators of energy 

sell power to our wholesale electricity market.  The cost of transmitting and distributing electricity 

accounts for another 30% and includes system charges to cover network investment and operation as 

determined by the Commission for Energy Regulation.  The remaining 10% to 15% relates to supplier 

charges and government taxes and levies, such as the Public Service Obligation (PSO), a subsidy paid 

by every electricity consumer, which contribute to the additional costs incurred by PSO-supported 

electricity generators which are not recovered in the wholesale electricity market. The PSO is now 

entirely dedicated to renewable electricity supports which enable Ireland to meet its national targets 

in terms of the generation of electricity from renewables.  As we transition to cleaner energy such as 

wind power there will be a requirement to invest in new, more flexible types of power plant. This is 

likely to result in increasing subsidies and higher electricity bills, however the PSO is vital to enable 

Ireland meet its target for electricity generated from renewable sources.  We will also be exposed to 

the price volatility of gas which will be used as a residual source of electricity generation.   

The Programme for Government has undertaken a commitment to increase carbon tax to €100 per 

tonne by 2030.  The carbon tax will increase incrementally by €7.50 each year and will apply to fossil 

fuels such as oil, gas and solid fuels. The carbon tax increases will have a direct impact on fuel prices 

which will influence the cost of transportation and home heating. The additional revenues raised by 

the carbon tax will be ring-fenced to include investment in residential and community energy 

efficiency, targeted social welfare intervention, pilot environmental programmes in agriculture and a 

range of other programmes such as the Just Transition Fund, peatlands rehabilitation, greenways and 

electric vehicle grants and infrastructure.     

The Consumer Price Index (CPI) for fuel products (base 2016=100) for the period 2015 to October 2020 

indicates a fluctuating market for fuel products, with overall prices measured at 109.5 in 2019 and 

reducing back to the 2015 levels of 103.7 by October 2020.   
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Table 2.1 Consumer Price Index of Energy Products 

  2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

CPI Energy Products 103.7 97.3 101.1 108.3 109.5 103.7 

Annual % Change -8.1 -6.1 3.9 7.1 1.1 -7.0 
Source: CSO 

Table 2.2 Consumer Price Index by Fuel Type 

Fuel Type 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Elecrticity 105.7 102 101 108 111.5 111.9 

Gas 105.1 101.9 100.3 105.2 112.3 107.4 

Liquid Fuels - Heat 101.4 87 97.9 114.3 111.5 84.1 

Solid Fuels 100.5 100.1 99.8 100.5 102.4 104 

Transport Fuels 103 95.5 102 108.7 108.5 104.4 

Source: CSO 

An increase in the use of renewable fuels may see a more stable price pattern emerging, due to the 

use of local resources in renewable technologies, which will help shield our economy from external 

price volatilities as our reliance on imported fossil fuels drops.   

 

Composition of Energy Supply and Use 
Primary energy is the total amount of energy required, including all the energy that is consumed for 

energy transformation processes such as electricity generation and oil refining. For energy that goes 

through a transformation process, such as electricity generation, the primary energy requirement 

depends on the efficiency of the transformation process, as well as the underlying demand for final 

energy. The following table sets out the quantity and growth of primary energy fuels, by fuel type, 

used over the period 2005 – 2019 to meet our energy requirements. 

Table 2.3 sets out the primary energy consumption by fuel type covering the period 2005 – 2019, the 

main trends in primary energy are as follows: 

 Overall primary energy use fell by 1.2% in 2019. 

 Fossil fuels accounted for 87% of all the energy used in Ireland in 2019. Demand for fossil fuels 

fell by 3% in 2019, and was 17% lower than in 2005. 

 Coal use decreased by 53% in 2019 and its share of total primary energy requirement fell to 

2.6%, down from 10.5% in 2015. Since 2005, coal demand has fallen by 80%. 

 Peat use fell by 8.3% in 2019 and its share of overall energy use was 4.3%. 

 Oil continues to be the dominant energy source and maintained a 49% share of total primary 

energy requirement in 2019. The share of oil in overall energy use peaked in 1999 at 60%. 

Consumption of oil increased by 0.1% in 2019, but was still 21% lower than in 2005. 
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 Natural gas use increased by 2% in 2019, and its share of total primary energy requirement 

increased to 31%. Natural gas use was 30% higher than in 2005. 

 Total renewable energy increased by 10.3% during 2019. Hydro and wind increased by 28% 

and 16% respectively. 

 Biomass use fell by 3.9% in 2019 and other renewables increased by 7%. The overall share of 

renewables in primary energy stood at 11.2% in 2019, up from 10% in 2018 

  Energy from non-renewable wastes fell by 0.1% in 2019, and accounted for 1% of primary 

energy. 

 Ireland returned to be a net importer of electricity in 2019 for the first time since 2015, 

importing 55 ktoe. 

Table 2.3 Primary Energy Consumption by Fuel Type 2005 - 201929 

Fuel Type Overall 
Growth 

% 
2005 – 
2019   

Annual Average Growth  
% 

Quantity (ktoe)   % Share by 
Fuel Type  

05 - 
'19 

‘10 – 
‘15 

‘15 – 
‘19 

2019 2005 2019 2005 2019 

Fossil Fuels 
(Total) -16.6 -1.3 -2.0 0.3 -3.0 15,311 12,774 96.6 87.5 

Coal -79.8 -10.8 3.4 -28.5 -53.3 1,882 380 11.9 2.6 

Peat -20.5 -1.6 0.0 -4.8 -8.3 791 629 5.0 4.3 

Oil -21.3 -1.7 -1.8 2.0 0.1 9,134 7,193 57.6 49.3 

Natural 
Gas 

30.5 1.9 -4.4 4.9 2.0 3,503 4,571 22.1 31.3 

  

Renewables 
(Total) 339.8 11.2 10.9 9.4 10.3 370 1,629 2.3 11.2 

Hydro 40.4 2.5 6.1 2.4 27.7 54 76 0.3 0.5 

Wind 801.1 17.0 18.5 11.1 16.0 96 862 0.6 5.9 

Biomass 45.3 2.7 2.3 3.5 -3.9 180 262 1.1 1.8 

Other 
Renewables 971.0 18.5 8.7 11.9 7.0 40 429 0.3 2.9 

  

Wastes 
(Non-
Renewable) 

- - 51.7 20.6 -0.1 - 145 - 1.0 

Electricity 
Imports 
(net) 

-68.5 -7.9 7.4 -1.1 - 176 55 1.1 0.4 

Total -7.9 -0.6 -1.1 1.2 -1.2 15,857 14,604   
Source: SEAI Energy in Ireland 2020 Report 

                                                           
29 https://www.seai.ie/publications/Energy-in-Ireland-2020.pdf 
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Table 2.4 Primary Energy use by Sector 

Sector Overall 
Growth 

% 
2005 – 
2019   

Annual Average Growth 
% 

Quantity (ktoe)  Shares %  

05 - 
'19 

‘10 – 
‘15 

‘15 – 
‘19 

2019 2005 2019 2005 2019 

Transport 
Residential Services 
Agriculture & 
Fisheries 

2.1 
-17.3 
5.8 

-38.7 

0.2 
-1.4 
0.4 
-3.4 

0.8 
-5.0 
-0.9 
-5.3 

2.1 
-0.1 
0.5 
1.3 

0.3 
-5.2 
-0.3 
-3.3 

5,181 
4,236 
2,502 
468 

5,292 
3,502 
2,647 
287 

32.7 
26.7 
15.8 
3.0 

36.3 
24.0 
18.1 
2.0 

Source: SEAI Energy in Ireland 2020 Report 

 In 2019, primary energy use in households fell by 5.2%. The residential share of primary energy 

was 24%. 

 Transport's primary energy use increased in 2019 by 0.3%. Transport's primary energy use fell 

by 27% between 2007 and 2012, but has increased by 25% since then. Transport remains the 

largest energy-consuming sector, with a 36% share of primary energy in 2019.  

 Use of primary energy in the commercial and public services sector decreased by 0.3% in 2019 

and its share of primary energy was 18%.  

 Industry's primary energy use decreased by 0.7% in 2019 and its share of primary energy was 

20%. Agriculture and fisheries’ primary energy use decreased by 3.3% in 2019, and accounted 

for 2% of primary energy use. 

Climate  
Ireland is required to reduce national (non-ETS) greenhouse gas emissions by 20% (compared to 2005 

levels) by 2020 and to ensure that 16% of the country’s energy requirement in the year is met from 

renewable sources.  Ireland will miss both of these targets by a considerable margin, with renewable 

energy level likely to reach circa 13% in 2020. 

In 2019, the latest year for which confirmed data is available, Ireland emitted 59.897 million tonnes 

of carbon dioxide equivalent (Mt CO2 eq). This is a marginal decline from 2018 emission levels (-4.5%) 

but still considerably above where Ireland’s emissions should have been if the country was on track 

to meet the targets set in the EU 2020 climate and energy package.   

The PfG calls for a 51% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030. This is to be achieved by an 

average annual reduction in emissions of 7%, though it is noted that these reductions will not be linear 

as the policies and measures to achieve the emission reductions have yet to be designed and 

implemented.  It means that greenhouse gas emissions in 2030 need to fall to just under 30 million 

tonnes.  This necessitates an average annual reduction in emissions of 3.1 million tonnes.  To put this 



36 
 

sum in practical terms, it is equivalent to the removal of 1 million private vehicles from Irish roads or 

cutting the greenhouse gas emissions from half of all homes in Ireland to zero.  This is the scale of 

additional emission savings that must be delivered each year to 2030. Ireland’s greenhouse emissions 

in 2019 came from the following sources: 

Table 2.35 Total Greenhouse gas emissions by Sector, Ireland 2019 

Sector                     (Mt CO2 eq) 

Agriculture 21.151    

Transport 12.186 

Energy  9.445 

Residential 6.527 

Manufacturing  4.589 

Industrial processes 2.259 

F-Gases 1.074 

Commercial Services .891 

Waste .884 

Public Services .887 

Total 59.897 
Source: Ireland's Provisional GHG emissions data 1990-2019, 298kb (epa.ie) 

 

Demography and economic growth 
The 2017 review did not include a specific analysis of the demographic impact on demand, however, 

the fundamental principles remain with the National Planning Framework (NPF) assumption of an 

additional nine hundred thousand people living in the country by 2040.  The growth in our population 

and our economy, which is out performing many European economies, will create even higher 

demands for energy.   

It is too early to adequately analyse the impact Brexit and Covid may have on energy demand in the 

near future.  However, it is important that the fundamental risks associated with these areas along 

with climate obligations continue to be monitored. 

 

Electricity 
The long-term demand forecast in Ireland continues to be heavily influenced by the expected growth 

of large energy users, primarily Data Centres, which require a lot of power to operate and can require 

the same amount of energy as a large town. The increasing electrification of heat and transport energy 

usage will also contribute towards this rising demand.  
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In Ireland, the projected growth in electricity demand for the next ten years varies between 33% for 

median demand and 50%30 for high demand.  For the Median Demand scenario, the chart below 

illustrates the approximate split into the different sectors, measured in terawatt hours (Twh).  EirGrid 

estimate that 27% of total demand will come from data centres by 202931. 

Figure 2.2 Future Demand for Electricity by Sector 

Source: Eirgrid 

 

Natural Gas 
Gas Network Ireland, Irelands transmission and distribution system operator for natural gas, transport 

natural gas to over 700,000 business and residential customers in Ireland, through a network of 

pipelines extending to over 14,500 kilometres, including sub-sea interconnectors and pipelines in 

Northern Ireland and the Isle of Man.  

Natural gas represents 31% of Ireland's primary energy mix and generated 51% of Ireland's electricity 

in 2019. This varies across the year and across seasons.  During 2019, 53% of all natural gas 

requirements in Ireland were imported.  This is expected to increase to circa 80% by 2025 and circa 

90% by 2030 following the closure of the Kinsale gas field in 2020 and the expected reduction in output 

from the Corrib gas field.  

It is estimated that natural gas demand in Ireland will grow by circa 20% over the decade to 2030. The 

level of natural gas use in 2030 will be highly dependent on the power generation sector and demand 

from large industrial users. Increased levels of electricity generation from natural gas will be needed 

in the first half of the decade to meet the increased demand for electricity (primarily due to larger 

                                                           
30 http://www.eirgridgroup.com/site-files/library/EirGrid/All-Island-Generation-Capacity-Statement-2020-
2029.pdf 
 

http://www.eirgridgroup.com/site-files/library/EirGrid/All-Island-Generation-Capacity-Statement-2020-2029.pdf
http://www.eirgridgroup.com/site-files/library/EirGrid/All-Island-Generation-Capacity-Statement-2020-2029.pdf
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energy users such as data centres) and to replace oil, coal and peat generation. Over the course of the 

decade, as renewable generation capacity increases, this will replace natural gas. It should be noted 

that the any delay to meeting the 2030 renewable electricity target of 70% would lead to higher levels 

of natural gas use in 2030.  

 

Policies impacting expenditure and/or demand for services 
 

The electricity and gas markets are subject to independent regulation through the Commission for 

Regulation of Utilities (CRU) Hence, the future planning and funding of services depends, to a large 

extent on the commercial decisions made within that regulated market.  An overview of Government 

policies on the various sectors of energy can be found through the following link 

https://www.gov.ie/en/policy/9cd812-energy/. 

 

Irelands Transition to a Low Carbon Energy Future 2015-2030 
In 2015, the Department of Environment, Climate and Communications published The White Paper 

'Ireland's Transition to a Low Carbon Energy Future 2015-2030' giving a complete energy policy 

update.  The paper sets out a framework to guide policy and the actions that Government intends to 

take in the energy sector from now up to 2030.  The paper also takes into account European and 

International climate change objectives and agreements, as well as Irish social, economic and 

employment priorities. 

 

Climate Action and Low Carbon Development 
The Government has also published a draft Climate Action and Low Carbon Development 

(Amendment) Bill 2020, which includes the following key elements:  

 Establishes a 2050 emissions target 

 Introduces system of successive 5-year, economy-wide carbon budgets starting in 2021 

 Strengthens the role of the Climate Change Advisory Council in proposing carbon budgets 

 Introduces a requirement to annually revise the Climate Action Plan and prepare a National 

Long Term Climate Action Strategy at least every decade 

 Introduces a requirement for all Local Authorities to prepare individual Climate Action Plans 

which will include both mitigation and adaptation measures 

 Gives a stronger oversight role for the Oireachtas through an Oireachtas Committee 

 

The National Energy and Climate Plan  
The 2019 National Energy and Climate Plan (NECP) was prepared in accordance with Regulation (EU) 

2018/1999 on the Governance of the Energy Union and Climate Action to incorporate all planned 

https://www.gov.ie/en/policy/9cd812-energy/
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policies and measures that were identified up to the end of 2019 and which collectively deliver a 30% 

reduction by 2030 in non-ETS greenhouse gas emissions (from 2005 levels). The Plan also establishes 

an objective of achieving a 34% share of renewable energy in energy consumption by 2030 

The Plan builds on previous national strategies and sets out in detail objectives regarding the five 

energy dimensions, together with planned policies and measures to ensure that Ireland achieves those 

objectives. 

 

Capacity constraints 
 

While the factors above relate to the general drivers of demand for energy consumption, it is 

important to briefly set out the details of Ireland’s targets for energy efficiency and renewable energy 

use given the importance of the composition of energy generation and consumption relevant targets. 

In the context of 2030 renewable energy targets, the outcome is that Ireland will be starting from a 

point below its expected baseline of 16% from January 2021. The 2030 targets will be made up of 

contributions from renewable energy in electricity (RES-E, 70% of gross electricity consumption from 

renewables by 2030), renewable energy in transport (RES-T, 13.4% contribution by renewables to 

transport energy by 2020) and renewable energy for heat and cooling (RES-H, 24%).  

This is a nationally set target adopted by Government in response to the EU Energy Efficiency 

Directive.  Thus, while it is clear that there are a number of interrelated factors that drive demand for 

energy it is also important to consider the composition of demand and supply in terms of generation 

source in the context of Ireland’s various energy and climate commitments.  

New wind farms commissioned in Ireland in 2019 brought the total wind capacity to 4,127 MW32, 

contributing to the increase in overall Renewable Energy Source for Electricity (RES-E) percentage to 

35.7%. Other sources of RES-E include biomass, hydro, solar PV and renewable waste.  Achievement 

of the 40% RES-E target will depend on a number of different factors in 2020 including demand levels, 

renewables generation and system dispatched generation.  EirGrid is targeting a RES-E target of 70% 

for 2030 in line with commitments set out in the PfG. 

Eirgrid analysis shows that for the Median demand level there may not be adequate generation 

capacity to meet demand from 2026 for Ireland should Moneypoint close and long term demand 

continue to rise.  Should any other plant of equivalent capacity close then this could also give rise to 

earlier deficits. 

                                                           
32 http://www.EirGridgroup.com/site-files/library/EirGrid/Wind20Installed20Capacities.png  

http://www.eirgridgroup.com/site-files/library/EirGrid/Wind20Installed20Capacities.png
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In this regard EirGrid is progressing plans for the proposed Celtic Interconnector between Ireland and 

France.  A public consultation took place and CRU responded in support of the project in April 2019. 

The Celtic Interconnector project has been awarded a grant from the EU Commission.  The project 

progressed to public consultation between November 2019 and February 2020 for proposed landing 

sites. Celtic is expected to begin construction in 2022 and energisation in 2026/2027. 

EirGrid is also working with Greenlink Interconnector Limited on its Greenlink 500MW interconnector 

linking the power markets of Great Britain and Ireland, which is planned for commissioning in 2023. 

The onshore components of the project are in the pre-planning phase, with planning submissions 

anticipated soon. The applications for the marine components have been submitted.  The project will 

require planning permission in Ireland and Wales. 

Gas Networks Ireland (GNI) completed a second interconnector between Scotland and Ireland in 

December 2018.  The second interconnector will help boost the operational flexibility of the Irish gas 

network which is essential to providing backup to intermittent renewable electricity generation.  

 

Risks to monitor going forward 
 

Brexit  
The SEAI published a paper in 2020 concerning energy security33 in which they state that there is a risk 

that Brexit could lead to a divergence in energy policy and regulation between the UK and Ireland over 

time.  Brexit has also had some immediate impacts on the energy relationship between the two 

countries.  Both will have repercussions for Ireland’s energy security, although the full extent of these 

may not be fully understood for some time. 

 

Gas  
Since the Corrib gas field commenced production in 2015, it has displaced significant quantities of 

imported gas and reduced Ireland’s reliance on the interconnector system.  In 2018, 61% of Ireland’s 

gas demand was met from indigenous production (mostly Corrib), down from 66% in 2017.  However, 

supply from Corrib has already peaked and is projected to decline throughout the 2020s and into the 

2030s: GNI anticipates that by 2026 or 2027 the supply from Corrib will be less than 30% of initial peak 

production levels.  

 

                                                           
33 https://www.seai.ie/publications/Energy-Security-in-Ireland-2020-.pdf  

https://www.seai.ie/publications/Energy-Security-in-Ireland-2020-.pdf
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Electricity  
Ireland currently has significant surplus power generation capacity, EirGrid anticipates that there will 

be a need for additional generation capacity from 2026.  SEAI’s latest national energy projections 

anticipate electricity demand to increase over the period to 2030.  The most significant technological 

driver for the anticipated demand increase is the expected growth of data centres, which can have 

demand levels comparable to those of large towns. 
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Chapter 3: Health 
 

Summary  
The health sector has seen a large increase in budget under NDP, which allocated €10.9 billion for 

health facilities over the life of the programme. This allocation has already been rebalanced to 

facilitate earlier investment, and the demands of the Covid pandemic. The Health capital allocation 

for 2020 stands at circa €1,074 million, more than double the pre-NDP 2017 allocation of €454 million. 

Between 2008 and 2013 (peak to trough), Health Capital investment fell by 43% (compared to a 63% 

fall in overall capital spend in the same period). Health Capital investment returned to its 2008 level 

in 2019, reflecting the increased allocations made available under the NDP. (DPER, Databank).  

Table 3.1: Summary of Health spend on capital since 2017, including its share of total envelope.  
2017 2018 % increase 

on 2017 
2019 % increase 

on 2017 
2020 % increase 

on 2017 

Health Capital 
Spend €m 

454 513 13% 689 52% 1,074 137% 

Total Capital 
Spend €m 

4,601 5,996 30% 7,160 56% 9,886 115% 

Source: INFOR 

 

The 2017 NDP Review outlined the demographic and non-demographic drivers of demand in the 

health sector. It focussed on drivers of demand for capital expenditure specifically, and explicitly did 

not make any assessment with respect to general health service capacity. Similarly, the purpose of 

this update is to highlight some pertinent themes in light of the experience since 2017, relevant to 

future capital expenditure. 

The broad context for delivery of public health services is unchanged from 2017. Our population is 

both growing and aging, but still young and expected to remain young compared to other EU/EEA 

countries. According to Eurostat, Ireland currently has one of the lowest age dependency ratios in the 

EU/EEA, and should still have one of the lowest age dependency ratios in 2030. 

Table 3.2: Countries with the five lowest age dependency ratios in EU/EEA  

Country 2020 2030 

European Union - 27 countries 32 39.1 

Slovakia 24.5 32.6 

Cyprus 24.2 30.1 

Ireland 22.1 27 

Iceland 21.5 26.7 

Luxembourg 21 26.9 
Source: Eurostat (Number of persons aged 65 and over, to 100 persons aged 15 – 64 years.) 
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While clearly services will need to change to serve demands from a larger and older population, 

experience in other countries suggests that demographic change does not directly convert into a pro-

rata need for more public health service capacity. For example: 

 The compression of morbidity may mean that people stay healthier for longer, consuming 

proportionately less acute hospital care. (Similarly, expansion of morbidity could influence 

trends. 

 Greater availability of home care supports allows people to remain in their own homes for 

longer, and consequently mitigates demand for nursing home accommodation.  

 Specifically, in the Irish case, 46% of people have private health insurance policies covering 

inpatient care, which should mitigate demand for public hospital services (although data on 

the actual activities of the private hospital sector is scarce). Under Slaintecare, it is envisaged 

that private work should move out of public hospitals. 

Covid-19 has had an immediate and unplanned impact on health service capital expenditure. For 

example, it has accelerated the need to address bed capacity issues across the system and 

accommodation issues in long-term care. The longer term impact of the pandemic on service needs in 

general, and capital spend in particular, is not yet clear. 

Key Insights: 

 The Health capital resource envelope has increased significantly under NDP.  €10.9 billion 

has been allocated over the NDP period up to 2027. Many projects included in the NDP were 

at early stages of development/pre final business case when the NDP was being developed 

in 2017. As in other sectors, best estimates of costs were included in the NDP at that time. 

Time factors such as inflation, amended specification and changes in standards/regulatory 

requirements have impacted on revised estimates of costs for the projects included in the 

NDP; the National Investment Office are bring forward revised procedures around the 

governance of cost estimation for major projects.  

 It is clear that the increases in our populations over the age of 65 and the increasing old-age 

dependency ratios will have result in increased demand in the coming decade for Health. 

However, the health sector is complex and it is not always possible to make a direct, forensic 

link between demographic and policy change on the one hand and healthcare demand and 

capital investment on the other. What can be said is the essential factors identified in the 

2017 review are unchanged.  

 The key reforms highlighted in the existing NDP to meet this demographic pressure remain 

consistent in this review, notably including the Sláintecare vision to expand primary and 

community services as well as sufficient acute provision. This will seek to provide the 
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appropriate care in the appropriate setting, but will require capital investment to enhance 

community services that currently have unmet demand and will face future demand 

pressures as a result of population ageing.  

 There are a number of other drivers of demand in the health system which include the 

requirement for reform, modernisation of facilities, regulation and safety requirements and 

requirements and learnings arising from Covid. 

 A significant unknown in this context is the longer term impact of Covid, which may call for 

acceleration of some categories of project and even additional investments. 

 

Drivers of demand for services and capital expenditure 

The drivers of healthcare demand and expenditure include factors such as demography (the size and 

age structure of the population), health status, national income, technological change and health 

system characteristics/structures (Wren et al. 2017). . Demographic factors and health system 

characteristics/structures will be discussed briefly. Policy implications of changing health system 

structures will be considered in the section on policy impacts. However, it can be noted here that 

policy on universal health coverage and on the balance between hospital and community care will 

clearly have a strong influence on how and where any increased demand is experienced. 

 

Demography – population and age 
A general increase in population can be expected to increase demand for healthcare. Furthermore, 

the age structure of the population tends to impact healthcare demand, as healthcare utilisation 

generally increases with an ageing population.   

The population is projected to increase by 11% to  2030 and the age structure of the population is also 

projected to change  (Keegan et al. 2020). Those over the age of 65 will make up 20% of the population 

in 2035, compared to 14% in 2018, while those aged under the age of 15 will make up 16% of the 

population in 2035, compared to 21% in 2018 (Keegan et al. 2020). The 2017 Review noted the 

significance of aging when looking at drivers of health care demand. In particular, it highlighted that 

while only representing 13% of the population in 2015, those aged over 65 represented 37% of all 

hospital procedures in that year. At the same time, progress in delivering more treatments as day 

cases, and an increased shift towards primary care, were seen as potential mitigants of demand.  

Demand for healthcare tends to be highly concentrated. In a sector like education, it can be assumed 

that demand for school places will be very closely linked to the number of children in the community, 

as most children will attend school. By contrast, in any particular year, only a minority of people - in 

any age bracket – will be admitted for inpatient hospital care, as table 3.3 illustrates.  
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Table 3.3: % of Persons admitted as inpatients in previous 12 months 

Age Group Admitted to a hospital as an inpatient % 

15-24 10 

25-34 13 

35-44 9 

45-54 6 

55-64 11 

65-74 14 

75+ 21 

State 11 
Source: CSO Health Survey 2015 

 

It is too early to speculate on the extent to which Covid impacts on migration or any other 

demographic driver. At this point, there is no expectation of any substantial change in the projected 

demographic trends. Population will grow, and will include a higher proportion of older people.  

 

Chronic disease 
As noted above, health service demand is not uniform across the population, or even within individual 

cohorts. While age is one factor that influences demand for health services, this does not mean that 

the impact of ageing is the most important factor in estimating health sector demand.  

International studies suggest that the majority of healthcare resources are typically used by a minority 

of the population, perhaps 10%. The presence of chronic disease is an important factor in driving this 

concentrated demand. In Ireland, resource usage seems similarly concentrated. For example, an 

analysis of Hospital In Patient Enquiry Scheme (HIPE) data indicated that the top 10% of high users of 

acute inpatient services account for over 50% of all inpatient bed days.  Moreover, half of these (the 

top 5%) account for almost 40% of all inpatient bed days. This is why chronic disease management can 

have a strong influence on how and where health services are performed and, consequently, on where 

capital investments need to be directed.  

The 2017 study notes the acknowledgment of chronic disease as an important factor in health service 

demand, and the particular role of primary care in responding to this demand effectively. 
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Policies impacting expenditure and/or demand for services 

 

Preceding Trends of Capital Investment in Health  
Since the start of the 2000s, overall levels of public expenditure on health have risen rapidly, albeit 

from generally low level of public capital investment, and per capita levels are now broadly in line 

with expenditure in other countries (OECD, 2019).  

  

Balance between Public Eligibility and Private Cover 
Access to public healthcare is on the basis of eligibility, rather than entitlement. Everyone is eligible 

for public hospital care. Eligibility for GP and primary care services is not universal. In 2018, 

approximately 32% of the population were fully eligible for public primary care services, with a further 

10% eligible for free GP services. Optional private health insurance policies cover around 46% of the 

population for inpatient care in private and public hospitals. 

The interplay between public and private coverage is complex. For instance, available CSO data 

suggests that people covered by private insurance have fewer hospitalisations than those who do not, 

despite (conceptually) having access to a wider range of acute services. Similarly, paradoxically, some 

studies have found that medical card holders have more avoidable hospitalisations compared to those 

without medical cards, despite having full access to the primary care services that should mitigate 

demand for hospital services. However, notwithstanding those complexities, if future policy required 

the movement of some or all private hospital care to private hospitals, this would release considerable 

physical space to address increased demand for public hospital services. 

On the private side of the equation, premium income of private health insurers has proven to be 

robust even in times of economic contract, and suggests that there is a strong funding stream to 

finance development of private services. 

Table 3.4: Private Health Insurance: Numbers Insured and Premium Income 

Year Number of persons insured Premium Income €m 

2008 2,297,113 1,561 

2009 2,260,109 1,745 

2010 2,228,460 1,840 

2011 2,162,671 1,938 

2012 2,098,942 2,116 

2013 2,049,187 2,262 

2014 2,025,258 2,316 

2015 2,121,668 2,331 

2016 2,152,013 2,391 

2017 2,174,430 2,509 
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2018 2,220,211 2,527 

2019 2,275,952 2,564 
Source: HIA 

While the numbers covered by private health insurance fell by 12% between 2008 and 2014, private 

health insurers actually increased their income by over €750 million (or 33%) in the same period. This 

sharp rise in income, at a time when national income was contracting, suggests that private health 

insurance income is very resilient. However, as noted above, data on the precise contribution this 

makes to meeting health service demand is scarce. It can simply be noted as another factor that 

potentially mitigates the need to develop public hospital capacity as a response to an aging population. 

 

Development of Primary Care vs Hospital Care 
Since at least 2001, formal policy has favoured primary care as the setting for 90/95% of health care 

need. This does not necessarily convert into 90/95% of health care resources being reallocated to 

primary care. It is hard to demonstrate the extent to which new patterns of healthcare delivery 

influence investment. For example, there has been an increase in day procedures in public hospitals 

in recent years – but this is a change within the hospital sector, rather than a move from the hospital 

sector to primary care.  

 

Slaintecare 
Slaintecare has committed significant expenditure to projects supportive of the shift away from acute 

care, indicating a potential change in how healthcare is delivered going forward. Provisional 

expenditure for projects such as increased Elective Care, and E-Health provides an avenue for a formal 

shift towards a more primary-care focussed healthcare system in Ireland in the future. 

For example, funding has been allocated in 2021 to progress some Sláintecare projects through 

appraisal stage and the development of project briefs.  Additional costs are expected in relation to the 

development of 3 elective hospitals and trauma centres in line with the policy.  Further funding will 

also be required to continue expanding acute and critical care capacity which is committed to in the 

Slaintecare Implementation Plan. The provision of diagnostic equipment in PCCs, appropriate 

accommodation for community outreach centres and additional/replacement community day 

facilities will also increase capital requirements. (Slaintecare Implementation Plan).  

 

Health Service Capacity Review 2018 (PA Consulting) 
The Department of Health commissioned PA Consulting to deliver an analysis of potential health 

service capacity needs, to cover the period up to 2031. The PA Consulting Report also notes that the 

question of future capacity needs is very strongly linked to policy developments, and the progress 

made in moving to a comprehensive, integrated community service model. 
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PA makes a headline projection of potential additional needs, caveated with the need for a more 

detailed review of precise service demands. While this projection entails increases in hospital and 

residential beds, the analysis does not take account of some pertinent factors – including, for example, 

the availability of private hospital facilities which can expect to have a robust funding stream from 

private health insurers. 

Joint Research Programme in Healthcare Reform between the Department of Health 

and the ESRI  
Projections of public hospital expenditure out to 2035, published in 2020, found that expenditure is 

anticipated to grow in real terms with an average of 1.2% to 1.7% annually, reaching up to €7.8bn by 

2035 (Keegan et al. 2020). The greatest real expenditure growth was observed for day-patient and in-

patient discharges and these services are also where per capita expenditure increases most 

dramatically with age. The main driver of projected healthcare expenditure was pay costs, reflecting 

the labour-intensive nature of healthcare (Keegan et al. 2020). The population is projected to increase 

by  11% to  2030 and the age structure of the population is also projected to change  (Keegan et al. 

2020). Those over the age of 65 will make up 20% of the population in 2035, compared to 14% in 2018, 

while those aged under the age of 15 will make up 16% of the population in 2035, compared to 21% 

in 2018 (Keegan et al. 2020).  

Shifting avoidable hospital care to cost-effective care in the community could result in savings of 

healthcare expenditure (Keegan et al. 2020). Recent ESRI research has also indicated the potential for 

community care to reduce hospital activity and expenditure, where they found that hospital stays for 

older people were shorter in areas with better supply of home care and residential care services 

(Walsh et al. 2020). 

Currently, work is being undertaken by the ESRI under the joint research programme to estimate 

projected expenditure with regard to community healthcare (non-hospital healthcare).  

From ESRI website: 
https://www.esri.ie/current-research/research-programme-in-healthcare-reform  

 

 

 

  

https://www.esri.ie/current-research/research-programme-in-healthcare-reform
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Chapter 4: Housing 
 

Summary 
Accommodation costs are often household’s largest monthly expense and for many people the 

purchase of a home is the single largest investment they will ever make. The housing market and 

sector are consequently an integral aspect of the economy. At the outset there is an important 

distinction to be made between housing demand, and housing need. Housing demand refers to 

peoples’ preferences to occupy various kinds of accommodation as well as their willingness to pay a 

certain price. Housing need on the other hand refers to households who do not have access to a 

certain basic standard of accommodation. Government expenditure in the area of housing is primarily 

targeted at providing housing assistance to those who are unable to provide for their own housing 

needs, and both current and capital spending in this area have increased significantly in recent years. 

The factors that drive housing demand will have some influences on housing need. However, the level 

of housing need is primarily driven by the scale and severity of income and affordability constraints. 

This chapter will first address the high level drivers of housing demand before going on to address 

affordability as a driver of social housing demand, outline the current level of housing need and discuss 

some risks to monitor going forward.  

Key Insights: 

 Average household size has been decreasing in recent years and, according to recent ESRI 

research, is expected to continue decreasing in the coming decades. This is significant because 

it means more units are required in order to house the population. 

 The significant increase in average first time buyer price (20% since 2017) is an important 

development in the context of supports for first time buyers. Demand side affordability 

measures, like the help to buy incentive scheme, look to bridge the gap between incomes and 

prices. If prices increase at a higher rate than incomes, then that gap widens, and the initial 

support becomes less effective. 

 The demand for housing infrastructure generally is largely driven by population growth. Latest 

projections based on ESRI research indicate annual housing demand arising from population 

growth to be up to 33,000 units per year between 2016 and 2040. Comparing this figure to 

the number of new residential dwellings completed since 2016, it is evident that this level of 

demand is currently not being met. 

 State intervention in the housing market prioritises housing need and the provision of social 

housing. With the exception of COVID-19 related setbacks in 2020, social housing targets have 

been met over the past number of year.  
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 The Housing Need and Demand Assessment tool utilised by DHLGH illustrates that, without 

major policy intervention, a significant proportion of new households may default into seeking 

social housing as prices and rents will be too high to allow them to purchase or privately rent. 

Large demand for social housing provision is symptomatic of under supply in the broader 

housing market. This is because under supply in the private housing market exacerbates 

affordability issues which in turn creates the need for additional social housing support. 

Factors such as the viability of development and the capacity of the private sector are 

therefore vital in ensuring that housing demand will be met over the coming decades.  

 

Drivers of demand for housing services and capital expenditure 

Drivers of Demand 

Demographics Household Formation 

Economic Growth Tenure Choice 

Income Access and Cost of Credit 

Government Policy Spatial Development 

 

The primary drivers of housing demand are demographic change and household formation rates. 

Affordability is another important element of demand which is determined by factors such as price, 

income, and access to credit. At a micro level there are a number of other factors which complicate 

housing demand. This is because accommodation is effectively a bundle of goods. This bundle can be 

thought of as including a wide range of items, some of which are easily quantifiable, such as square 

footage, the number of rooms, amenities and energy rating. Others factors can be more difficult to 

measure accurately such as the proximity to services and jobs, as well as aesthetic considerations, 

environmental amenities and socio-cultural factors. 

 

Population Growth                       Figure 4.1: County Shares of Population Change (1986-2016)             
Between 1986 and 2016, Ireland’s 

population increased by roughly 1.2 

million. As figure 4.1 illustrates, this 

growth has been concentrated in 

Dublin and its surrounding counties as 

well as other large cities such as Cork 

and Galway. This pattern in 

concentration, as demonstrated in this 

Chapter, is one that persists across several different drivers of demand for housing. 
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Forecasts of population growth and migration can help to give a sense of how many new units will 

need to be delivered each year. One of the latest sources of demographic projections in the context 

of housing is a recent ESRI paper on Regional Demographics and Structural Housing Demand which 

estimates housing demand at a local authority level up to 2040. These estimates are produced using 

a regional demographic model which incorporates the economic mechanisms that determine internal 

migration, projections of headship rates and other components of population change (e.g., fertility, 

mortality) to project the population at a county level by gender and age.  

Given the potential for large and difficult to predict variation in factors that drive housing demand the 

ESRI considered several different scenarios. In the baseline scenario, the population is expected to 

increase by around 926,000 people between 2016 and 2040. Population estimates are highly sensitive 

to international migration. The scenario which places a lower bound on the baseline is the low 

international migration scenario which produces population estimates 112,000 lower than the 

baseline. The upper bound on the baseline estimate assumes a high international migration scenario 

over the next 20 years. The resulting population estimate is 318,000 people greater than the baseline 

scenario. The research conducted by the ESRI goes on to convert these population projections into 

estimates of structural housing demand. These are summarised below in table 4.1. 

Table 4.1: ESRI Scenario Estimates of Total Population Growth and Annual Structural Housing 
Demand 2016-2040.34 

Scenario Low Migration Baseline High Migration 

Population Increase  814,000 926,000 1,244,000 

Annual Housing Demand 26,000 28,000 33,000 

Household Size 
It is important to consider the 

characteristics of households 

alongside population growth. 

Census data indicates that the 

number of households has 

increased over the last two 

decades. This has primarily been 

driven by demographic growth. 

The average size of households 

has also decreased during this 

period which is significant 

                                                           
34 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS111.pdf 

Figure 4.2: Households and Average Household Size 

Source: Data from 2002-2016 is taken from CSO census data. The 2040 projection is based on 

population estimates produced by recent ESRI research on structural housing demand. 
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because it means more units are needed to house the same level of population. As illustrated in figure 

4.2, the number of private households increased by about 18% between 2002 and 2016 with the 

average household size decreasing over the same period. The research conducted by the ESRI on 

structural housing demand offers a projection in the trend of average household size out to 2040. The 

projection is the same across all scenarios and largely driven by an ageing population. This projection 

is in line with recent trends and suggests that the average number of people per household will decline 

from 2.81 in 2016 to 2.43 in 2040. The net effect on population is to be taken in context, given the 

significant increase in the number of households anticipated until 2040. A population of 4.7 million 

and average household size of 2.81 in 2016 would imply roughly 1.67 million households. Looking 

ahead, a population of 5.6 million (baseline scenario) and average household size of 2.43 in 2040 

implies roughly 2.3 million households. 

 

Economic and Spatial Development 

As mentioned above, what makes housing demand complicated is the fact that accommodation is 

effectively a bundle of goods. This bundle includes not only the physical characteristics of 

accommodation, such as square footage or the number of bedrooms, but also factors such as the 

proximity to services and job opportunities. These factors can offer an explanation for why population 

growth is concentrated in urban centres. This section attempts to give a brief overview of these spatial 

factors by looking at how income, the number of enterprises and the distance to services varies at a 

regional level. However, there are a host of other factors that could fall under this heading. For example, 

another relevant factor is proximity to third level education and the demand for student accommodation 

that arises as a result. 

Figure 4.3 displays the median 

disposable income for 

households in both urban and 

rural areas over time between 

2004 and 2019. Urban incomes 

are consistently greater than 

rural ones during this time 

period. However, the gap 

between these two figures has 

been gradually narrowing over time. In 2004, median disposable income was 20% greater in urban areas 

whereas in 2019 this difference was 12%. 

Source: CSO – Income and Poverty Rates 

Figure 4.3: Median Disposable Household Incomes 
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On top of wage potential, 

housing demand is driven by 

the ease of finding employment 

and the diversity of 

employment opportunities. 

Figure 4.4 attempts to illustrate 

this by displaying the active 

number of enterprises across 

counties in 2018. The pattern 

here is similar to ones seen in other drivers of demand. Enterprises are concentrated in counties with 

large urban centres such as Dublin and Cork, as well as adjacent counties such as Kildare.  

Spatial development is another factor that influences where the demand for housing is concentrated. 

Figure 4.5 below displays the average distance of residential dwellings from a selection of various services, 

measured in kilometres, for a select sample of local authorities. These distances are smallest in urban 

centres and largest in rural counties. 

Figure 4.5: Average Distance of Residential Dwellings to Services for a Sample of Local Authorities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: CSO – Business Demography 

Source: CSO – Average Distance of Residential Dwellings to Selected Services and Infrastructure 

Figure 4.4: Number of Active Enterprises 

(2018) 
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Affordability: House Prices      Figure 4.5: Mean Value of Residential Property Sales 

Affordability is an important factor not 

only because it indicates the level of 

demand for housing generally, but also 

because it is an important driver of 

demand for social housing 

infrastructure. The severity and scale of 

affordability constraints will directly 

affect the level of housing need.  

Figure 4.6 graphs the mean sale price of residential dwellings for first time buyers (FTBs) and former-

owner occupiers. There has been an upward trend in the average FTB price since 2017 with the 

exception of a drop in the middle of 2020. In January of 2017, average FTB price was around €250,000 

while in October of 2020 it was just over €300,000, an increase of 20%. This is a significant 

development in the context of policies that aim to support this group such as the help to buy incentive 

scheme. Demand side affordability measures, like the help to buy incentive, attempt to bridge the gap 

between incomes and house prices. If house prices grow at a faster rate than incomes, the gap between 

incomes and prices widens. Consequently, policy interventions that aim to bridge this gap become less 

effective at tackling affordability constraints, and the pool of people who might avail of FTB support 

reduces because there will be households who are priced out of the market.  

With regard to differences in price throughout the country, Figure 4.7 below gives a regional 

breakdown of residential dwelling prices for a sample of counties from 2017M6 until 2020M12. The 

2020M12 prices are also displayed on the graph. House prices are highest in Dublin by a significant 

margin. Counties surrounding Dublin such as Kildare are characterised by relatively high prices as are 

other major cities such as Cork and Galway, although prices in these counties are considerably lower 

on average when compared to Dublin. Sligo, Offaly and Leitrim are among counties with the lowest 

mean residential dwelling price. 
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Figure 4.7: Mean Value of Residential Dwellings for a Sample of Counties. 

 
Source: CSO – Market-based Household Purchase of Residential Dwellings 

It is important to consider income alongside prices to get a sense of affordability. The 2019 Survey of 

Income and Living Standards conducted by the CSO found that median gross annual household income 

was approximately €51,000. A household earning this amount could afford a house at roughly €198,000 

(assuming a mortgage of 3.5x annual income and a 10% deposit). There is a large degree of variation in 

both incomes and prices across the country. However, comparing this figure to the above graphs in this 

section gives some indication of the scale and severity of affordability constraints across the country. 

Median household income has been below the average first time buyers and former owner occupiers 

price since 2017. Affordability constraints also appear to be acute in urban areas, with median income 

below the 2020M12 average price of dwellings in Dublin, Kildare and other urban centres like Cork and 

Galway cities.  

 

Affordability: Rents 
With regard to the rental market, 

figure 4.8 displays the Residential 

Tenancy Boards standardised national 

rent metric from 2016Q1 to 2020Q3. 

Rent prices have been gradually 

increasing over this period. It is also 

worth noting that as of 2016Q3 

average national rent has exceeded the 

pre-financial crisis peak which was 

reached in 2007Q4. Figure 4.9 below 

gives a breakdown of average monthly rent for a select number of counties. Regional patterns in 
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average rent prices are similar to those seen in residential dwelling prices. Rent is highest in Dublin, 

counties that surround Dublin as well as other major cities such as Cork and Galway. 

Figure 4.9: Average Monthly Rent for a Sample of Counties

 

With regard to affordability in the rental market, a common approach is to assess what proportion of 

income is spent on rent. A common threshold for affordability is 35% of net monthly income. Taking 

median household income from the previous section of €51,000 indicates that €1,088 per month is the 

maximum of what can be considered affordable monthly rent for the median household. This is below 

the latest figure for standardised national rent. Regional variation in prices and population concentration 

should also be taken into account. While more rural counties such as Sligo and Offaly offer affordable 

rent, average monthly rent in Dublin and Kildare is above the median affordable price of €1,072 per 

month. A 2019 IGEES research paper that surveyed the tenure preferences of renters is also relevant in 

this context. The survey results indicated that 86.5% of respondents had home ownership aspirations.35 

Given these preference, it is also important to consider how feasible it is for renters to purchase in 

addition to the affordability of the rental market. 

 

Policies impacting impact expenditure and/or demand for services. 

 

Social Housing Delivery 
As previously discussed, affordability is a topic closely related to the level of housing need and 

corresponding social housing demand. Public expenditure is primarily targeted at addressing housing 

need by providing accommodation to those who are unable to do so themselves via the private 

market. There are a number of different mechanisms which the state uses to deliver social housing 

units. Capital expenditure measures include the construction of new units by Local Authorities (LAs), 

the acquisition of units from the private market for use as social housing as well as programmes which 

                                                           
35 https://igees.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/The-Housing-Aspirations-and-Preferences-of-Renters.pdf 
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support LAs to develop and reutilise vacant houses for social housing purposes.  Leasing by LAs is 

facilitated by the Social Housing Current Expenditure Programme (SCHEP). This allows LAs to recover 

the cost of dwellings which are sourced for leasing as social housing under this programme. The Rental 

Accommodation Scheme (RAS) allows LAs to source accommodation from the private market and 

enter into a tenancy agreement with recipients. Finally, the Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) 

provides a supplement to recipients who source accommodation within the private rental market. The 

delivery of social housing units across these different delivery mechanisms is illustrated below in figure 

4.10. Between 2016 and 2020, HAP was the mechanism accounting for the largest share of units 

delivered, followed by builds, and then acquisitions. 

Figure 4.10: Social Housing Output by Delivery Mechanism  

 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

0

5000

10000

15000

20000

25000

30000

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Build Acquisition RAS Leasing HAP

Source: Dep. Housing, Local Government and Heritage 



58 
 

Risks to monitor going forward 

Housing Need and Social Housing Demand 
The most straightforward measure of housing need available is simply the number of households who 

qualify for social housing support yet do not currently receive any. This is illustrated below in figure 

4.11 alongside figure 4.12 which shows the rebuilding Ireland social housing targets and the number 

of social housing units that have been delivered annually since 2016.  

Figure 4.11: Social Housing Waiting List 

Source: The Housing Agency: Summary of Social Housing 
Assessments 

Figure 4.12: Social Housing Targets and Total Units 
Delivered  

 
Source: Dep. Housing, Local Government and Heritage 

 

However, these figures only reflect the number of social housing applicants and do not capture the 

full extent of housing need in Ireland. It is also worth considering the number of homeless people 

(8,484 as of November 2020)36 and the number of people in direct provision (6,996 as of Dec 2020)37 

alongside these figures.  

In the context of demand for social housing and capital expenditure, the HAP transfer list is also 

relevant. The HAP transfer list allows individuals who receive HAP in the private rental market to 

eventually transfer into more permanent social housing accommodation. Although households 

receiving HAP have their housing need met, eligibility for long term social housing in the future means 

those on the HAP transfer list still contribute the level of unmet social housing demand. At the time 

of this analysis, an accurate figure for the number of people on the HAP transfer list was not available.  

An important question in the context of social housing demand is what determines housing need? 

Generally speaking, housing need is a result of either income constraints resulting from factors such as 

                                                           
36 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/73d33-homeless-report-november-2020/ 
37 https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/124757/ef0c3059-b117-4bfa-a2df-
8213bb6a63db.pdf#page=0 

0

5000

10000

15000

20000

25000

30000

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Target Total 

0

10,000

20,000

30,000

40,000

50,000

60,000

70,000

80,000

90,000

100,000

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/73d33-homeless-report-november-2020/
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/124757/ef0c3059-b117-4bfa-a2df-8213bb6a63db.pdf%23page=0
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/124757/ef0c3059-b117-4bfa-a2df-8213bb6a63db.pdf%23page=0
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unemployment, or affordability constraints stemming from high accommodation costs. Eligibility for 

social housing support hinges on income criterion which differ by local authority as well as a household’s 

access to alternative accommodation. Beyond these requirements, the Housing Agency, in the Summary 

of Social Housing Assessments 2020, publishes data on the characteristics of households who qualify for 

social housing support38. The latest data indicates that the most common ages of main applicants are 

between 30 and 39 years of age. In terms of household size, over 30,000 applicants were single adult 

households, while just over 13,000 were single adult households with 1 to 2 children. The most 

common tenure type of applicants is privately rented accommodation. The primary source of 

household income for the majority of households (36,635) was social welfare only, and 33,446 

applicants were unemployed. 

 

New Dwellings Completed 
Given the trends in demand outlined thus far, attention needs be given to the supply side of the 

housing market which covers both private and social housing. Changes in the housing stock indicate 

whether enough units are being delivered each year to keep up with housing demand. The amount of 

new dwellings completed since 2017 is illustrated below in figure 4.13 and broken down by dwelling 

type. The number of units completed annually increased between 2017 and 2019. A dramatic drop in 

new dwellings completed occurred in the second quarter of 2020 due to restrictions placed on the 

construction sector in response to the covid-19 pandemic. However, increased activity in the second 

half of 2020 saw annual completions return to a level similar to that of 2019. In terms of dwelling type, 

scheme homes in multi-unit developments account for the majority of new builds each year. Single 

homes account for the second largest share of new dwellings completed in this period, while 

apartments account for the smallest. However, the number of apartments delivered has been 

increasing. 

Figure 4.13: New Dwellings Completed in Ireland (2017-2020) 

 

                                                           
38 https://www.housingagency.ie/sites/default/files/2021-03/SSHA-2020.pdf 
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Latest projections based on ESRI research indicate annual housing demand arising from population 

growth to be up to 33,000 units per year. This level of supply is currently not being met. The state’s 

primary intervention in the area of housing is providing social housing support for those who cannot 

afford accommodation. Beyond the current levels of social housing demand outlined above, it is difficult 

to predict what proportion of new housing demand will translate into housing need and therefore social 

housing demand over the next 20 years. The Housing Need and Demand Assessment tool utilised by 

DHLGH illustrates that, without major policy intervention, a significant proportion of newly forming 

households may default into seeking social housing as prices and rents will be too high to allow them 

to purchase or privately rent. This would put significant pressure on social housing infrastructure. 

However, even if housing need is addressed via adequate social housing supply, unmet housing demand 

generally will continue to put additional pressure on supply and prices. This unmet demand will in turn 

exacerbate affordability constraint and create the need for greater and greater social housing provision 

in the future. The viability of development and the capacity of the private sector are therefore vital 

consideration in ensuring that both housing demand, and housing need, will be met over the coming 

decades.  
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Chapter 5: Transport 
 

Summary 
This chapter outlines the most significant drivers of demand for transport usage and expenditure into 

the future. Understanding the likely pressures and capacity constraints on the transport network in 

the coming years can help ensure that investment is appropriately targeted to deal with these 

pressures and support Project Ireland 2040. These pressures are expected to most significantly impact 

Ireland’s roads, and public transportation infrastructure, especially in Ireland’s 5 cities.  

Key insights: 

 Future population growth is targeted by the National Planning Framework (NPF) to occur 

predominantly outside of the Dublin and Eastern regions. Investment will be needed in the 

medium-long term to deal with the impacts of growth on Irelands regional transport 

infrastructure, particularly in regional cities where growth rates are expected to increase.  

 Dublin’s population is projected to grow steadily in the short-medium term. Transport 

infrastructure investment will be needed in the short-medium term to service this demand.  

 Transport demand grew by an average of 8% per year in Dublin, and by between 8.5% and 

16.7% in Irelands other cities, between 2016 and 2019.  

 The age make-up of Irish society is expected to change significantly in future decades, 

becoming older. This shift may reduce demand for transportation, as people over the age of 

65 make fewer daily trips than any other age group.  

 If Ireland succeeds in achieving consistently high levels of employment and economic growth 

in the upcoming years, transport demand will likely rise consistently in response.  

 Between 2016 and 2019, the proportion of Ireland’s national roads operating above 100% 

capacity increased from 15% to 17% for primary roads, and from 32% to 36% for secondary.  

 Extreme weather events resulting from climate change are expected to significantly impact 

upon transport infrastructure in future years. Strategic investment to adapt Ireland’s 

infrastructure will therefore prove cost saving in the long run.  

 

Drivers of demand for services and capital expenditure 

 

Population growth: Spatial development  
Ireland’s transportation demand is closely linked to the size and distribution of the population. The 

more people living, working, and studying in a given area, the larger the demand for transportation 

will be. The ESRI estimates that the Irish population will grow by approximately 900,000 people 
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between 2018 and 204039. Where this population lives and works will be a key factor in how Ireland 

develops, socially and economically. In recent decades, Dublin and the wider Eastern and Midland 

region has experienced an overconcentration of population, and jobs. A key objective of the NPF and 

Project Ireland 2040 is for Ireland to achieve more balanced development, i.e. 75% of all future growth 

occurring outside of the Dublin and Eastern region40. Investment will need to be strategically targeted 

to deal with the pressures this population growth will place on Irelands transport infrastructure. Table 

5.1 compares the population of Ireland’s five cities in 2016 to the 2040 target.  

Table 5.1: The National Planning Framework’s targeted population growth 

City Population 2016 Population growth to 2040 Minimum Target 
Population 2040 % Range People 

Dublin City  1,173,000 20-25% 235,000 – 293,000 1,408,000 

Cork City  209,000 50-60% 105,000 – 125,000 314,000 

Limerick City  94,000 50-60% 47,000 – 56,000 141,000 

Galway City  80,000 50-60% 40,000 – 48,000 120,000 

Waterford City  54,000 50-60% 27,000 – 32,000 81,000 
Source: Project Ireland 2040 National Planning Framework 

For Ireland to achieve the NPF population targets, Ireland’s four regional cities will need to grow by 

between 2.1% and 2.5% per year between 2016 and 2040, while Dublin will need to grow by no more 

than between 0.8% and 1% per year. However, population trends are not expected to reach these 

levels in the short term41. The ESRI’s baseline population projection (based on current trends) 

estimates that between 2016 and 2026 Dublin’s population will grow by approximately 1.3% per year, 

compared to between 0.55% and 0.98% per year for the other 4 cities. The ESRI’s 50:50 target on the 

other hand (a population growth plan designed to achieve regionally balanced growth) would need 

stronger short term growth in Ireland’s secondary cities (0.7%-1.8%), and steady growth in Dublin. It 

is important to note that neither the baseline projection nor the 50:50 target expects regional growth 

rates to reach levels necessary for balanced population distribution by 2031. Furthermore, while the 

50:50 target is the preferred outcome of the Project Ireland 2040 strategy, it is not based on previous 

population trends and it is not yet possible to determine whether Ireland is on course to achieve this. 

Population pressures are therefore more likely to place additional stress on transportation in Dublin 

than the other cities in the short term. Additional investment in roads and other transport 

infrastructure will likely be needed in the short-medium term to service this demand. Higher levels of 

funding might also needed in the short term if transport is positioned as a catalyst for regional 

development. 

 

                                                           
39 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS70.pdf  
40 https://npf.ie/wp-content/uploads/Project-Ireland-2040-NPF.pdf  
41 https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS70.pdf 

https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS70.pdf
https://npf.ie/wp-content/uploads/Project-Ireland-2040-NPF.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RS70.pdf
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Table 5.2: ESRI projected population growth 2016-31  

Area 
Baseline projected 
yearly growth  

50:50 targeted 
yearly growth  

 2016-26  2026-31 2016-26  2026-31 

Dublin 1.3% 0.6% 1.3% 0.6% 

Galway City 0.6% 0.4% 1.6% 1.2% 

Limerick 0.9% 0.5% 1.8% 1.3% 

Waterford 0.7% 0.5% 0.7% 0.7% 

Cork City 1% 0.8% 1.5% 1.1% 
Source: PROSPECTS FOR IRISH REGIONS AND COUNTIES SCENARIOS AND IMPLICATIONS – 2018 

 
Population growth: Demand for public transport 
Higher demand for Ireland’s public transportation services is expected over the next decade as a result 

of the projected growth in Ireland’s population and travel patterns. Increases in demand and changes 

in demand across spaces will need to be addressed with corresponding adaptations in and a tailoring 

of capacity. Table 5.3 outlines the average yearly change in the number of public transport passenger 

journeys by city, from 2013-16 and from 2016-19. All 5 cities showed stronger yearly increases in 

public transportation usage between 2016 and 2019 than between 2013 and 2016. While this growth 

was likely due in large part to stronger economic and employment growth, increased tourism, changes 

in travelling preferences, and improved service provision, population increases were also likely to have 

been a key driver. Future population growth will likely increase demand further. 

Table 5.3: Annual change in the number of passenger journeys  

City Average yearly change 2013-16 Average yearly change 2016-19 

Dublin city  4% 8% 

Cork city 6.7% 8.5% 

Limerick city  1.2% 11.5% 

Galway city  3.5% 11.9% 

Waterford city 0% 16.7% 

Ireland  4.1% 8.3% 
Source: NTA Bus & Rail Statistics for Ireland – State Funded Services 2020 

Based on recent trends in the transport capacity of the main public transport operators (as shown in 

table 5.4), it appears that Ireland’s public transport providers have been increasing their services in 

response to demand. High levels of capacity growth will need to be sustained in future years if Ireland 

is successful in achieving its 2040 spatial goals. Increasing Irelands transport capacity will require 

significant additional investment in public transport vehicles. Failure to do so could lead to transport 

vehicles operating at above capacity, which could result in increased wear, and therefore increased 

renewal and replacement costs. Reduced capacity could also force some commuters to switch to 

private vehicle use, causing an increase in road demand and carbon emissions.  
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Table 5.4: Transport Capacity (Annual change in Operated Vehicle Seat Kilometres) 

Years Dublin bus Bus Eireann Irish Rail Luas 

2013-16 1.2% 1.1% -2.1% -3% 

2016-19 1% 10% 0.9% 8.7% 
Source: NTA Bus & Rail Statistics for Ireland – State Funded Services 2020 

 

Population growth: Demand for Irish roads 
Strong population growth in the short to medium term is expected to significantly impact usage levels 

on Irish roads. Usage levels can be demonstrated using the Volume to Capacity42 (V/C) Ratio. This ratio 

indicates that the proportion of Irish roads operating at or below 100% capacity levels has declined 

since 2016, as shown in table 5.5. The reason for this is higher car usage levels on Irish roads. If 

increases in Ireland’s population are not met with policies to alleviate road demand, capacity levels 

will likely be strained further. Modal shifts towards public transportation, where possible, should be 

encouraged as the primary method off addressing road capacity issues, as there is strong evidence to 

suggest that increasing road capacity can result in increased demand for road travel43.  

Table 5.5: Proportion of the National Primary Roads network operating at each level of capacity 

Capacity levels National primary roads National Secondary roads 

2016 2019 2016 2019 

Operating Below 80% Capacity 72% 70% 54% 49% 

Operating between 80% - 100% Capacity 13% 13% 14% 15% 

Operating between 100% - 120% Capacity 6% 7% 10% 10% 

Operating above 120% Capacity 9% 10% 22% 26% 
Source: TII - NATIONAL ROADS NETWORK INDICATORS 2019 

 

Population growth: Demand for Active Travel infrastructure 
If Ireland is to reduce its dependence on private vehicles for transportation, actions need to be taken 

to encourage a modal shift towards Active Travel and sustainable public transportation. Central to this 

will be cycling uptake, however, this will require a reversal of recent trends in cycling levels 

nationwide, as the 2019 National travel survey found that on average, bicycle journeys made up a 

smaller proportion of all one person passenger journeys than in 2016, as shown in table 5.6. However, 

this does not imply that fewer people are cycling in 2019 than in 2016, only that cycling has grown at 

a slower rate than other modes of transport. This may be the result of a rural-urban split on cycling 

preference, as there is evidence to suggest a growth in cycling demand in urban areas, specifically in 

Dublin. Between 2016 and 2019, the number of cyclists crossing Dublin’s canals at the morning peak 

increased by 9%, an increase of approximately 1,100. There has been a steady year on year growth in 

                                                           
42 The V/C Ratio relates the AADT volume carried on a section of road to its daily operational capacity. 
43 Numerous studies have found evidence linking increases in road infrastructure with induced demand for road travel, a 

comprehensive literature review can be found here: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/762976/latest-
evidence-on-induced-travel-demand-an-evidence-review.pdf  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/762976/latest-evidence-on-induced-travel-demand-an-evidence-review.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/762976/latest-evidence-on-induced-travel-demand-an-evidence-review.pdf
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the number of cyclists crossing the cordon since 2010. In 2019 the upward trend continued with 

13,131 cyclists crossed the cordon in the morning peak period. This represents a significant growth of 

171% when compared with 2006.  

Table 5.6: Distribution of passenger journeys by travel type, 2012 – 2014, 2016, and 201944 
Mode of travel 2012 2013 2014 2016 2019 

Private car 76.5% 74.8% 74.4% 74.2% 73.7% 

Walk 13.6% 15.4% 14.8% 14.6% 13.5% 

Bus 3.9% 3.8% 4.4% 4.2% 4.8% 

Cycle 1.2% 1.3% 1.6% 1.7% 1.5% 

Rail / DART / Luas 1.3% 1.5% 1.4% 1.3% 1.8% 

Other 3.5% 3.2% 3.4% 4.0% 4.7% 
Source: National travel survey 2012-2014, 2016, and 2019 

The route to increasing modal shift from private vehicle travel to cycling would appear to lie in the 

effective targeting of investments. The National Travel Survey found that for journeys of less than 

2km, cycling had increased as a proportion of all travel modes compared to 2016. Similarly, when 

asked what factors would encourage them to cycle more in the future, almost half of all respondents 

to the 2019 National Travel Survey identified additional cycling infrastructure as key, with 31.7% citing 

safer cycling routes and 17.3% mentioning the need for more cycling specific routes. Investing in 

cycling infrastructure could therefore improve uptake, and in turn reduce Ireland’s traffic levels, and 

the need for investment in new roads and other transport infrastructure. Cycling infrastructure 

investment may be best targeted at densely populated areas, where traffic congestion is expected to 

be most acute, and where commuting by bicycle would be most viable. 

 

Population growth: Demographics (age make-up of society) 
In addition to Ireland’s population increasing significantly by 2040, the age distribution of Irish society 

is also expected to shift, becoming older45. As all legal Irish residents living permanently in the State, 

and over the age of 66 are entitled to use public transport free of charge, an older population might 

be expected to result in an increase in demand.  

However, as table 5.7 indicates, people over the age of 65 make fewer daily trips than any other age 

cohort, and on average make up between 11% and 14% of the people on any trip, despite being the 

largest cohort. The groups aged 4-17 on the other hand, make more trips per day and make up 

between 15% and 25% of the people on any trip. It is therefore possible that the shift in age 

demographics may reduce demand for public transportation rather than increase it.  

 

                                                           
44 “Private car” includes drivers and passenger, “Other” includes lorry, van, motorcycle, taxi, and hackney, among others. 
45 Population and Labour Force Projections 2017 - 2051 



66 
 

Table 5.7: Age distribution of average travel journeys in the GDA and regional cities   

Age groups GDA  Regional cities  Daily trips 

4-7 5 9 2.11 

8-12 5 11 2.15 

13-17 5 5 1.96 

65+ 11 14 1.56 
Source: CSO Statbank 

The times at which people over 65 and those under 18 travel is also important. People over 65 make 

up between 5% and 10% of AM peak time bus occupants, and approximately 10% at PM peak times. 

In contrast, under 18’s make up between 20% and 35% of AM peak time bus occupants, and between 

10% and 20% at PM peak times. 20% to 23% of over 65’s travel is at peak times, compared to between 

37% and 48% for under 18’s. All things being equal, a change in the age distribution of Irish society 

may also reduce demand for services at their busiest times than if the age distribution had remained 

constant. Similarly, declines in the size of the school age population may also translate to lower road 

demand at the AM peak as fewer children will need to be brought to school. 

It is also important to note that people over the age of 65 also make fewer weekly trips by car than 

any other age groups over the age of 1846. If this pattern continues the change in age demographics 

will also likely reduce demand for road transportation in future years. 

 

Economic growth: Demand for public transport 
Economic growth and employment levels correlate strongly with demand for public transport. This 

relationship has been identified in a number of previous studies47. As the economy expands, the 

increased number of commuters and levels of trade translate into higher levels of transport demand 

and likewise when the economy is in a downturn the level of activity and demand on the network 

recedes. Figure 5.1 sets out the trend in transport demand in comparison to economic and 

employment growth between 2006 and 2019. As can be observed, transport usage has largely 

correlated with economic trends over the last 15 years. Following the economic contraction that 

began in 2007, transport usage also started to steadily decline, and only began to pick up after 2013, 

when the economy began to accelerate. Economic growth in GDP terms is projected to recover in 

2021 and expand at over 4% in 202248 and is expected to converge back to its previous long run path 

by 203049. If Ireland succeeds in achieving consistently high levels of employment and economic 

growth in the upcoming years, transport demand will likely rise consistently in response. From a 

                                                           
46 National Travel Survey 
47 E.g. Eddington, R. (2006) ‘The Eddington Transport Study’.  DTTaS (2014) ‘Transport Infrastructure and Economic 
Growth: A Review of the Evidence’.  
48 https://www.oecd.org/economy/ireland-economic-snapshot/  
49 IFAC - Long-term Sustainability Report – Fiscal Challenges and Risks 2025-2050 

https://www.oecd.org/economy/ireland-economic-snapshot/
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sustainability perspective, decoupling the relationship between transport demand and economic 

growth will likely be key to achieving the 7% emissions target committed to in the PfG. Government 

initiatives such as the National Remote Working Strategy may have a role to play in achieving this.  

Figure 5.1: Trends in economic and employment growth, and public transport usage 

 

Source: NTA Bus & Rail Statistics for Ireland – State Funded Services 2020 

 

Economic growth: Demand for road usage 
The strong economic growth that Ireland experienced up to 2019 is also reflected in the growth in 

traffic on the National Roads network. In Dublin, the M50 continues to experience growth in levels of 

usage as measured by Annual Average Daily Traffic (AADT) flows, with the section between Junction 

5 (N2) and Junction 9 (N7) carrying in excess of 150,000 AADT. Increased economic activity outside of 

the Dublin region is also apparent with further growth being experienced on the Cork South Ring Road 

in 2019. While traffic levels on Irish roads grew strongly in 2019, it did so at a much lower rate than 

many previous years, as shown by table 5.8. This may indicate a slowing of traffic growth rates. 

However, this relationship is expected to hold in the short to medium term at least, and with the 

economy expected to grow again from 2022, demand is also expected to respond. 
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Figure 5.2: Level of National Road network usage 

 

Table 5.8: Annual Traffic Growth Rate, 
National Roads 2016 and 2019  

Road Section 2016 2019 

All national roads +4.6% +2.5% 

Motorways +5.7% +3.0% 

National Primary +4.2% +2.2% 

National Secondary +2.9% +2.1% 
 

Infrastructure: Asset Renewal costs 
A key driver of transport expenditure demand into the future will be the annual cost of asset renewal. 

This is the minimum level of investment necessary to maintain existing infrastructure. The annual 

minimum cost of asset renewal has previously been estimated at €1.6bn50, with the cost attributable 

to the Department of Transport estimated at €1.3bn51. While an increase in asset renewal costs is 

considered in Project Ireland 2040 these estimates only relate to the network as it currently exists. A 

significant number of additional transport infrastructure projects will be delivered over the next 

decade and beyond which will add to the maintenance and operation costs of the network. 

Furthermore, with the population set for an increase of approximately one million by 2040, additional 

stresses will be placed on existing infrastructure, perhaps necessitating increased renewal spending. 

Ireland’s steady-state cost of renewal is therefore likely to increase steadily over the next decade and 

will need to be monitored.  

It is also important to consider the current condition of Irelands transport infrastructure. During the 

financial crisis and the years following, maintenance requirements were not fully met, which has led 

to the degradation of some assets and the operation of public transport vehicles beyond their normal 

working life. Restoring degraded assets to an adequate condition is typically more expensive than 

maintenance costs would have been over the past decade. For example, analysis carried out by 

Transport Infrastructure Ireland suggests that underspending on pavement renewal by €100m 

annually will save €2bn on renewal costs over 20 years but the outstanding costs of restoration at the 

                                                           
50 http://dttas.old.gov.ie/sites/default/files/content/corporate/english/general/sfilt-final-steering-group-report/final-
steering-group-report_0.pdf  
51 Some costs are covered by fees and charges (i.e. tolls). 

http://dttas.old.gov.ie/sites/default/files/content/corporate/english/general/sfilt-final-steering-group-report/final-steering-group-report_0.pdf
http://dttas.old.gov.ie/sites/default/files/content/corporate/english/general/sfilt-final-steering-group-report/final-steering-group-report_0.pdf


69 
 

end of the period will be €3bn. Lower levels of renewal during the crisis years may therefore result in 

higher than expected renewal costs in the future.  

 

Infrastructure: Protection and adaptation costs 
As well as being a significant source of emissions, the Irish transport sector is also particularly 

vulnerable to the effects of climate change (most significantly our roads and rail network), which will 

likely cause an increase in protection and adaptation costs in the years ahead. Extreme weather events 

are becoming more likely and will have a significant impact on the transport network (i.e. flooding of 

roads and railways, and road blockages following storms) unless adaptation measures are 

implemented. Examples of adaptation measures include improving drainage, reinforcing bridges, and 

elevating road and rail lines. While provision is made in the transport budget each year for winter 

maintenance, supplementary funding of €100m was required between 2014 and 2016 to repair 

damage to the network caused by extreme weather events. If the frequency and severity of such 

events increase, the reactive adaptation costs will rise also. Adaptation measures may be expensive, 

but the costs of implementing an effective and well-planned adaptation strategy will be a fraction of 

the costs incurred if no adaptation measures were introduced. Examples of extreme weather costs: 

 Between 2000 and 2012, flooding in Ireland is estimated to have cost approximately €192m 

per year in damage to infrastructure and private property, and the cost of flood damage in 

the EU is projected to increase six-fold by 205052. Increased flooding could also lead to service 

disruptions on roads and railways, resulting in indirect economic consequences. 

 Extreme rainfall and severely cold weather in 2009, is estimated to have cost in excess of €225 

million in repairs to national, regional and local roads. Severe weather in early 2014 caused 

further damage to roads and to other transport infrastructure with an associated repair cost 

of €13.5 million. This will likely worsen as climate change progresses.  

 

Policies impacting expenditure and/or demand for services 

 

The National Adaptation Framework  

The National Adaptation Framework53 has set out the national strategy to reduce Ireland’s 

vulnerability to the negative effects of climate change. In line with its requirements, the Department 

of Transport has prepared a Transport Climate Change Sectoral Adaptation Plan which was approved 

by Government in October 2019. As well as identifying the key sectoral risks and priorities, the Sectoral 

                                                           
52https://www.epsu.org/sites/default/files/article/files/2_EPSU%20Public%20services%20and%20adaptation%20to%20cli
mate%20change%20for%20reading.pdf  
53 https://assets.gov.ie/39222/284b27f3507a411b982d8aff91e1bf49.pdf 

https://www.epsu.org/sites/default/files/article/files/2_EPSU%20Public%20services%20and%20adaptation%20to%20climate%20change%20for%20reading.pdf
https://www.epsu.org/sites/default/files/article/files/2_EPSU%20Public%20services%20and%20adaptation%20to%20climate%20change%20for%20reading.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/39222/284b27f3507a411b982d8aff91e1bf49.pdf
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Plan recommends 21 adaptation actions. These actions include developing mechanisms for identifying 

where engineering and construction undertakings that amend or alter transport infrastructure and 

the surrounding environment are needed, i.e. improving drainage, reinforcing bridges and elevating 

road and rail lines. Costs associated with adaptation may therefore be significant in the short-term, 

but will be cost saving in the long-term. 

 

Programme for Government transport commitments 
The 2020 program for government has committed to a “fundamental change in the nature of transport 

in Ireland”, placing specific emphasis on making active travel and public transport better and more 

accessible. Cycling is specifically highlighted due to its potential to facilitate a far higher proportion of 

daily trips than previously. The Government has committed to an allocation of 10% of the total 

transport capital budget for cycling projects and an allocation of 10% of the total capital budget for 

pedestrian infrastructure (or €360 million per year for the lifetime of the Government). This will be a 

substantial increase compared to recent years, where cycling and pedestrian infrastructure spend 

ranged from €19m to €120m, as shown in table 5.9. The proposed spend includes committed funding 

from the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport for active travel, greenways and an agreed 

pedestrian and cycling allocation from the Bus Connects programme. Additional funding to meet the 

annual ceiling will be provided through the Recovery Fund, with a focus on jobs-intensive 

infrastructure.  

Table 5.9: Active Travel infrastructure spend 2016 – 2020  

 Spending Programmes  2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Cycling Infrastructure Programmes €32m54 €19m    

Smarter Travel /  Sustainable Urban 
Transport Programmes 

 
 

 €20m  €17m  €32m 

Cycling / Walking Programmes 
  

 €18m  €27m  €80m 

Greenways    €3m €10m €8m 

Total €32m €19m €41m €54m €120m 

Source: Figures obtained from the Department of Transport  

The Government has also committed to a 2:1 ratio of expenditure between new public transport 

infrastructure and new roads over its lifetime. This ratio will be maintained in each Budget by the 

Government. The government has also committed to continuing ongoing investment programmes in 

public transport to improve our bus and rail network across the country, and to protecting and 

expanding regional connectivity.  

                                                           
54 2016/2017 figures include all the expenditure that is subsequently broken out under the different headings in 

2018/2019/2020. 
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Climate Action Plan 
The Climate Action Plan 2019 sets out an emissions reduction pathway for Ireland to achieve its EU 

target of a 30% reduction of emissions in the non-emissions trading system (ETS) sector by 2030. The 

transport sector represents the second largest source of emissions in Ireland’s non-ETS sector, 

decarbonising transport will therefore play a significant role in achieving Ireland’s environmental 

goals. The Climate Action Plan builds on mitigation policies outlined in Project Ireland 2040, for 

exxample the delivery of BusConnects in all five cities. However even with these measures, Ireland still 

requires an additional 58.4 million tonnes of abatement to reach its 2030 target. In order to close this 

gap, Ireland has targeted emissions reduction for the transport sector of 7 to 8 million tonnes of CO2 

over the period 2021 to 2030. Additionally, Ireland aims to raise the number of electric vehicles on 

the road to 936,000 by 2030, this may necessitate investments in EV charging infrastructure. To strike 

the balance between increased travel demand (due to population pressures and expected economic 

growth) and reduced emissions, the Climate Action Plan targets that all public urban bus fleets will be 

comprised of low emission vehicles by 2035 and the increased electrification of the rail network55.  

 

Risks to monitor going forward 

 

Socio-cultural changes (Covid-19, Climate Awareness) 
Changes in socio-cultural patterns can affect the level of demand for transport and travel. Short-term 

changes, such as the disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, increased remote working, and 

greater environmental consciousness, have potential to alter projected travel demands. It is possible 

that such changes to travel patterns may develop into permanent features of the transport landscape, 

affecting commuting patterns and modal choice.  

 

Medium term labour market impacts (Covid-19) 
Irelands economic and employment growth has tended to correlate strongly with demand for 

transportation. While the Irish economy is expected to recover from the restrictions imposed to 

combat the coronavirus pandemic, the pace of this recovery is far from certain. Should economic and 

employment growth prove slow to recover, transportation demand may also be lower than expected. 

The interactions between employment and transport demand will therefore need to be carefully 

monitored in over the short to medium term.   

 

                                                           
55 https://www.nationaltransport.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2016/11/151116_2016_Rail_Review_Report_Complete_Online.pdf  

https://www.nationaltransport.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/151116_2016_Rail_Review_Report_Complete_Online.pdf
https://www.nationaltransport.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/151116_2016_Rail_Review_Report_Complete_Online.pdf
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Brexit 
A 2018 study by the Irish Maritime Development Office estimates that the total value of the UK 

‘landbridge’ trade was €21.4bn in 2016, representing 30.9% of total Irish trade with the EU. While it is 

expected that some of this trade will move to direct sailings to and from the EU mainland if Brexit 

causes significant delays at ports, for time sensitive goods in exposed sectors disruption to the 

landbridge poses a challenge. Significant investment may be required to ensure that Ireland’s trade 

can continue without major interruption. New shipping routes and investment in air freight may be 

necessary. Ports may also need to be expanded to accommodate larger ships and provide space for 

additional customs checks. However, not all of this investment would need to come from the 

exchequer, as Ireland is expected to receive approximately €1bn from the Brexit Adjustment Reserve 

(BAR). Some of this funding will be used to improve Ireland’s ports and airport infrastructure.  
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Chapter 6: Water 
 

Summary  
There had been an historical underinvestment in Ireland’s water infrastructure which has resulted in 

a system that is struggling to provide the required level of high quality drinking water or adequate 

treatment of the waste water which our society requires. 

While Irish Water’s Capital Investment Plan 2017-2021 aimed to address many of the pressing capacity 

and quality issues through the investment of approximately €3.6 billion out to 2021, it was 

acknowledged that it would not be possible to deliver all of the investments required to address these 

demands over the period of the plan due to a number of issues such as planning requirements and 

other supply chain capacity issues. 

The 2017 capacity and demand analysis paper concluded that an appropriate level of investment was 

planned for Ireland’s water infrastructure for the period out to 2021 and that the planned investment 

as outlined by Irish Water struck a balance between the demand for water infrastructure investment 

and the constraints that exist in terms of affordability, planning requirements and supply chain issues.  

Key Insights:  

 Going forward, Irish Water faces significant challenges in terms of the quantity, quality, 

reliability and sustainability of public water supplies across the country.  

 Irish Water must ensure that their water supplies become more sustainable over time, 

therefore they need to ensure that solutions to their supply issues consider the broader 

environment within which they operate. This means: 

 Irish Water cannot continue to abstract water from sensitive sources to meet ever increasing 

demand. Where feasible they must cater for increased growth requirements in the first 

instance by driving an aggressive leakage reduction programme combined with strong 

promotion of water conservation measures in homes and businesses; and 

 Irish Water must fully adhere to the World Health Organisation (WHO) principle that the 

starting point for good clean drinking water is source protection, as incorporated into the 

recast Drinking Water Directive, rather than relying on ever more complex and costly 

treatment for sources that are deteriorating due to inadequate protection. Irish Water will 

achieve this by developing and implementing Water Safety Plans across all their supplies. 

 Irish Water have classified the range of available solutions into three pillars; lose less, use less 

and supply smarter.  These pillars will enable Irish Water to optimise their capital and 

operational solutions to achieve the best outcomes and react to emerging issues. 
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 Lose Less – reducing water lost through leakage and improving the efficiency of Irish Water's 

distribution networks; 

 Use Less – reducing water use through efficiency measures; and 

 Supply Smarter – improving the quality, resilience and security of Irish Water supply through 

infrastructure improvements, operational improvements and development of new 

sustainable sources of Water. 

 OECD analysis suggests a need for all EU countries, except Germany, to increase annual 

expenditures for water supply and sanitation by more than 25% in order to comply with the 

EU drinking water and wastewater directives. 

 

Drivers of demand for services and capital expenditure 

 

Irish Water 
The main drivers of demand for water include domestic and non-domestic consumption and leakages 

from the existing infrastructure.  It is also important to acknowledge how the impact of climate change 

could influence fluctuations in water demand. 

Irish Water was established as a subsidiary of Ervia (then Bord Gáis Éireann) through the Water 

Services Act (No. 1) 2013 and has statutory responsibility for the provision of public water services and 

management of water and wastewater investment.  Irish Water is accountable to two regulatory 

bodies, the Commission for Regulation of Utilities (CRU) who is the economic regulator for the water 

industry, and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) who is the environmental regulator.  In July 

2018 the Government announced the separation of Irish Water and Ervia.  In 2019, an 

Interdepartmental Steering Group was convened to progress the plans for the separation of Irish 

Water as a standalone, publicly owned, commercial, regulated utility.  

Irish Water provides approximately 1,730 million litres (Ml/d) of water per day to 87% of the 

population through a network of 65,000km of pipelines and collect wastewater through an estimated 

25,000km of sewer network for treatment in over 1,000 wastewater treatment plants.   

Ireland has a dispersed population and water supplies were historically developed in response to need 

in the immediate vicinity, resulting in a very large number of water supply schemes.  The existing 

public water supply was built gradually over 150 years, often responding to local needs by developing 

nearby water supplies.  As a result, some supplies were developed using surface or groundwater 

sources with limitations in terms of quantity available and/or variable raw water quality.  

Consequently, the supply system is fragmented and consists of 749 individual Water Treatment Plants 
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(WTPs) providing water into 539 areas known as Water Resource Zones1 (WRZs), from which the need 

for water can only be met by water resources within the zone, unless new pipelines, pumping stations 

or treatment plants are built to link it with another WRZ.  The WRZs range in size serving populations 

of less than 30 people (small rural areas) up to 1.6 million people in the greater Dublin area. 

Due to historic underinvestment in operation and maintenance, the treatment facilities, pumps and 

water main networks within these WRZs are in poor condition, compared to standards in most 

European countries, resulting in intermittent Boil Water Notices and interruptions to supply.   

Over the past six years, Irish Water has made positive progress in improving water services, by 

developing policies and strategies for water supplies and investing in water services.  Between January 

2014 and December 2019 Irish Water invested €3.9 billion in public water and wastewater 

infrastructure, with a further projected spend of circa €5 billion by 2024.  The much needed 

investment has resulted in: 

 Lifting of Boil Water Notices for approximately 80,000 customers since 2014; 

 Upgrading over 250 Water Treatment Plants through the National Disinfection Programme; 

 Replacing over 30,000 lead service pipes under the National Lead Programme; and 

 Reducing leakage within the distribution networks from 49% to 42% 

 

Climate and the Environment 
The predicted effect of climate change will result in warmer summers and wetter winters. Extreme 

weather events such as drought or heavy rainfall will become more frequent, intense and prolonged. 

This will have a significant impact on our water services.   

Reduced rainfall with a growing population and economy will put increased pressure on water supplies 

during drought events. More intense and prolonged rainfall may also damage infrastructure due to 

flooding, cause increased variability on source water quality and reduce the quality of treated drinking 

water supplies.  These events will affect the reliability and quality of smaller water sources, which may 

become unavailable or suffer deterioration in water quality for periods of the year.   

The environmental impact on the health of rivers and wildlife also needs to be considered.  New 

legislation and regulations on water abstraction are being developed with the aim of protecting and 

improving the environment within Ireland’s rivers, lakes and groundwater. 

 

 

 



76 
 

Policies impacting expenditure and/or demand for services 

 
The Water Services Policy Statement 2019-2024 (WSPS) sets out the priorities of Government 

regarding the provision of water services under the three themes of Quality, Conservation and Future 

Proofing.  Under the Water Services (No. 2) Act 2013, Irish Water is required to prepare a Water 

Services Strategic Plan (WSSP) setting out the company’s objectives for the provision of water services 

in the Irish State, over a 25-year period. 

 

National Water Resources Plan (NWRP)56 
Water infrastructure deficits impact on the provision of safe and secure drinking water, can lead to 

pollution and environmental damage, and present a challenge to achieving sustainable development 

across urban and rural Ireland.  Investment in infrastructure is required, to ensure the continued 

supply of good-quality drinking water and the appropriate treatment of wastewater to protect 

waterways. 

Irish Water is developing a 25 year strategic plan for water supplies that will ensure a safe, secure, 

reliable and sustainable drinking water supply, whilst safeguarding the natural environment.  The 

NWRP will provide for the delivery of water services at a national level, while proactively assessing the 

public water supply, to prevent issues such as contamination of supplies or water outages, which will 

safeguard the quality, reliability and sustainability of water supplies.  

In addition to the need to alleviate the historic underinvestment in infrastructure some of the future 

challenges identified by Irish Water include: 

 A growing population: The country’s population is expected to increase by c1.2 million people 

over the next 25 years, which will increase the demand for water services. 

 Changes in land use and emerging contaminants: Changes in the way we use land and 

contamination of our water supplies from chemical and organic compounds has the potential 

to impact the effectiveness of our existing treatment plants and increase the difficulty and 

costs associated with providing safe drinking water. 

 Climate Change: Ireland is well known for its rain, so it’s easy to assume there’s plenty of water 

available.  However, despite Ireland’s relatively high average rainfall, it is unevenly distributed 

throughout the country, with more in the west than the east. Changing weather patterns may 

reduce available supplies and increase the frequency of drought and extreme weather 

conditions, which in turn impact water availability. 

                                                           
56 https://www.water.ie/news/irish-water-publishes-its/  

https://www.water.ie/news/irish-water-publishes-its/
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 An environment in need: We need to ensure that during the transformation of our water 

services we strive to protect the health of rivers and wildlife by not polluting water sources or 

abstracting too much water.  

 Changing environmental legislation: New legislation and regulations on water abstraction are 

being developed with the aim of protecting and improving the environment within Ireland’s 

rivers, lakes and groundwater. 

 Changing Drinking Water Legislation: The European Union's recast Drinking Water Regulations 

will require all water services authorities and utilities across Europe to take a risk based 

approach to managing water supplies.  This will involve proactive ways of managing risk and 

will require increased protection of our water sources, improved treatment and better water 

distribution networks.  Irish Water is in the process of adopting the World Health 

Organisation's Drinking Water Safety Plan (DWSP) approach to managing risk.  Although this 

approach is central to the NWRP, it will take time to complete DWSPs for all supplies.  

Protecting our water supplies will require the engagement and cooperation of many 

stakeholders.   

 Improving Levels of Service (LoS): A Level of Service is a way of measuring the performance of 

a water supply, measured in the number of unwanted supply interruptions in a specified 

period of years. At present, over half of our water supplies cannot provide a sufficient Level 

of Service. Many water treatment plants abstract water from vulnerable or small raw water 

sources and the distribution networks operate as isolated systems which are not 

interconnected. This means that consumers may experience interruptions to their supplies or 

are subjected to precautionary Boil Water Notices more frequently than they should.  In order 

to prevent the LoS from getting worse as infrastructure ages, there is a need to transform our 

water supplies and find solutions to solve these issues. 

 

OECD Analysis  
The OECD and the Directorate-General for Environment, the European Commission department 

responsible for EU policy on the environment, joined forces to examine current and future water-

related financing challenges faced by EU member states. These include investments needed to comply 

with EU regulation for water supply, wastewater collection and treatment, and flood protection. Their 

report entitled Financing Water Supply, Sanitation and Flood Protection: Challenges in EU Member 

States and Policy Options57 was published in 2020. 

                                                           
57 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/6893cdac-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/6893cdac-en  

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/6893cdac-en/index.html?itemId=/content/publication/6893cdac-en
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As part of the OECD research, new data was produced on current levels of expenditure for water 

supply, sanitation and flood protection, as well as on projected needs. It supported a comparison 

across member states and substantiated tailored policy discussions in selected countries and at 

European level. According to their projections, all countries but Germany will need to increase annual 

expenditures for water supply and sanitation by more than 25% in order to comply with the EU 

directives.  

One pervasive challenge across member states remains financing to operate, maintain and renew 

existing assets. The rate of asset renewal is not accurately known. When it is documented, it is usually 

below a rate that would reflect the life expectancy of assets, suggesting that renewal efforts need to 

step up urgently, to avoid rapid decay of built infrastructures and degradation of service quality. 

 

Capacity constraints 
 
To plan for future water availability, Irish Water must determine the amount of water that they can 

currently supply to their customers and then forecast how this might change over the next 25 years. 

The amount of water currently supplied to customers depends on a number of factors including: 

 The quantity of “raw water” that can be safely extracted from the natural environment; 

 The amount of drinking water that can be supplied using existing treatment facilities;  

 The amount of this treated drinking water that can be sent into the distribution systems via 

bulk distribution networks (trunk mains); and 

 The levels of leakage within the distribution network. 

By considering all of these factors Irish Water can identify the constraints in their water supply 

systems.  In some cases, there may be an abundance of natural raw water, however, it may be 

constrained by the capacity of the current treatment facilities.  On the other hand, in other areas, 

there may be appropriate treatment capacity, but the existing natural supplies are at risk, particularly 

during drought conditions.  The treatment processes can also come under pressure when raw water 

quality deteriorates following storm events. Irish Water currently supply in the region of 1,730 million 

litres of water per day, although 43% of this supply lost through leakage.  Table 6.1 below sets out the 

composition of the water supply dispersal.    
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Table 6.1: Water Supply Dispersal 

National Water Supply Volume in 2019 % of Total in 2019 

Domestic Consumption 556 Ml/d 32% 

Non-domestic Consumption 407 Ml/d 23% 

Operational Use 17 Ml/d 1% 

Apparent Losses 12Ml/d 1% 

Leakage 741 Ml/d 43% 

Total 1,732 Ml/d 100% 
Source: Irish Water 

Leaks can be difficult to locate as they occur in the vast network of pipes below ground.  Many of the 

pipes in the network are old and damaged and need to be repaired or replaced to improve water 

quality and supply.  The average age of the water mains infrastructure in Ireland is estimated at 

between 65 and 85 years. This compares to an EU average of 36 years.  Some of the cast iron mains in 

our cities and towns are often heavily corroded and vary in age from 50 to 160 years, giving rise to 

high leakage levels, rust discolouration and high risk of failure causing supply disruption.  Other pipe 

materials such as uPVC and Asbestos Cement laid between the 1960s and 1980s can also be 

problematic with high burst frequency. In 2018 the rate of leakage nationally was 46%.  Irish Water 

currently repair approximately 1,500 leaks each month and anticipate a reduction of the national 

leakage rate to 38% by 2021. 

 

Risks to monitor going forward 
 

Future water demand 
Water is one of our most important commodities and a safe, secure supply is essential for the health 

and wellbeing of our citizens, our industry, our food production, our wildlife habitat and eco-system.  

This important natural resource can be damaged from a range of human activities, such as the use of 

plastics, which can cause water pollution and harm the physical integrity of water bodies and habitats.   

Although most of the basic consumption demands for water are being met and progress is being made 

on the reduction of leaks in the water network, a considerable level of investment is still required in 

order to meet the demand that future population increases will impose.  It is anticipated that domestic 

water demand will increase by 26% from 556 million litres a day in 2019 to 700 million litres a day by 

2044.  The additional demand coupled with reductions in water supply due to climate change will 

necessitate the need for improved water storage reservoirs and an accelerated leakage reduction 

programme. 

While these two areas of risk are important to meet future demand, Irish Water has identified 174 

potential hazards that may pose a risk to produce safe and secure drinking water across the six 
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categories of water supply, from catchment of the water source, through treatment and delivery to 

the consumer.   
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 
 

Providing an assessment of the relative need for public investment across each of the sectors 

discussed within this paper is a difficult task. There are other factors at play aside from the available 

evidence on demand drivers across each of the sectors presented in this paper such as the political 

landscape, public opinion and international developments. There are also gaps in the understanding 

of demand drivers based on the available data across the areas discussed. Given the above, these 

concluding remarks draw on the available evidence on the drivers of demand presented in this paper.  

 

Regarding housing, there has been at least some improvement in the suboptimal trends of the key 

demand indicators since the 2017 analysis, although the demand for social and affordable housing 

remains acute. The ESRI’s estimates of structural housing demand indicate that up 33,000 per annum 

will be required to meet demand over the next 20 years. However, these estimates do not account for 

pent up demand which is likely to have been exacerbated since the 2017 analysis with an average of 

18,514 dwellings completed annually between 2017 and 2020. This persistent undersupply is reflected 

in price and rent growth with the average price for first time buyers having increased by 20% between 

January 2017 and October 2020 and the average rent price having increased by 17% between 2017 

Q3 and 2020 Q3. These indicators point to an undersupply of housing in the overall market, including 

deficiencies in the private market and limited development viability, which is causing housing to 

become unaffordable for many and potentially increasing the demand for social housing. In terms of 

the interplay between the overall housing market and the demand for social housing, it is difficult to 

predict what proportion of new annual housing demand will materialise as demand for social housing. 

The Housing Need and Demand Assessment tool utilised by DHLGH illustrates that, without major 

policy intervention, a significant proportion of newly forming households may default into seeking 

social housing as prices and rents will be too high to allow them to purchase or privately rent. The two 

main drivers of demand for social housing are income constraints arising from factors like 

unemployment and low wage growth, and affordability constraints arising from high accommodation 

costs and under supply. The total net household need58 has decreased from 91,600 households in 

2016 to around 61,800 in 2020. This has largely been driven by increased use of the Housing Assistance 

Payment and incremental increases in the stock of social housing since 2016. The Housing Assistance 

Payment, which is a temporary solution to what can be a permanent problem, accounted for 15,885 

social housing units in 2020. The demand for permanent social housing solutions remains.  

                                                           
58 ‘Net Household Need’ is defined as the total number of households qualifying for social housing support 
whose social housing need is not being met. 
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Historical underinvestment in water infrastructure has resulted in a system that is not fully capable of 

providing the required level of high quality drinking water or waste water treatment. Demand is set 

to increase, driven almost entirely by population growth and economic growth with domestic use 

accounting for 32% of water consumption in 2019 and non-domestic for 23%. Water leakage is a huge 

issue with 43% of the treated water supply estimated to be lost to leakage.  Irish Water assess that 

over 50% of water supplies are still not as secure or as reliable as they should be. It will take many 

years of investment to transform public water supplies and replace and upgrade infrastructure, which 

is no longer fit for purpose, to meet growing demand and mitigate against the effects of climate 

change. While considerable investment and improvements have been made to our water 

infrastructure since 2017, investment is still required to ensure that the integrity of our water 

infrastructure is of a sufficiently high standard with respect to quality and reliability. 

 

The larger investment driver for transport would appear to be more policy driven than driven by 

exogenous factors. In terms of exogenous factors, the level of demand in this sector has been shown 

to rise proportionately to the increase in population and economic growth. Population projections are 

slightly higher than they were at the time of the 2017 analysis while the medium to long term 

projections for economic growth are still positive. An ageing population may reduce demand for public 

transport over time as older age groups make fewer daily trips than other age cohorts, and tend to do 

so at off peak times. On the policy side, the broad aim of the National Planning Framework for higher 

proportions of population growth to centre around Cork, Galway, Limerick and Waterford has 

implications for investment in the transport infrastructure. Public transport usage has been growing 

by between 8.5 and 16.7 per cent on average per annum between 2016 and 2019 in these cities. 

Climate action is a further area of policy focus which may drive the need for investment in transport 

infrastructure to reduce the emissions impact of the current infrastructure and facilitate a modal shift 

in transport choices (e.g. cycling infrastructure, charging facilities for electric cars). Public transport 

infrastructure adaptation to deal with the risk of adverse weather conditions is another potential area 

of investment pressure.  

 

Similarly to transport, the main investment pressures for energy infrastructure would appear to relate 

to policy pressures rather than exogenous drivers. Most of the investment in the sector comes from 

the private sector, although the public sector has a huge role in the sector with the current National 

Development Plan setting out investment levels of €13.7 billion (12% of NDP investment) by 

Commercial State Bodies for energy related projects. Population and economic growth will increase 



83 
 

demand for energy going forward as will the increasing presence of energy intensive sectors such as 

data centres. This will give rise to very significant additional costs – on greenhouse gas emissions, on 

renewable energy development as well as general electricity infrastructure investment. Plans are 

underway to safeguard the resilience of Ireland’s energy supply by facilitating access to other markets 

through the Celtic interconnector project. Depending on progress with the existing level of planned 

public investment and future policy commitments, climate change commitments to renewable energy 

targets may produce further demand for public investment in this area. 

 

The broad context for delivery of public health services is relatively unchanged from the 2017 analysis. 

Ireland’s population is both growing and ageing, but still expected to remain relatively young 

compared to other EU countries. Around 46 per cent of people have private health insurance policies 

covering inpatient care, which mitigates demand for public hospital services. While clearly services 

will need to change to serve demands from a larger and older population, experience in other 

countries suggests that demographic change does not directly convert into a pro-rata need for more 

public health service capacity. There is a complex interplay between the public and private health 

systems. An expansion of capacity in private healthcare could release space in the current public 

healthcare infrastructure to increase the supply of public services through the existing stock. The May 

2017 Oireachtas Sláintecare report identified capital investment as an important element to support 

reform, and the National Development Plan 2018 to 2027 provides for funding of €10.9bn over the 

next decade to provide essential new capacity and redevelopment across the system. 

 

Despite an upward revision in the projected demand for places across all levels of education since the 

2017 analysis, there are still some downward drivers of demand on the horizon based on 

demographics. Primary education demand at a national level is expected to fall over the next 14 years 

as demographic pressures ease, albeit at a slower rate than previously forecast in the 2017 analysis.  

Demand for second level places is forecast to increase for the next 5 years and national demand for 

third level places is expected to increase for the next 10 years. However, the distribution of demand 

is projected to shift across regions which may drive some requirement for investment in certain 

regions. The impact of the pandemic on the labour market may further increase demand for third level 

and further education options in terms of apprenticeships and traineeships in coming years and thus 

require further capital investment. Developments in special education policy may increase demand 

for capital expenditure to provide for increased and wider inclusion of students with special needs in 

mainstream education. Addressing the climate impact of the current stock of schools is another 

potential policy driver of demand for expenditure in this area. 
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Housing appears to be the area where demand for investment is most acute given the pressures which 

a malfunctioning housing market is putting on affordable and social housing. Demand for water will 

continue to increase driven by population and economic growth with the current infrastructure 

struggling to efficiently distribute the natural and treated resources available following a history of 

underinvestment. Transport and energy are areas where the main drivers of further investment relate 

to policy ambitions, and are particularly key areas for Ireland’s climate action ambitions. The main 

exogenous driver of demand for the health system is the ageing of the population which will have an 

impact on the demand for services and related infrastructure, though not necessarily a directly linear 

impact. Developments in the private healthcare sector such as capacity and the level of private health 

insurance may have positive implications for public sector capacity. In contrast to the area of health, 

demographics are favourable over the medium to long term with enrolments in primary schools set 

to decrease from 2020 with secondary school enrolments due to begin decreasing from 2024. Regional 

shifts in demand and policy ambitions such as the aim of incorporating special needs within the 

mainstream system and reducing the climate impact of schools are potential upward drivers of 

demand.  

 

The findings of this paper will be one of a number of inputs into Phase One of the review of the NDP 

which is due to be completed by March 2021. These inputs will contribute to the evidence base which 

will be drawn on by Government in Phase 2 of the review as decisions are made relating to the revised 

NDP to be published in summer 2021. 
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Appendix 1 
 

Methodology for long-term projections of enrolments for first, second and third level 

education 

Projected enrolment numbers for total primary and post-primary levels, as well as regional enrolment 

numbers by Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS) 3 regions for both levels, and third 

level full-time enrolments are discussed in this chapter to analyse future demand across the education 

sector. The data and analysis used in the projection sections are published by DE. DE makes a number 

of assumptions to produce these forecasts.  

At primary and post-primary level assumptions are made on migration and fertility. Immigration and 

emigration multipliers based on the most recent trends seen in the primary school annual returns data 

are applied to projected age cohorts to derive a projection of emigration and immigration to and from 

the primary school system. Different scenarios are published for different levels of migration and 

fertility as selected by DE in the report, with DE indicating which of these scenarios they believe to be 

most likely based on recent historical trends of both factors. At post-primary level, assumptions are 

also made about inflows (inward migration, movers from Northern Ireland, and transfers from home 

tutored and private schools) and outflows (annual retention, transfers to the private-sector and 

second-chance education).  

Regional projections build on national projections of enrolments published in 2018 and model the 

projected regional distribution of these enrolments on the Central Statistics Office (CSO) Regional 

Projections published in June 2019 which represent a top-down disaggregation of the national 

projections published in June 2018. Assumptions are made about internal migration for the 

projections.  

Full-time enrolment projections at third level are estimated based on assumptions on the transfer rate 

from second level to third level and the number of incoming mature students and international 

students. This number is then adjusted with an undergraduate turnover rate which estimates the 

number of continuing third level students. It should be noted that these projections are demographic 

projections of the demand for full time third level however, actual enrolments may differ due to 

fluctuating economic circumstance and changing preferences for third level education.   

Full details of the methodology utilised is detailed in the relevant publication linked in footnotes 13, 

14 and 19. 
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