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Breakout Session 8 -  Sustainable Infrastructure 

Chair:  Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport, Shane 

Ross TD 

Rapporteur:   Dr Edgar Morgenroth 
 

 

Potential Issues/Questions for Discussion 

 

1. How should Government seek to determine what is the optimal level of 

capital spending on infrastructure?   

 

2. In times of strong economic growth how should Government best strike the 

balance between responding to infrastructural needs reflecting the pressures 

of economic growth and investment to support growth in the economy’s long-

term sustainable growth potential? 

 

3. What are the sectoral and regional considerations that should be taken into 

account in developing sustainable infrastructure?  How should available capital 

spending be allocated between sectors and/or between regions?  

 

4. What are the key infrastructure deficits / bottlenecks currently impacting 

adversely on economic growth and productivity increases that should be 

prioritised for investment? 

5.  Should the Government consider establishing an expert group to assess and 

advise on the future strategic long-term infrastructure needs of the country 

(similar to the UK Infrastructure Commission)?   

6. What are the key areas of capital investment in social infrastructure? How 

should investments in this area be prioritised? 
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Ross TD 

Rapporteur:   Dr Edgar Morgenroth 
  

Background 
 

While the economic environment continues to improve, a key constraint for infrastructure investment 

is affordability, as determined within the context of the overall fiscal parameters by the EU Fiscal Rules. 

 

Alternative sources of finance can be used to provide additional public infrastructure beyond that 

associated with the Exchequer investment alone, and such alternatives feature significantly in the 

overall capital plan agreed by Government and published in 2015.  It is also important that the 

rationale for State intervention is clearly established in a robust manner, before investment decisions 

are made, as there is always opportunity cost to investments. 

 

There are also a number of other important constraints to increased investment which need to be 

considered and solutions found.  These include, for example:-  

 the capacity of the construction sector; 

 the administrative capacity of the planning system and environmental considerations; 

 price and value for money considerations - rising prices, for example, erode affordability  

 

In addition, it is also very important to focus on what the State is obtaining for public investment in 

terms of outputs and outcomes rather than merely considering the level of resource inputs.  

Infrastructure 

Exchequer capital investment peaked in 2008 at over €9 billion. This was at the end of a period of 

unprecedented levels of public capital funding that were directed towards addressing long-standing 

infrastructural deficits. While the severe fiscal challenges certainly contributed to the subsequent 

reductions in capital investment following this period, there is also wide recognition that a 

considerable amount of Ireland's infrastructural deficits and bottlenecks, particularly across the roads 

network, had been largely addressed and the baseline for public investment into the future had shifted 

from where it had been heretofore.   

 

The latest Capital Plan "Building on Recovery: Infrastructure and Capital Investment 2016-2021", 

published in September 2015, announced an Exchequer capital spend of €27 billion over a six year 

period.  The scale and profile of the Exchequer component of the Capital Plan was developed with 

reference to medium-term economic growth forecasts and consistency with the Government's fiscal 

targets. Supplementing Exchequer-funded investment with planned investment from the wider semi-

state sector (€14.5 billion) and PPPs (€500 million), total state-backed investment amounts to €42 

billion over the period.    
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The box below presents some of the key sectoral drivers, considered in the capital plan, that impact 

on long term public investment needs.  

 
 
The Capital Plan, when published, marked a step change in the Government's capital investment 
policy, setting a course for a return to the more normal and sustainable, long run capital investment 
levels required to meet social needs and sustain a modern, growing open economy. 
 

The €27 billion Exchequer component of the Capital Plan, supplemented by the new €500 million 

phase of the PPP programme, is primarily targeted at addressing priority needs in transport, 
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education, housing and health care. Investments are planned in public transport, including 

commencement of a metro project in Dublin; new and upgraded schools; Primary and Continuing Care 

health facilities; and social housing.  Investments are also planned to mitigate risks from flooding. 

There will also be continued large investment in job creation and export rich enterprises such as 

manufacturing, services, agriculture and tourism.  

 

Over the period of the Capital Plan, the wider State-sector will invest in the order of €14½ billion. This 

will primarily be delivered by the commercial State sector, which plans to invest almost €12 billion in 

core national infrastructure for energy, telecommunications and water. In addition, non-Exchequer 

investment by the non-commercial State bodies in areas such as enterprise development and housing 

will be some € 2½ billion. 

Additional Investment 

The Programme for a Partnership Government stated that Government would seek Oireachtas 

approval for a cumulative additional €4 billion in Exchequer capital investment up to 2021, to be 

targeted in particular in the areas of transport, broadband, education, health and flood defences.  In 

the Summer Economic Statement published 21 June 2016, the Government announced that €5.1 

billion in cumulative capital over 2017-2021 will be delivered, exceeding the €4 billion committed in 

the PfPG.   This will see overall State-backed capital investment increase as a percentage of GNP from 

the previously planned annual average level of 3.2%, to an annual average of 3.7% over the period 

2017-2021.  The actual level in 2021 is expected to be 3.8%. 

 

The breakdown and profile of this additional €5.1 billion will be informed by the outcome of the Mid-

Term Review of the Capital Plan in 2017, which will take stock of progress to date and provide the 

Government with an opportunity to reaffirm investment priorities.  The Review will also provide the 

Government with an opportunity to consider the scope for potential further increased levels of 

investment, taking account of the latest information and updated projections available at the time in 

relation to economic growth and the budgetary outlook.   

Fiscal Space for Investment 

Any increase in capital spending will fully impact on the headline General Government Balance, the 

Structural Budget Balance and the Deficit. However, under the Expenditure Benchmark, Capital 

Expenditure is treated more leniently, with an averaging approach taken over 4 years such that only 

¼ of the amount counts towards the calculation of Fiscal Space used up in the first year, with the 

remainder being spread over the subsequent 3 years.  Latest estimates suggest there will be in the 

region of €11.3 billion of fiscal space available over the next 5 years for all new measures including 

infrastructural investment, but also current expenditure and taxation measures.  
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Further Questions for Discussion 

 Should investment concentrate on new infrastructural projects or seek 

to enhance existing assets to address depreciation of existing stock? 

 

 Should the additional funding be used to bring forward existing planned 

investments or to support new projects not already in the Plan?  

 

 How should the additional €5bn identified in the Summer Economic 

Statement be allocated over the period of the plan? 

 

 How should the areas and projects to benefit from the additional 

investment be selected? 

 


