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National Economic Dialogue 2024

Professor Carol Newman

Now in its ninth year, the National Economic Dialogue is the principal forum for engagement
between government and stakeholders in an open and inclusive discussion on the competing
economic and social priorities facing Ireland and is a key input into the annual budgetary cycle.
The 2024 National Economic Dialogue took place on May 27" 2024 at the Printworks in Dublin
Castle with the theme “A more shock-prone world: challenges and opportunities for Ireland.”
Multiple global shocks, including geo-political tensions, supply chain reconfigurations, and
rising economic nationalism and protectionism, are changing global trade and investment
patterns with significant implications for the domestic economy. The objective of the Dialogue
was to explore how Ireland can build and enhance economic resilience while preserving and
improving living standards and well-being in this more uncertain and unstable world.

The Dialogue was opened by An Taoiseach, Simon Harris T.D., who highlighted the healthy
state of the public finances and the economy with more people employed in Ireland now than
ever before. He also stressed the need to ensure that the benefits of economic prosperity are
shared by all in society with a particular emphasis on children and those living with disability.
An Taoiseach’s opening remarks were followed by contributions from Minister for Finance,
Michael McGrath T.D. and Minister for Public Expenditure, NDP Delivery and Reform, Paschal
Donohoe T.D. who set the scene for the day’s discussions. They called on participants to
consider the theme of the Dialogue in making their contributions highlighting the inevitability
of future shocks to the Irish economy and the need to balance responding to the challenges
that these bring with building resilience to ensure a strong economy in the future.

Following the opening session, there were seven breakout sessions, each one chaired by a
different Minister, which allowed for in-depth discussions on specific topics as follows:

1. Building resilient public finances. Chaired by Minister for Finance, Michael McGrath
T.D.

2. Investing in public services: Benchmarking our level of expenditure. Chaired by
Minister for Public Expenditure, NDP Delivery and Reform, Paschal Donohoe T.D.

3. Climate actions and the green transition: Helping to build a resilient Irish Economy.
Chaired by Minister for the Environment, Climate and Communications, and Minister
for Transport, Eamon Ryan T.D.

4. Digital Ireland: A twin track transition for Irish employers. Chaired by Minister for
Enterprise, Trade and Employment, Peter Burke T.D. and Minister for Further and
Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, Patrick Donovan T.D.

5. Building for the future: Maintaining progress in a challenging environment. Chaired by
Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage, Darragh O’Brien T.D.

6. Managing unexpected events in the agri-food sector. Chaired by Minister of State at
the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Martin Heydon T.D.
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7. Poverty and income inequality: trends and challenges in light of recent economic
shocks. Chaired by Minister for Social Protection and Minister for Rural and
Community Development, Heather Humphreys T.D.

The afternoon plenary session was opened by Minister for the Environment, Climate and
Communications and Minister for Transport, Eamon Ryan T.D. Minister Ryan’s main message
was that Ireland needs to ‘go green’. He highlighted the implications of climate change from a
global perspective and how it impacts on all aspects of the economy and society, the
opportunities it presents for Ireland and the need to ensure a just transition that is inclusive of
all in society.

Following these remarks, each of the designated rapporteurs from the breakout sessions were
invited to provide a summary of the discussions that took place in each group. Written
summaries are provided in the Appendix. This was followed by the open plenary session
during which Ministers McGrath and Donohoe received questions and contributions from
participants. This session was opened by Dr Frances Ruane, the Chair of the National
Competitiveness and Productivity Council who provided an overview of the key risks to and
challenges facing Ireland’s competitiveness.

In what follows, | summarise the main themes from the wide-ranging contributions made
throughout the day. In addition to the large number of individual inputs made during the
breakout sessions, a total of 29 speakers were invited to speak in the plenary session. Overall,
despite the challenges facing Ireland in the global economy, there was an undertone of
optimism with acknowledgement of the good health of the economy and the strong position of
the public finances. The importance of countercyclical fiscal policies, particularly in a more
shock-prone world, and the appropriateness of running a budget surplus received broad
agreement. The significant risks associated with an over-reliance on corporate tax windfalls
was also acknowledged with some calls to broaden the tax base. The move towards a more
medium-term planning horizon for the public finances as part of the EU fiscal framework, while
could be seen as a constraint, was welcomed as it forces government to have a more strategic
long-term outlook. In the spirit of medium- to long-term planning, the establishment of the
Future Ireland Fund and the Infrastructure, Climate and Nature Fund received much praise.

At a very high level, competitiveness and inclusion were the two main overarching themes of
the discussions during the day. Competitiveness is seen as a key priority, particularly in an
increasingly uncertain world. While there was a focus throughout the discussions on the
importance of competitiveness for small- to medium- sized enterprises (SMEs), a specific
theme expanded on below, there was also some concerns raised about the implications of
loss of competitiveness for Ireland’s ability to attract and retain multi-national companies
(MNCs). The challenges and opportunities of digitalization and artificial intelligence (Al) and
the green transition, and the importance of Ireland being competitive in these areas, were also
discussed. The fact that Ireland lags behind in the numbers engaged in lifelong learning was
emphasised in many contributions and the importance of investment in this area in all sectors
highlighted. The key bottlenecks relating to housing and infrastructure delivery dominated the
discussions, a specific theme discussed below in more detail.

The importance of inclusion was highlighted in An Taoiseach’s opening remarks and this was
strongly echoed throughout the Dialogue. There was a particular focus on vulnerable groups,
especially those living with disabilities, and many contributions stressed the need for
addressing regional inequalities. Two dominating themes that emerged were the role of the
community and voluntary sector in public service delivery and the importance of labour
markets in promoting inclusion, both of which are discussed in more detail below.
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Under the broad headings of competitiveness and inclusion, four specific themes emerged
during the Dialogue as the key areas of concern. These are:

1. Public service delivery

2. Challenges facing the SME sector
3. Housing and infrastructure

4. Labour markets

There was broad agreement on the importance of an outcome-oriented approach to public
expenditure priorities. Emphasis was placed on the delivery of services for vulnerable groups,
including those living with disability, in particular intellectual and mental disabilities, support
for childcare, and measures to prepare and plan for the demographic transition, including the
need for a national strategy for aging. There were also calls for better linking of systems across
government departments in the delivery of services.

The dominating theme of the discussions was the significant role that the community and
voluntary sector play in the delivery of public services. The key challenge facing this sector is
budget uncertainty. There were calls from multiple stakeholders for a move to a multi-annual
funding model or the provision of core budgets for such organisations to provide financial
security.

A key challenge to the delivery of public services, both by the public sector and the community
and voluntary sector, is the ability to attract people to take up these jobs. The need for
investment in lifelong learning initiatives aimed at developing skills in the sector and the
importance of providing good working conditions (including pay, promotion possibilities and
pension provision) were stressed. Regional disparities were also highlighted with the need to
make these jobs attractive in all parts of Ireland, including rural areas, underscored. The lack
of affordable housing for those working in the sector is a major challenge, a concern echoed
throughout the Dialogue and relevant for all sectors of the economy.

The vulnerability of the SME sector was highlighted in many contributions throughout the day.
Uncertain global economic conditions and their impact on the cost environment, in addition to
domestic bottlenecks and labour market policies, have significantly impacted SME firms. The
higher cost of doing business, including rising energy and insurance costs, coupled with
increases in minimum wage and sick pay entitlements, place significant pressure on SMEs
making it difficult for many to survive. Concerns were raised that forthcoming policies including
auto enrolment for pensions and the move to a living wage, while welcomed from a social
inclusion perspective, will exacerbate the cost pressures that SMEs are under even further.
The supports offered to businesses, such as the Temporary Business Energy Support
Scheme (TBESS) and the Increased Cost of Business (ICOB) scheme, were welcomed but
had low uptake highlighting the need for greater stress testing of such schemes in the future.
The complexity of the application system for the R&D tax credit and the underutilisation of the
National Training Fund were highlighted as further examples of how better streamlining of
supports is needed if SMEs are to receive the financial benefits.
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An important challenge facing the SME sector is in the area of digitalisation and Al adoption.
There were calls for supports for SMEs to assist them in the digital transition so they can
unlock the opportunities that are available. A key dimension in this regard is the need for
investment in lifelong learning. The possibility of unlocking surpluses in the underutilised
National Training Fund to provide training vouchers was highlighted as one way of addressing
this challenge. Better linking between SMEs and MNCs was also suggested as a way of
mobilising SMEs to embrace the digital and green transitions.

Infrastructural bottlenecks were highlighted as a further challenge for SMEs. Investment in
broadband rollout and ensuring a regional focus so that rural areas are not overlooked were
stressed. The potential for enterprise hubs to act as a mechanism for bringing businesses
together was highlighted, noting in particular their need to be flexible and community based.
A key infrastructural challenge, as for all sectors of the economy, relates to housing, and the
fact that enterprises will struggle to hire workers if housing cannot be provided for them.

Housing and infrastructure delivery occupied a full breakout session, but was also the most
prominent cross-cutting issue of relevance and concern, both in terms of its impact on
competitiveness and inclusion. The ability to attract and retain skilled workers is essential for
Ireland’s competitiveness and is important for all sectors, SMEs, MNCs, the public sector and
the community and voluntary sectors. Moreover, the provision of decent living conditions is a
basic right and essential for promoting an inclusive society.

There was overall consensus that a substantial investment in housing is required. It is
essential, however, that housing delivery reflects housing need, in particular in terms social
housing for vulnerable groups. The focus of discussions was very much on the importance of
supply-side measures along with the need to diversify funding sources. There was broad
consensus that a mixture of public and private funding will be required with international
investors, pension funds and ESG finance discussed as potential funding sources. The
excessive cost of housing construction was also highlighted and measures to reduce costs
such as the use of more modern methods of construction, reducing professional fees and
embracing the digital revolution to reduce costs proposed.

Capital investment in infrastructure, in particular transport, broadband infrastructure and
climate-related investments, were also highlighted as essential for Ireland’s competitiveness.
Addressing regional inequalities in infrastructure investment was also frequently raised as
important for regional competitiveness and inclusion.

Labour markets were central to most discussions during the day. At near full employment the
focus of the discussion was on ensuring that labour markets are inclusive, adaptable and
resilient to economic shocks and uncertainties, with equitable participation and decent working
conditions. The move towards a national living wage was welcomed by many contributors but
more is needed for those in uncertain employment with unpredictable working hours who are
more at risk of poverty and social inclusion. There were also calls for more supports for
marginalized groups in the labour market such as people living with disabilities and lone
parents.
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There was much discussion on the need to give more consideration to the interplay between
social welfare payments and labour market integration, in particular, the transition from welfare
to work. It is important to ensure that the social welfare system does not create poverty traps.
The benchmarking of social welfare to the national minimum wage was given as one example
of how this issue could be addressed.

Finally, the digital transformation and the green transition present both challenges
and opportunities for labour markets. Adapting to these shocks will require significant
investment in skills and lifelong learning.

The objective of the 2024 National Economic Dialogue was to explore what government can
do to enhance economic resilience and maintain and improve living standards in a more
shock-prone world. The discussions throughout the day were wide-ranging and provided
multiple stakeholders with an opportunity to voice their views and issues of concern to
government. The focus of the discussions very much centred on the challenges Ireland faces
in relation to improving competitiveness and ensuring economic and social inclusion. The
themes highlighted in this summary reflect the common issues and concerns that emerged in
these areas.

A number of other important topics were discussed but did not feature as strongly and in such
a cross-cutting way as those mentioned above, most notably, issues relating to the
environment and climate change. Indeed, a full breakout session was devoted to climate
action and the green transition where the urgency of Ireland’s participation in the green
transition was highlighted along with the need for political drive to accelerate this agenda.
While these points were also raised in some of the contributions made in the plenary session,
given the global importance of the climate agenda and the green transition and, in particular,
its implications for the youth, its absence from many of the other discussions is perhaps
surprising.

It is also notable that the discussions during the day were very domestic in focus with few
contributions on lIreland in the global economy. lIreland’s commitment for overseas
development assistance to reach 0.7 percent of GNI was raised as was the fact that Ireland is
falling short of its commitments on international climate finance made under the Paris
Agreement, but these did not feature prominently. Also notably absent from the discussion
was reference to the Sustainable Development Goals with very little mention of Ireland’s
commitments to meet these targets.

Across all themes was the general consensus for the need for coordination across
government. The removal of sluggish processes and disjointed systems is important and this
can only be achieved with joined up thinking and transparent dialogue. As in other years,
participants stressed the importance of open engagement and dialogue between government
and stakeholders and welcomed the opportunity that the National Economic Dialogue provides
for inclusive and meaningful engagement on the key challenges facing the Irish economy both
now and in the future.
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BUILDING RESILIENT PUBLIC FINANCES
Minister for Finance, Michael McGrath, T.D.

Seamus Coffey

This was a very diverse session with inputs from close to 30 contributors. As in previous years,
speakers are to be complimented on the respectful and reflective nature of their contributions.
There was a large amount of agreement, but also some areas of significant disagreement as
a plethora of sectoral priorities were set out. The focus was certainly on domestic issues but
some international concerns and responsibilities were also raised.

On the domestic front themes emerged around the indigenous/SME and the
community/voluntary sectors. At an international level, the impact of Ireland’s Corporation Tax
regime again featured as well as concerns about Ireland’s climate change and development
aid obligations.

The session was opened with a summary of the fiscal context for the discussion from John
McCarthy, Chief Economist in the Department of Finance. The rate of increase in aggregate
government spending was highlighted and it was pointed out that voted exchequer spending
has increased from €67.4 billion in 2019 to €87.0 billion in 2024.

At a broad level there was agreement on the theme for the session — that being the
management of the economy in a more shock-prone world. Although not necessarily universal
there was an acknowledgement that, in overall terms at least, the economy is performing well,
though sector-specific difficulties remain in many areas.

For the public finances there was no opposition to the view that fiscal policy should be counter-
cyclical and that running a budget surplus was currently appropriate. The Central Bank
considered that fiscal policy should support monetary policy in lowering inflation.

There were welcomes for the two savings funds — the Future Ireland Fund and the
Infrastructure, Climate and Nature Fund. The risks associated with the concentration and
volatility of Ireland’s elevated level of Corporation Tax revenues were identified by a number
of contributors, with some also adding a related Income Tax risk from large international
employers.

The move to a more medium-term planning horizon for the public finances was welcomed with
the revised EU fiscal framework likely to take a three- to five-year assessment of Member
States’ budgetary plans. A concern was raised by the Fiscal Council that GDP will continue
to be a key benchmark with the EU fiscal framework and thus it may be necessary to put the
domestic fiscal framework on a stronger footing. Although, not as prevalent as in other years,
there were some calls for the government to stick to the five percent net spending rule.



National Economic Dialogue 2024

For the indigenous/SME sector there were clear themes of the impacts of costs and of policy.
For costs, several contributors pointed to one or all of wages, energy costs and taxes and the
impact these were having on the trading conditions of indigenous enterprises. For some
sectors it was pointed out that the overall strong performance of the economy can mask
pockets of weakness.

For example, in the tourism sector it was noted that demand from North America remains
strong but was relatively weaker elsewhere. If overall demand falls the sector could face
significant challenges as it continues to try and absorb higher costs. A potential source of
weakening demand was a loss of price competitiveness to rival destinations or a lack of
capacity as accommodation is used for needs other than tourism. In a related vein, there were
several references to the cap on passenger numbers in Dublin Airport and the importance of
connectivity for an island economy.

Capacity constraints in housing were highlighted by many contributors. Numerous concerns
across planning, finance and utilities were raised. Enterprises will struggle to hire workers if
housing cannot be provided for them. The increased time horizon for projects was highlighted
with some estimates that it can now be 15 years from first conception to get the project on the
ground. It was suggested that the actual building is one of the easier elements; the difficulty
is getting through the bureaucracy in advance of construction.

The need for greater public infrastructure spending, not just in housing, was frequently raised
including additional capital spending on public transport, climate, health, and education.

There were several references to policy changes such as changes to the minimum wage, sick
pay entitlement and auto enrolment for pensions and that many of these were happening at
the same time. There were calls for more joined-up thinking between enterprise policy and
the tax system with suggestions to changes on the CGT treatment of the transfer of family
businesses, the three percent USC surcharge on the self-employed and the size of standard
(pension) fund thresholds.

There was a recognition of the very significant supports the state had provided to businesses
in recent years. However, a need to stress test various support programmes was also
highlighted with some programmes, such as the Temporary Business Energy Support
Scheme (TBESS) and the Increased Cost of Business (ICOB) scheme having significantly
lower levels of uptake than was originally envisaged.

There were specific requests for support to the agriculture sector and to provide support for
family farms. It was recommended that the tillage farms grant for slurry storage be extended
to livestock farms.

There were some calls for the tax base to be broadened and for the overall tax take to be
increased. A proposal was made to target the tax take on a per capita basis while others
proposed that tax as a share of national income be increased. This could be achieved with
greater taxation on activities with lower added value, such as a financial transactions tax, and
taxes which reduce inequality. Taxation and temporary/targeted supports can be used to take
a strategic perspective on industrial policy with the opportunity to crowd-in high value-added
sectors. It was argued that caution should be exercised that enterprises in low valued-added
sectors do not become dependent on public subsidies for survival, though there was some
disagreement on how such circumstances should be described and that official data, such as
that from the Revenue Commissioners, could be used to undertake formal assessments of
such schemes.
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Support was again stated for the recommendations of the Commission and Tax and Welfare
(COTW) and their proposals for increased capital taxation, the introduction of a site value tax
and more green taxes. In line with these, there were other calls to rebalance the tax system
away from labour taxation to consumption taxation. It was pointed out that motor tax is lower
than it was in 2000s and has not been adjusted in recent years.

There were other calls for revenue-reducing measures such as indexation of tax credits and
thresholds, and along to further steps such as reducing the top marginal tax rate on workers.
There were a small number of calls for a reduction in the general rate of Capital Gains Tax.
The tourism and hospitality sector called for a restoration of the special nine percent VAT rate
that had previously applied.

There were few references to changes in Corporation Tax but the planned participation
exemption and move to a more territorial regime was highlighted. The call was for the
participation exemption to have a wide geographic scope with a broad-based and consistent
implementation. The aim should be to simplify what had become a very complex and
cumbersome part of the tax code with the use of foreign tax credits for double taxation relief.

The response of the government to the cost-of-living crisis helped to alleviate the impact of
inflation on households. There were concerns, though, that many of the initiatives were
temporary and that while inflation had eased prices had not reversed. It was hoped that
permanent supports to the same value would be introduced, including the possibility of a more
targeted approach.

There were several contributors from the community and voluntary sector with several pointing
out that there needed to be better measurement of the sector. It was estimated that there was
€32 billion of spending by the sector in 2021 but that the sector was notably absent from the
scene-setting documents for the NED. It was also argued that social enterprises do not have
the same access to business supports as SMEs and that this needs to be quickly addressed
as similar challenges, such as costs, are faced by both.

In line with other sectors, there was support for a move to a multi-annual funding framework
for disability, mental health, and youth support. The formation of a cabinet sub-committee on
mental health was welcomed and it was hoped that this would lead to sustainable funding for
disability at all stages of life. While some additional funding was provided it was aimed at
childcare and early childhood education.

The expansion of the VAT compensation scheme was welcomed and some contributors noted
the Government’s commitment to explore a philanthropy strategy and looked forward to future
engagement on this.

A specific request for a €15 million increase in funding for youth work was made. It was argued
that such support builds community and it is young people who suffer most from economic
shocks. Funding to the sector is 16 percent behind the 2008 level despite an increase in the
youth population. There has been no significant increase in measures aimed at teenagers in
recent budgets with additional funding aimed at childcare and early childhood education.

There should also be a focus on adults who do not have residential supports and the position
of retirees still supporting their dependent children. The Action Plan in this area was welcomed
and further engagement encouraged to ensure sustainable funding for disability services at all
stages of life.

10
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Ireland’s commitment to reaching 0.7 percent of GNI for overseas development assistance
(ODA) was again raised this year. It was estimated that Ireland is currently at 0.3 percent of
GNI and that a goal should be set to the reach the 0.7 percent target by 2030. The provision
of international climate finance should be seen as additional to ODA and it was set out that
Ireland is falling short of the commitments made under the Paris Agreement.

The international nature of corporate income taxes was raised. Although individual countries
set their own corporate tax policy there is now great cooperation at international level in this
area. However, there are still winners and losers because of corporate taxes. Some
contributors highlighted that developing countries lose as they struggle to tax multi-national
enterprises. In this regard, it was set out that Ireland should commit to updating the spillover
analysis of Ireland’s Corporation Tax regime to assess the impact it has on developing
countries.

In a similar theme, it was recommended that the discussion of corporate tax at international
level should be moved from fora such as the OECD to the United Nations as this would allow
a greater voice for developing countries and would be more democratic.

Green budgeting and the tagging of expenditures was welcomed. The Infrastructure Fund was
also welcomed in this context but with a word of caution: the adaption costs have not yet been
quantified and the size of the fund may not match. It was suggested that it was essential that
the private sector is encouraged to spend on finance and, for example, significant investment
in offshore wind may have been discouraged by pinch points and barriers to entry. There will
be a significant role for the state, not just in adaption, but also in protecting those who will be
impacted.

Minister McGrath noted the challenges faced by the indigenous/SME sector particularly in
relation to the costs of doing business. He acknowledged the feedback on support schemes
that had limited take-up and drawdown and confirmed this is something that would be
addressed in the design of any future schemes.

In line with many contributors, he said that housing was the number one domestic priority.
He will be looking for progress through the Land Development Agency (LDA) and the Ireland
Strategic Investment Fund (ISIF). The State will be required to sustain a high level of
involvement to increase output.

For the community and voluntary sector, he recognised the need for funding to be provided
on a multi-annual basis. The theme of the breakout session was resilience but, he stressed,
this was not just an economic issue — it also needed greater support for the disadvantaged.

He recalled that some participants called for the temporary cost of living supports in previous
budgets be made permanent. We are moving into a more normal environment for inflation
but the price level is permanently higher.

For the international context, and particularly for climate finance for developing countries, he
reiterated the need for Ireland to advocate further at international fora. To conclude he said
the theme of this National Economic Dialogue was an appropriate one. We will have more
shocks in future and it is helpful to have that frame budgetary decisions.

11
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INVESTING IN PUBLIC SERVICES: BENCHMARKING OUR LEVEL OF
EXPENDITURE

Minister for Public Expenditure, NDP Delivery
and Reform, Paschal Donohoe, T.D.

Dr Nora Strecker

The session focused on strategies and priorities to futureproof the provision of public services
and public investment. In line with the EU's new economic governance framework, the
discussion focused a great deal on ensuring medium-to-long-term planning stability for public
service providers, specifically with a view towards shoring up public services for children, the
elderly, and those living with disabilities. The discussion also turned to the role of public
investment in maintaining and increasing Ireland’s competitiveness and reducing regional
inequality across the country.

The Minister opened the session by extending a warm welcome to the representatives from
the various bodies, organizations, and civil society groups and thanking them for their
participation, highlighting and welcoming the attendance of Rose Conway-Walsh, T.D. and
the Secretary General of the Department of Public Expenditure, David Moloney. The Minister
presented an overview of the key issues to consider during the breakout session. Firstly, one
component of the discussion should be the output produced rather than just the level of
expenditure on individual budget items — ensuring the efficiency, effectiveness, and quality of
public spending. Secondly, planning for the short, medium, and long term requires a focus on
the effect of recent and current events — global financial crisis, Covid-19, and war in Europe -
-, as well as changes still to come, such as demographic transitions in Ireland, threats to the
long-term competitiveness of the Irish economy, and the effects of climate change and
disruptive technologies.

The Minister then invited contributions from the representatives in attendance. In total, 25
contributions were made during a constructive and wide-ranging discussion. While the
discussion cantered around the needs and priorities for public services and public investment,
a key aspect of the contributions was always the need to be able to plan for the medium and
long term —in line with the EU’s new economic governance framework.

The contributions can be grouped into three main themes: 1) Budget security for public service
providers, 2) Planning for demographic adjustment, and 3) Investing in competitiveness and
regional equality.

12



National Economic Dialogue 2024

The Minister opened the session with a call for an outcome-oriented approach to public
expenditure priorities. This approach was welcomed by many of the contributors; however,
much of the input from public service providers, be they involved in education and childcare,
disability services, or support for the elderly and sick, called for an additional focus on the
groups and individuals creating said outcomes.

Public services in Ireland are delivered through a hybrid model — with a significant portion of
vital public services provided by community and civic organizations, who rely on government
grants and donations for funding. It was noted that 70% of public services for individuals living
with disabilities are delivered by these community and civic organizations. Importantly, the
financing model for this sector requires stability and security — security to be able to plan and
recruit new hires and stability to support their workers through training, education, and pay
rises. Some of this sector's workers are already covered under collective bargaining
agreements and public sector pay rises; however, this is not consistently the case — even
within the same organization. Budget instability and insecurity impacts organizations’ ability to
recruit, creating knock-on effects on the level and quality of services provided. Individuals in
need may be unable to access the necessary services because the demand outpaces the
means to supply them. Overall, the provision of public services is hampered by the cost of
living and the lack of affordable housing, which will require immediate and long-term attention.

The discussion focused on the proposal for a core or a multi-annual funding model for
community and civic organizations involved in providing public services -- Models already
followed in other European countries. It was noted that consideration of a transition to core or
multi-annual funding will require consistent and widespread collection of data on the providers,
recipients, type and quality of public services.

While Ireland has one of the youngest populations in the EU-14, demographic transition will
bring long-term changes and require necessary changes. The conversation centred on the
public services for children and families, individuals living with disabilities, and the elderly, as
well as their financial needs in the short, medium, and long term.

Taoiseach Harris’s introduction earlier in the day called for Ireland to be the best place to be
a child. Contributors welcomed the recent measures on the cost of childcare in last year's
budget. They have been vital to reduce the financial strain on families but noted the need for
greater flexibility and sustainability in the provision of childcare, including an expansion across
locations and of capacity.

The conversation also focused on adults and children living with disabilities. Intellectual
disabilities and mental health issues are on the rise both among children and adults, including
those already living with other disabilities, and their care needs vary widely from group settings
to in-home services. While the need for care is recognized for individuals living with intellectual
and mental disabilities, the care they receive is often difficult to personalize. Children living
with disabilities face additional challenges in education. A quarter of the education budget
goes towards students with disabilities, yet they see fewer positive outcomes. Moreover,
quality education outcomes are only achieved with overlapping inputs from the Departments
of Health and Social Protection. The ongoing pilot projects aimed at students with disabilities
require careful evaluation and necessary funding to be scaled up.

13
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Lastly, contributors highlighted the need to plan for an aging society. Presently, Ireland has
the lowest spending on older persons in the EU-14 — a result of a very young population and
low pensions. Automatic enrolment in pensions has provided a partial solution; however, at
present there is no indexing of pensions to inflation or average earnings. While inflation in
Ireland has markedly increased since the Covid-19 pandemic, average earnings growth vastly
outpaced both pensions and inflation in the last 10 years. Moreover, with demographic change
on the horizon, the services for the elderly must be scaled up in the long run —requiring either
private sector solutions or greater public sector capacity.

The last theme discussed during the session were the requirements for maintaining the
competitiveness of the Irish economy and reducing regional inequality. Contributions focused
on the requirement for capital investment and investment attractiveness.

Capital investment was highlighted early in the session as a vital component in maintaining
and raising the competitiveness of Ireland. A concern raised by, among others, Rose Conway-
Walsh, T.D. was inflation eroding investment, particularly in infrastructure. Ireland’s capital
investment was significantly below the EU-14 average 10 years ago; however, this trend
reversed in the last few years. While inflation erosion has been minimized, effective investment
fell below the 5% target. Contributors to the discussion requested the investment targets to be
maintained. Capital investment was also noted in the discussion around regional inequality.
The gap between rural and urban Ireland extends into infrastructure. The lack of infrastructure
was noted to be one of the key limitations to growth across the different regions -- with knock
on effects on employment, housing, education, and inequality. Contributions from the
construction sector noted that while industrial capacity was there, its output was restricted due
to limitations in the utilities, transport, and energy network.

Economic growth is intricately linked to the ability to attract firms and their investments to
Ireland. Multinational firms are increasingly under pressure from more frequent global crises,
skills requirements, and the demands of their workforce. To ensure that Ireland is host to
multinational firms and their investments and grows its own local firms, the Irish workforce
must meet the skill needs. Ireland has the highest share of individuals with tertiary education
in the EU; however, its numbers for lifelong learning fall behind EU average. This opened calls
for the release of funding from the various programmes to support firms and workers to
maintain the necessary skills, including structured support for apprenticeships and skill
networks. This need also extends to the community and civic organizations mentioned in the
previous sections.

Work conditions, not just earnings, are key considerations for high skilled workers, both Irish
and foreign. Thus, housing is now a key consideration for firms wanting to invest in Ireland --
a skilled workforce requires ready access to affordable housing and firms are increasingly
investing in housing to be able to provide it to their workers. Similarly, these desirable workers
require ready access to childcare, healthcare, and schools.

Lastly, small and medium enterprises are facing increased financial obligations beyond mere
inflation. Energy costs, insurance premiums, pension costs, PRSI, etc. have increased the
cost of doing business. The discussion crystallized on a more holistic approach to the PRSI
and targeted supports for premiums and energy costs.
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The session concluded with the Minister thanking participants for their contributions. The
input from stakeholders across the various sectors of society highlighted a number of areas
to be considered in putting together the budget for 2025. The very engaging discussion
centred around the needs and priorities in both the public services and public investment.

In the aftermath of the global financial crisis and EU’s new economic governance framework
requires EU member countries focus on the sustainability of their public debt and enforce a
deficit limit of 3% of GDP. Given its unique economic circumstances, the deficit resilience
safeguard leaves Ireland with more leeway than many other EU countries. Given the new
rules, Ireland may be in the advantageous position of being able to prioritize its green and
sustainable development goals, rather than debt reduction and deficit cutting.

Ireland is in a healthy position, which makes planning for the medium and long term possible
and necessary. Those plans must account for demographic transition, maintaining and
shoring up the competitiveness of the Irish economy, and reducing regional inequality.
Spanning across all is the need to future-proof the funding of public service providers with
multi-annual funding or a transition to a core-funding model.
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CLIMATE ACTIONS AND THE GREEN TRANSITION: HELPING TO BUILD A
RESILIENT IRISH ECONOMY

Minister for the Environment, Climate and
Communications and Minister for Transport,
Eamon Ryan, T.D.

Professor Eleanor Denny

The Minister opened the workshop and welcomed the diverse groups that were represented
and recognised that it is critical to listen to all views and work together on solutions. The
Minister highlighted the context of the green transition for Ireland in the global landscape, in
particular the scale of investment on green integration in the USA and China. He described
his belief that the economic drive for the green agenda would be buttressed by the EU
competitiveness agenda as well as the Letta report already received and the expected Draghi
report. He stressed that Ireland needs to be part of that integration or risk being left behind
and emphasised the need for political impetus to double-down on the green transition.

The Minister outlined the structure of the session which would invite contributions across three
sectoral headings of 1) Transport 2) Agriculture and Land use and the 3) Energy Sector.

The Minister made short opening remarks to introduce each sector and then opened the floor
for contributions. The contributions were diverse and considered, while not always in
agreement. Throughout the discussions, four themes emerged which were:

A welcoming of open engagement and dialogue

The interplay between competitiveness and the green transition
The challenges presented by sluggish and disjointed systems
The importance of a Just Transition

b=

This report captures the inputs across the session into these consolidated overarching
themes.
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There was broad agreement for a willingness to engage in open dialogue and a sentiment that
the public service is at its best when it breaks down silos and engages openly. The Just
Transition Taskforce was highlighted on numerous occasions as a great example of how this
open engagement can work. The Taskforce provided a forum for participants to understand
different perspectives and engage behind closed doors in a safe environment rather than in
public over the airwaves. There are different and nuanced impacts of the green transition and
such an engaged dialogue ensures diverse voices are heard and captured as part of proposed
solutions.

The media often amplifies the differences between pillars which is not helpful or constructive
and there was a sense that the media have an important role to play in helping with
communications and ensuring support for the green transition. In many cases, changes are
being implemented by individuals and small businesses, not large corporates. It is important
to recognise the achievements of these groups and also to highlight the many positive
opportunities the green transition provides in terms of employment, innovation, education and
research.

The second theme was around the impact of the green transition on Ireland’s international
competitiveness. Ireland is operating in a global market and with vast investment in the green
economy by the US and China, and the resulting actions by other EU governments, there is a
danger that Irish businesses are losing a level playing field. There was a call to review how
the tax system can assist with supporting the competitiveness of Irish businesses.

While public sector investment is critical it was also highlighted that private sector investment
in the green transition is also required. Many investments to be made in decarbonisation are
long-term investments, and further regulatory and policy certainty is required to provide
confidence for businesses and industry to undertake this investment. There was a strong
desire for multi-year budget policies that span Governments to remove the perceived risk to
those investing in the green transition. Transparency on the pipeline of projects receiving
public investment in the long term and clarity and consistency on the funding architecture was
also called for.

The discussion also covered food price inflation and the challenges presented by large retail
chains supporting below cost pricing. Higher environmental standards in food production have
an upward pressure on prices and that should be recognised, however, there also needs to
be a balance to ensure the social impact of higher prices is well managed. It was recognised
that while it is extremely positive that the reductions in fertiliser usage have gone beyond the
targeted reduction, it is important to ensure that as fertiliser prices stabilise that there isn’t a
rebound in usage.

Other elements which were highlighted to help with maintaining competitiveness included a
need for investment in rail freight and the rail network, support for the electrification of
commercial fleets and further investment in our large ports.

There were strong views that there is a significant appetite for investment and change to
deliver the green transition, however, implementation is proving challenging in many cases.
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A political impetus and commitment are needed to make it easier to take action. The public
sector has not grown to keep pace with the transformative changes required to decarbonise
and there is a significant risk of losing credibility through an inability to deliver proposed
actions.

Investment is required to increase capacity and reduce bottlenecks across the public service
to enhance delivery, with the following areas highlighted in the discussion in particular:
planning, regulation, legal, and procurement processes and systems. In particular, the
planning and legal systems were highlighted as generating a lot of frustration and causing
significant delays in taking action. Specifically in relation to planning, the role of spatial
planning was highlighted as being key in delivering sustainable public transport, active travel
and a sustainable private transport network.

Actions should be taken to make it easier to access supports, including positive tax provisions.
Carbon contracts for difference, which gave some certainty for investors, especially in the
higher interest rate environment, were mentioned as a possible avenue for exploration.

It was acknowledged that in some cases the State is struggling to keep pace with ambitions,
examples cited included:

e issues with delayed payment systems, for example, payments under the ACRES
scheme had not yet been made

e agencies not updating standards in line with ambitions — for example high thermal
standards for heat pumps resulting in new fossil fuel boilers being supported with
public funds rather than heat pumps

e The need to avoid silos so that the built environment and transport sectors work
together — for example, deep retrofit projects should consider transport emissions.
Grants for energy and renovations were not always working together.

e challenges with ‘stickiness’ in public procurement which should look at allowing for
greater flexibility and provide further opportunities to support new value chains and
materials

e Lack of charging infrastructure investment to support the electrification of transport
systems, particularly for HGVs

¢ Reuvisiting of forestry schemes required given very low uptake

e The slow pace of action on water quality infrastructure

e Linking data centre commitments to renewable energy growth as Ireland’s existing
renewable energy supply will be consumed by the committed data centre pipeline.
This will be important to maintain public support for RE expansion which should be
seen as serving Ireland’s residents and not just large multinationals.
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The path to decarbonisation impacts every person and every sector, however the impacts will
be different for each person and each sector and therefore the approach must be nuanced
and must adhere to the principles of a ‘just transition’. The people’s transition needs to be a
priority.

Some of the points that were highlighted included:

e the importance of investing ‘beyond Dublin’, particularly in the Transport sector. When
public transport is provided it is used, but much of the investment has been in the
Dublin region.

e Targeted measures, particularly in relation to energy credits, are needed with a
suggestion that fuel poverty should be addressed through social welfare mechanisms

e The consideration of gender inequality issues across all sectors in the decarbonisation
transition

¢ The importance of the caring economy and small enterprises in Ireland’s social fabric
and the need to protect local businesses in the transition

e The burden of decarbonisation on rural and farming communities and the importance
of the agriculture sector to the fabric of rural Ireland

¢ Review of public transport fares

¢ Changing work patterns and the implications of this for the requirements of a future
transport system

In conclusion, the session provided a broad and wide-ranging discussion which clearly
demonstrated the willingness for open engagement and dialogue by those sectors
represented. On foot of many of the contributions around the need for an open engagement
and the Just Transition, there was sense that a deepening the National Climate Dialogue
would be welcomed. There was general consensus that the pillars have much more in
common than the media portrays. Communication and engagement will be key in bringing all
stakeholders along and in facilitating the change in behaviours and diversification of business
activities which will be required to deliver on our ambitious targets.
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DIGITAL IRELAND: A TWIN TRACK TRANSITION FOR IRISH EMPLOYERS

Minister for Enterprise, Trade and
Employment, Peter Burke, T.D., and

Minister for Further and Higher Education,
Research, Innovation and Science, Patrick
O’Donovan, T.D.

Dr. Conor O’Toole, The Economic and Social
Research Institute

There were four main themes of the breakout session.

e The first was how Ireland could navigate the rapidly evolving digital landscape and
position itselfto ensure it stays ahead of the curve and maintain its competitive edge;

e The second was how the skills infrastructure should respond to this changing context
and respond to the changing needs of firms in an adapting labour market;

e The third was how to foster digital inclusion in the transition that ensures equality
across society, business and regions; and

¢ And finally, how to strategically future proof digital policies.

Both Ministers provided contextual overview of the issues, positioning the digital agenda and
digital transition within the context of the Irish growth experience and requirement to build Irish
businesses to ensure strong growth as well as thinking about the role of education and skills
in ensuring this can be achieved. Both Ministers emphasised that the digital agenda in
particular needed a longer term focus and is very fast moving, in particular around the issue
of Al and its impact on business and society. Planning on a multiannual basis to understand
the digital journey is critical.

The discussion was extremely wide but a number of critical themes crossed over the various
points raised by attendees.
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The first of these was the issue of the digital journey for small firms in particular. For these
firms, the barriers to digitalisation and in particular Al adoption are multifaceted but in particular
relate to:

- lIdentification of what exactly they need to know in terms of the digital journey, for
example, what does the digital transition mean for them? How do they access it? What
will it do?

- Having the time and space to be able to release staff to avail of training and upskilling
when day-to-day business needs pre-dominate.

- The cost of releasing staff as well as the cost of owners’ participation in training.

Reponses to deal with these issues that were raised from the floor included unlocking some
of the surplus funding from the National Training Fund as well as putting forward a training
voucher to recoup the cost of training as well other initiatives around building capacity in the
links between business and educational providers. The importance of the SME test was
stressed to ensure that there is a full understanding of the impact of new policies and to thus
limit the (cumulative) burden on firms.

There was a general discussion around the R&D tax credit and whether the complexity of the
application system was worth the financial benefit to small businesses. A suggestion was
streamlining the process for micro and small businesses. The use of enterprise hubs as a
mechanism to bring business together was also noted; their location was important but also
the number and flexibility of their offer and being a community-based entity from the bottom
up. The importance of the national broadband plan and its roll out was also emphasised. Some
stakeholders noted a desire for more flexibility on its rollout between county boundaries.

The second issue discussed relates to the link between the FDI sector and the small firms as
well as the development of the FDI sector in general. The importance of communication and
good networking was also raised in this context. It was noted that many of the major
international players in terms of the digital agenda are the big firms present in Ireland and
having better link ups, facilitated by the State, between these firms and the indigenous firms
could help build the digital transition.

In terms of the competitiveness of the FDI offering, the issue of data centres was crucial and,
while they are power and water intensive and have notable impacts from a climate perspective,
they are the “roads” of the Al industry and will be needed as part of Ireland’s value proposition.
The development of specific sectors such as life sciences could be enhanced with sector
specific strategy.

The issue of further and higher education and the development of the skills infrastructure
required for the digital transition was a general cross cutting theme. Numerous points were
made on this but the following were emphasised:

- Training needs to be flexible, appropriate, and balanced;
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- It needs to be inclusive and accessible for all;

- Investment will be required to ensure that the equipment infrastructure in universities
and further education has more support and is best in class;

- The skills provided are tailored to the requirements of business in a digital age; and

- Ensuring capacity in the system across SkillNets and other training activities.

- Learning from other businesses, FDI and family businesses — being open for that
communication/visit.

Private and public investment will be needed with community involvement both for capacity,
planning and investment activity.

A critical issue will be regulation, cyber security and data sharing and protection. In the digital
transition, the issue of the appropriate regulatory toolkit for Al for example will be critical to
allowing the costs and benefits to be appropriately balanced. Investments will be required in
cyber security and the production and usage of data as an asset will have to be brought
forward but given sufficient safeguards to protect individuals’ data. Ireland has the opportunity
to be a world influencer through the EU which is at the forefront of the digital agenda.

To conclude, issue of competitiveness and skills are crucial to the success of the lIrish
economy in a period of repeated shocks. The issues of digitalisation and decarbonisation
provide major opportunities and challenges going forward. This is assisted by communications
and the flow of learnings between businesses, Government, NGOs and education and
training.
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BUILDING FOR THE FUTURE: MAINTAINING PROGRESS IN A CHALLENGING
ENVIRONMENT

Minister for Housing, Local Government and
Heritage, Darragh O'Brien T.D.

Professor Michelle Norris

The challenge of increasing the supply of housing to meet the needs of a growing population
but in an increasingly challenging delivery context was the focus of this session. The
discussion identified a ‘trlemma’ that faces housing providers and policy makers - how to
deliver enough housing that is simultaneously:

e sustainable (in environmental terms, meaning high density, thermally efficient and
located close to public transport and services)

¢ viable (in economic terms, meaning it can be constructed at a cost which reflects the
purchasing capacity of buyers), and

o affordable (for government and all sections of the home buying and renting population).

The following five distinct themes were evident in the lively discussion of this trlemma which
took place at this session.

While participants welcomed the increase in new housing output in recent years and agreed
that further increases are required to meet housing need, the discussion emphasised the
importance of ensuring that the location, size and cost of this output reflects the needs of
households that require housing.

A central theme in this discussion was the need to ensure output meets the needs of the most
vulnerable, including homeless people and those at greatest risk of homeless. Participants
argued that this will require further increases in the volume of social house building, but also
more smaller housing units. This is necessary because most of existing social housing stock
consists of three-bedroom houses but most homeless households and households on the
social housing waiting list include one or two persons. Therefore, more one-bedroom social
housing units are vital for successful implementation of the government’s ‘housing first’ plan
for addressing homelessness. Participants also identified a need for more dwellings that are
accessible to those with mobility difficulties, particularly in the social housing sector. People
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with disabilities make up 10% of households on the social housing waiting list and the social
and private renting population is aging — which will increase the prevalence of acquired and
age-related disabilities and therefore the need for accessible social housing. There was also
agreement about the need to use less carbon intensive solutions to meet housing need and,
with this objective in mind, retrofit needs to play a central role in new housing delivery.

There was less agreement about the required tenure breakdown of future supply. There was
widespread welcome for the Housing Commission’s proposal that 20% of households should
be accommodated in social and cost rental housing. However, some participants emphasised
the need to reverse the decline in home ownership and some emphasised the need for more
private rented housing. Private rented housing is vital for meeting the needs of an increasingly
mobile population both in terms of increased mobility between dwellings over the life course,
between different regions of the country and accommodate migrants moving to Ireland who
are unlikely to be able to buy a dwelling or secure social housing for several years after their
arrival.

Government supply side supports for new housing output have been significantly expanded
in recent years as, for instance, development levies have been waived and the Croi Cénaithe
(Cities) scheme has been introduced to support the building of apartments for sale to owner-
occupiers. These new measures are in addition to direct government funding of the
construction of social and cost rental housing construction which also contribute to new
housing supply.

There was broad welcome for the expansion of these supply side supports among participants
in this session. Subsidies that promote increased housing supply were viewed as preferable
to demand side subsidies such as Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) which can drive
inflation in house prices and rents. Participants argued that supply side subsidies were
necessary in the context of a significant increase in construction costs in recent years and
higher delivery costs in some locations and for some building typologies. They reported that
apartments, are 30% more expensive than houses to construct and require public subsidies
to be viable. Increase output of apartments contributes to sustainable development by
increasing the density of towns and cities. Thus, many participants argued that government
supply side supports should be expanded further.

However, some concerns were raised about the effectiveness of these supports. Forinstance,
the qualification criteria for some home builder subsidies were criticised on the grounds that
they excluded some firms from access and concerns were raised about procedures for
approval of funding for social housing construction and procurement rules which impede
speedy delivery. Further concerns were raised about the government subsidies for supported
social housing (whereby social and healthcare supports are provided in addition to housing)
such as the Capital Assistance Scheme, because output of this form of housing has declined
in recent years. On this basis it was argued that the Capital Assistance scheme needs to be
reviewed.
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Despite the emphasis on the importance of public capital funding for house building,
participants also acknowledged that there are limits to the State’s funding capacity. So, the
potential for expanding the availability of private finance was also a central theme in the
session.

This aspect of the discussion centred on the need to diversity sources of private finance for
housing in view of the limited funding capacity of the two Irish pillar banks. Some participants
mentioned the potential for using savings schemes to help finance house building but the
consensus was that only international investors and international banks with a presence in
Ireland have the capacity to provide the level of investment required. In addition to institutional
landlords, pensions funds and environmental, social and governance (ESG) finance were
mentioned as potential sources of international investment in housing provision. It was also
noted that the recently published report of the government’s Housing Commission highlighted
the need to diversify the sources of finance for social housing away from almost complete
reliance on public capital funding. Participants identified the negative media portrayal of
international investors and lack of policy certainty as disincentives to their involvement in the
Irish housing market.

In addition to expanding the availability of public and private finance for house building,
participants also raised concerns about the costs of construction in Ireland, which are high by
international standards, and argued that efforts should be made to reduce these costs. Falling
interest rates will help, as will an increase in the scale of housing output but additional
measures are needed to reduce construction costs to increase affordability for home buyers
and renters.

The key contributors to construction price inflation identified during the session included:

¢ Rising professional fees: participants emphasised the need to collect robust data on
the role that these and other ‘soft costs’ play in driving construction cost inflation to
inform government action.

e Uncertainly in land use planning: participants expressed the hope that the planning
bill that is currently before the Oireachtas would reduce this uncertainty, and

¢ Inappropriate competition for land and purchase of ‘turnkey’ developments between
state funded agencies: participants suggested that protocols should be put in place to
ensure approved housing bodies (AHBs), local authorities and the Land Development
Agency (LDA) don’'t compete inappropriately against one another in the housing
market.

More widespread use of modern methods of construction (MMC) was also identified as a
particularly useful method of reducing construction costs and carbon. However, there are
significant barriers to their widespread use in this country due to the small scale of the Irish
construction sector and of many construction projects. Participants mentioned that MMC is
already widely used in the local authority sector and expanding its use to AHBs and the Land
Development Agency and standardising dwelling sizes, designs and typologies across the
social housing sector would make the growth of the Irish MMC industry viable. In addition,
building regulations should enable rather than stifle the use of MMC.

Digitisation of conveyancing was also identified as having potential to significantly reduce the
legal costs of housing construction purchase and sale. For instance, the provision of a ‘a
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digital logbook’ for all new properties would mean that all documentation was easily available
to purchasers’ solicitors. Requiring sellers to provide a ‘legal pack’ containing all legal
documentation required by purchasers could significantly reduce conveyancing times.

Although not a measure that will necessarily reduce the cost of housing construction,
participants also argued that increasing social housing output and reducing reliance on HAP,
as proposed by the Housing Commission, would help to depress private rent. By increasing
supply of rented housing increased cost rental housing provision would have the same effect.

Finally, participants in this session raised concerns about the capacity of the State and the
construction sector to ensure sufficient new housing is delivered to meet needs. To increase
housing delivery capacity participants emphasised that the State needs to take concerted
efforts to remove all land use planning and infrastructure related blockages. This could be
achieved by:

¢ Increasing investment in water, electricity and other infrastructure required to enable
housing delivery

e Addressing barriers related to land use planning law and planning implementation that
impede housing delivery, by amending planning legislation and investing in the
recruitment of additional planning staff for local authorities and An Bord Pleanala and
in training of existing staff.

Representatives of the construction industry who participated in the session suggested that
construction labour shortages are not as significant a constraint on delivery as is sometimes
suggested. They suggested for instance that the industry has the capacity to move between
commercial and residential construction if the market requires. However, they acknowledged
that the industry does face ‘generational challenges’ because of the low numbers of
apprentices who entered many building trades in the years following the economic crash, the
average age of tradespeople is older than the rest of the workforce. Participants
acknowledged that support for apprenticeship training has been expanded and welcomed this
but suggested that more needs to be done.
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MANAGING UNEXPECTED EVENTS IN THE AGRI-FOOD SECTOR

Minister of State at the Department of
Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Martin
Heydon T.D.

Professor Michael Wallace

Minister of State Heydon welcomed participants and opened the discussion by referring to the
economic and geopolitical shocks that have impacted the agri-food sector in recent years. He
commended the proven resilience of the sector in the face of such challenges, which is defined
by the hard work and expertise of those involved. He noted how 90% of the sector's output is
destined for international markets, with agri-food exports of €18.2 bn in 2023. The Minister of
State referred to the recent problems of poor weather that have affected the agriculture sector
and how the government and stakeholders have responded constructively. He commented on
the critical role of Ireland's CAP Strategic Plan and the importance of Food Vision 2030,
Ireland’s shared stakeholder-led strategy for the agri-food sector, that aims for Ireland to be
“a world leader in sustainable food systems”. In this context, he noted how the sustainability
priorities also extend to specific challenges of concern in the fishing and forestry sectors.

Following the Minister of State's introduction, the breakout session yielded a constructive and
wide-ranging discussion of the challenges and priorities in managing unexpected events in
the agri-food sector. Participants fully engaged in the dialogue as they contributed insights in
a spirit of open and respectful debate. While the discussions embraced numerous issues, the
principal themes are summarised below.

Participants noted the agri-food sector's particular exposure to climate change and related
adverse weather events. There was reference to a dramatically increased frequency of
extreme weather conditions likely to negatively impact agricultural production systems. It was
highlighted that the consequences of climate change can represent an existential threat for
farming businesses and this gives added urgency to mitigation and adaptation measures.

Contributors referred to the ageing farmer population and the industry's succession
challenges, noting how increased uncertainty, low and volatile margins, and the high
regulatory burden may deter younger people from entering the industry. Conversely, they also
acknowledged that generational renewal has a critical role in the industry's embracing of
change through new technologies and accelerating responses to current environmental
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challenges. Participants also noted the importance of policies to support succession, including
encouraging partnerships where younger and older farmers can learn from each other.

Participants acknowledged that off-farm employment and other forms of income diversification
can be important in offsetting the effects of low and volatile farm incomes. However, some
also pointed out that while off-farm income facilitates resilience, it is not a long-term solution
as it would be illogical for farm households to cross-subsidise farming activities from off-farm
earnings indefinitely. Moreover, contributors noted that part-time farmers face particular
succession difficulties as the part-time business model may be unattractive to the next
generation. Conversely, in a related discussion, participants mentioned the high rates of
people working from home and how this creates new opportunities for farm households.
Participants noted the success of the National Broadband Plan rollout in facilitating new
employment opportunities in rural areas.

A recurring area of discussion related to the increased costs of doing business. Participants
referred to the spike in energy prices, which have remained elevated compared to other EU
countries and are a continuing challenge, particularly for energy-intensive food processes.
Other contributors referred to employment challenges around recruitment and high labour
costs. A related thread emphasised the costs of increased regulations in areas such as food
waste, packaging requirements, decarbonisation, and planning approvals. Some participants
noted how these cost factors had adversely affected the competitiveness of Irish farming,
fishing and food processing businesses. Similar contributions referred to the cost-price
squeeze, where output prices have not kept pace with dramatic increases in input costs.

Discussants referred to the significance of the international markets that Irish agri-food
exporters service. They noted the intense competition and volatility challenges in those
markets and the importance of Irish businesses maintaining their competitiveness. In this
context, the sustainability credentials of Irish food production were pointed out as a critical
success factor. Other commentators noted that while sustainability standards demanded by
international supply chains were being delivered by farmers and food processors, it was not
always apparent that customers were willing to pay prices commensurate with the additional
costs of those standards. Some discussants referred to the potential that reductions in Irish
dairy and beef production could result in international demand being met at higher
environmental costs from less sustainable competitors. Other trade discussions referred to
the UK's Brexit-related physical checks due to be implemented in October and industry
concerns, that Irish livestock and food exports could be delayed at UK ports due to a lack of
clarity from the UK authorities and possible lack of UK veterinary inspectors to conduct the
checks. It was noted that the Irish authorities continue to engage with their UK counterparts in
advance of any new changes to UK import requirements for agri-food goods.

Several threads of discussion centred on stakeholders' responses to unexpected events and
how these responses can further build the sector's resilience. Participants referred to the
positive uptake of measures to improve efficiency, including the national genetics programmes
and efforts concerning animal health. Other contributors referred to the need for investment in
the sector, focusing on areas such as on-farm manure storage and automation and precision
technologies in the farming and food processing industries. Participants referred to the need
to scale up financing for such investments through the private sector, direct grant aid and
enhanced capital allowances. The continuing State investment in education, research and
technical advisory services was highlighted as crucial in facilitating the effective uptake of new
technologies to improve sustainability and resilience.
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A strand of discussion emphasised that farmers and food processors must focus on the
variables they can control in a volatile business climate. This thread highlighted how recent
spikes in fertiliser and feed prices had been instrumental in farmers adapting their systems to
reduce external inputs, partially mitigating the financial impacts of the price shocks while also
improving environmental sustainability. However, while it was noted that such price shocks
had accelerated the adoption of some practices, it remained necessary to monitor their longer-
term impacts on farm margins and food security. Related discussion referred to the utility of
enhanced uptake of on-farm advisory and decision support tools that help farmers improve
their enterprises' financial and environmental performance.

Participants acknowledged the value of collaboration, internally and externally, to build and
sustain the resilience of the agri-food sector. However, it was also mentioned that some
groups, such as agri-food workers, were insufficiently represented. Some contributions noted
that the EU's social conditionality aligned to support programmes necessitated deepened
engagement with social partners in aspects such as health and safety and working directives.
In other discussions on the social context, housing availability was highlighted as an increasing
challenge that directly impacts businesses' ability to attract and retain staff.

A prominent discussion area comprised the role of EU policy and the design and
implementation of Ireland's CAP Strategic Plan (CSP). Contributors noted the CSP's pivotal
role in shaping Ireland's environmental-food model, although some felt that cognate issues
such as 'below cost selling' had been neglected. Some participants suggested that the CAP
budget was insufficient for the major environmental challenges, including biodiversity and
climate and that farmers could not do more without additional funding. Moreover, some
participants suggested that funding time horizons must align better with the long-term
requirements of agri-environmental schemes in areas such as land-use emissions and carbon
sequestration. In this context, commentators noted that farmers are on the front line of the
climate crisis and that in policy design, environmental, social and economic sustainability
priorities must be pursued in tandem.

Participants also considered the need for an appropriate balance between regulation and
incentives to encourage farmers to adopt the best environmental practices on their farms.
Some discussants suggested that the balance had shifted too far towards regulation, which
could overlook farmers' proactive engagement in management changes for improved
environmental sustainability. Regarding the CAP budget, some participants noted that
payments had not kept pace with the incremental costs to farmers of extra regulatory
requirements. A related discussion considered the need for improved balance in the CAP
between food security needs and environmental requirements.

A significant discussion thread concerned farm diversification, including enhanced integration
of crop and livestock production. In this context, some commentators expressed concern
about reductions in land areas devoted to tillage and horticulture. They noted that the food
security debate should embrace the national capacity to supply a diverse, locally sourced
nutritious diet. Similarly, other contributors noted that the integration of tillage in more
diversified dairy and beef systems could improve overall resilience. However, participants also
noted the barriers to mixed farming systems, such as higher mechanisation costs and more
complex management. Similarly, contributors indicated how Ireland's comparative advantage
in grass-based dairy and beef production underpins farmers' specialisation in those systems.

Further contributions referred to diversification opportunities in the fishing sector, including the
potential to rejuvenate the in-shore component of the industry. Participants also referred to
alternative land uses, including the merits of a more diverse forestry sector that protects
against shocks like disease and pests. Continuing this thread, participants noted the national
land use strategy and the nature restoration plan, which places more demands on how land
is utilised. Specific narratives advocated State leadership through its management of publicly
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owned land for environmental goods, and giving a valuable boost to similar efforts in the
private sector. In the context of ecological ambition, participants commended the advantages
of results-based, locally-led approaches as evidenced by ACRES cooperation projects.

Contributions to the discussion on land-use diversification also referred to policies on
renewable energy, including biomethane and solar. While participants welcomed these
initiatives to diversify revenue, they recommended that the indirect impacts of such measures
on food production should not be ignored. Some participants expressed concerns about the
competing demands for land and the consequential effects on land prices and rents. However,
the potential benefits of manure transfer and treatment through anaerobic digestion plants
were noted in managing nitrates restrictions.

The exchanges in the breakout session acknowledged the context of the agri-food sector's
particular exposure to risks of climate change and geopolitical shocks. The participants
suggested stakeholder-led actions to enhance the sector's resilience to such events. The
debate highlighted the importance of stakeholders engaging in collaborative and inclusive
forums to co-design potential solutions. Decisions concerning specialisation versus
diversification in land use involve complex trade-offs between economic, environmental and
social priorities and between short-term and long-term objectives. The participants noted
opportunities to enhance resilience through diversification alongside other measures,
including generational renewal, investment in skills and technologies, and improved uptake of
best practices. Contributors highlighted the importance of State investment in these areas.
Critically, the stakeholders' contributions illustrate the value of dialogue and consensus-
building for policies that balance national land use priorities across multiple demands,
including food production, nature conservation, forestry, and renewable energy.
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POVERTY AND INCOME INEQUALITY: TRENDS AND CHALLENGES IN LIGHT
OF RECENT ECONOMIC SHOCKS

Minister for Social Protection and Minister for
Rural and Community Development, Heather
Humphreys, T.D.

Professor Philip O’Connell

Minister Humphries, chairing the session, set the context for the discussion by referring to the
very positive performance of the labour market: the record 2.7 million people in employment,
low levels of unemployment, and the political commitment to social inclusion going forward.

We had a very active discussion from a group of participants who brought a huge amount of
knowledge and experience to bear on the topic of income inequality and poverty in the context
of shocks. They made many detailed points which the Minister and senior officials from the
Department of Social Protection took careful note of, although it will not be possible to report
on every single one of those points in a short summary.

The session was organised around 5 separate but related questions:

1.

As being in employment is one of the key factors in keeping persons out of poverty,
how do we ensure that people avail of labour market opportunities and gain sustainable
employment, to avoid falling below poverty line?

As sectors and occupations vary in vulnerability to economic shocks, how do we
support individuals to increase their employability and labour market mobility to
increase their resilience to economic fluctuations and reduce vulnerability to
unemployment and poverty?

Why do we have to correct the market income by so much and how can we reduce
pre-transfer income inequality?

As different policy levers have varying degrees of impact on reducing poverty, what
types of interventions are most appropriate to tackle poverty and income inequality for
persons most at risk, such as lone parents, children in jobless households, persons
with disabilities etc.?

Are there any key learnings from recent economic shocks in terms of how policy could
seek to protect those most at risk of poverty, insofar as possible, from the impact of
future economic shocks?

However, as the session unfolded, the discussion focused on 3 broad themes:

1.

The world of work;
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2. The way in which social welfare system interacts with the world of work; and
3. The social welfare system itself.

There was a good deal of discussion of the need to promote decent work: having achieved
near-full employment, we now need to focus on the quality of work. Participants pointed to
increasing inequality and deprivation and referred to the fact that Ireland has a particularly
large proportion of its workers on low pay, by European standards. This, it was argued,
increases the urgency of developing a path to a national living wage. People expressed
concerns about wages and working conditions and in particular the issue of precarity in the
number of hours people worked. There was particular concern about people who work low
number of hours but who also cannot not predict how many hours they can expect to work,
and when they would work them, giving rise to uncertainty of earnings and raising the risk of
poverty and social exclusion. It was pointed out that this is particularly an issue in rural areas,
where people have difficulty both in getting access to employment, and in getting to work when
they have it because of lack of transport. In rural areas, precarity is a particular issue for those
working in tourism and retail sectors. It was also noted that full-employment doesn’t extend to
everyone, and there are particular concerns in relation to people with disability, to lone parents,
and to travellers.

Referring back to the central NED theme of system shocks, it was noted that there is a need
to prepare for change - the digital transformation and climate change being just two examples
of the sources of change that can be anticipated, but other, unanticipated shocks should also
be expected. In this context, it was argued that there is a need to plan carefully in terms of
building life-long-learning but also developing guidance to help people prepare to respond to
change. Such a strategic approach to preparing for change needs to be developed at national,
organisational and individual levels. The state, as a major employer in its own right could
provide leadership and develop best practice in preparing for change. It was also noted that
changes will have differing impacts on different groups, raising the need for awareness of the
impact of change on vulnerable groups.

The second broad theme concerned the way in which the social welfare system interacts with
the world of work. Here the overarching message is that state support should make it possible
to participate in decent work. Childcare is an obvious example of this where the state
intervenes to support people with children to continue work. It was noted that there are areas
where that does not work so well. Thus, for example, allowance thresholds relating to disability
payments can act as a disincentive to work, or to increased working hours. There is also the
issue of the transition from welfare to work, from social welfare incomes to earnings, and the
need to ensure that people are adequately supported as they make that transition in order to
enable them to access sustainable employment. In this context, it was argued that the
Payment Pending Wages scheme for those transitioning from Jobseekers payments to
employment is difficult to access. Support for the transition to employment also includes the
provision to training to prepare people for work.

There was a question about supports for full-time versus part-time employment. Here the issue
is that some elements of the income maintenance system support people to go back to work
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on a part-time basis. This raises the question as to whether part-time work is a bridge to full-
time employment, which is a policy goal, or it functions as a trap in which people stay in part-
time work, and we need to ensure that the welfare system doesn’t make that trap more
insurmountable. In this context, it was also noted that there is an issue in relation to ‘casual’
social protection payments in the way people can combine income support with part-time
employment: the fact that an individual can work up to three full-time days and still receive
income support payments, but if a similar amount of working time is spread over more work-
days, then their social welfare payments can be reduced. This suggests the need to think
about how the social welfare system can support labour force participation rather than
undermine it.

There was also discussion about the way in which the employment and welfare systems
complement or counteract each other. In this context, there was discussion of the link between
the National Minimum Wage and various disregards, for example, in the Back to School
Clothing and Footwear Allowance scheme. This suggest the need to benchmark social
welfare thresholds to inflation in general, and the National Minimum Wage in particular.

It was also argued there is a need to recognise the work of those providing care in the family
home and to support carers to combine paid employment with caring. While the deferred
pension system represents a positive development, there is a need to ensure that older
workers are not forced out by mandatory retirement and can combine earnings and pension
income if they wish to extend their working lives. There was general agreement on the principal
that the employment and social welfare systems should not clash or generate poverty traps.

The third broad theme focussed on the social welfare system itself. There was widespread
consensus on the need to benchmark social welfare payments and to maintain their real value
in the face of price inflation. It was noted, however that the Department of Social Protection
does aspire to benchmarking to the extent that that is possible in budgetary and political terms.

A number of participants argued for fine-tuning of social welfare provision. It was noted that
some groups have particular additional costs that are not recognised. Such groups include
people with disability, people engaged in home-care, lone parents and people living alone: it
costs them more to survive simply because of their objective conditions or living situations,
and social welfare rates need to reflect those additional costs.

There was an interesting debate on the tension between universalism vs targeting in welfare
provision. While targeting is probably a more effective way of reducing poverty and inequality,
universalism ensures that everyone has access to the same package of services and
programmes. To resolve that tension, it was argued that we need to develop a form of
progressive universalism which would entail a basic level of provision for everybody, backed
up with targeting additional resources to those most in need. Here you are relying on achieving
a level of adequacy of payments and services and building on additional payments and service
to those who need them most. In that context, there was some reflection on the Pandemic
Unemployment Payment (PUP) and it was acknowledged that this was a very effective
payment, although at a higher rate of payment than core social welfare rates. It was noted by
several participants that this higher rate did not serve as a disincentive to work, and that people
returned to work when the pandemic was over. So there was agreement that the PUP was
both an effective intervention, but also one that did not interfere with the labour market.
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That led on to a discussion of the imminent introduction of Pay-Related Jobseeker’'s Benefit,
which, in a similar way, is designed to provide a cushion against the shock of unemployment
for those with a sufficient record of contributions to the social insurance system. It was
considered that this was a useful development in preparing for meeting future systemic
shocks. This concluded the discussion.
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