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Executive Summary  

A key element of the state’s future planning is the annual National Risk Assessment. 
To quote the Taoiseach in his own words in the 2018 National Risk Assessment: 
Overview of Strategic Risks, the risk assessment “aims to counteract ‘group think’ 
and to ensure all parts are heard by Government.”1 

Since the first National Risk Assessment report was published in 2014, these 
assessments have called attention to a number of risks that subsequently became 
major issues for society including Brexit, risks to EU stability, international terrorism, 
global warming, and risks around cyber security and housing supply. There is no 
mention by the government of the issues of a referendum on uniting Ireland in 
the 2018 National Risk Assessment signed by the Taoiseach or the 2019 Draft 
National Risk Assessment. 

In a reply to a parliamentary question by Sean Fleming TD on the 12th of March 2019 
as to why the issue of a referendum on a new agreed Ireland was not in the National 
Risk Assessment produced by the Taoiseach’s Department the Taoiseach replied 
“Although a border poll would not be regarded as a risk, and the very important and 
sensitive policy issue related to it would not be dealt with in the Risk Assessment 
process”. 
  
While the topic of the possibility of a referendum on Scottish independence is 
mentioned in the section of the National Risk Assessment report titled ‘Instability in 
Northern Ireland’, the possibility of a referendum on a New Agreed Ireland is not 
mentioned. This is concerning given that the Taoiseach spoke about his desire to 
achieve a New Agreed Ireland on the 2nd of January 2018 as reported by CNN. "In 
terms of a United Ireland, our constitution is clear on this….Our constitution aspires 
to there being a united Ireland. I share that aspiration."2 

In a reply to another parliamentary question from Sean Fleming TD, the Tánaiste 
stated, “In the event of a future referendum within the consent provisions of the Good 
Friday Agreement, the Government would make all necessary preparations in 
accordance with the terms of the Constitution and the principles and procedures of 
the Agreement.” One lesson we have learned from Brexit is that you do not hold a 
referendum without the necessary preparation.  

An Taoiseach Leo Varadkar set himself a challenge of engaging with everyone about 
the future of the whole island at his address to the 20th anniversary of The Good 
Friday Agreement, in the U.S. Library of Congress.  

“There is now a particular onus on those of us who currently hold the responsibility of 
political leadership. We are a new generation. It is time for us to step forward and 
play our part. That is why we must engage young people in the future of our island. 
In the months and years ahead, I for one want to engage with the next generation – 

                                                 
1
 2018 National Risk Assessment Overview of Strategic Risks, P.4 https://assets.gov.ie/2405/261018155017-

8828303ace924307816fda25dde8811c.pdf 
2
 https://edition.cnn.com/2018/01/02/europe/varadkar-united-ireland-intl/index.html 
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the Agreement Generation – to build on those achievements...Our mission now is to 
imagine the next twenty years. Not only to imagine it, but then to build it."3 

Senator Mark Daly wrote to the Taoiseach, the Tánaiste, all Ministers, Secretary 
Generals of all government departments, and the chairs of their Audit Committees 
and their Risk Committees to ask that they address the issue of a New Agreed 
Ireland in the National Risk Assessment and send copies of any policy plans. He 
received two responses addressing the request and thirteen acknowledgements of 
receipt of his correspondence. None of the responses included any discussion of 
having a New Agreed Ireland in the National Risk Assessment. 

The Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade Simon Coveney TD has also 
said, "I would like to see a united Ireland in my lifetime. If possible, in my political 
Iifetime."4 However, when asked in a parliamentary question by Sean Fleming TD on 
the 12th of March 2019 why the issue of a referendum on a New Agreed Ireland was 
not on his department’s risk register or if his department risk committee had 
examined the issue the Minister could only say “In the event of a referendum within 
the consent provisions of the Good Friday Agreement, the government would make 
all necessary preparations in accordance with the terms of the constitution and the 
principal and procedures of the Agreement”.5 The full questions and replies can be 
found in the appendix. 

The Brexit referendum has taught us an important lesson: you do not hold a 
referendum until there is debate and discussion with all sides and all necessary 
preparations are made. It is widely known that policy neglect seldom goes 
unpunished and this is very true of the lack of policy preparation for a New Agreed 
Ireland by the Government.  

Voices as diverse as those of the British Prime Minister; former Speaker of the US 
House of Representatives, Congressman Paul Ryan; DUP leader Arlene Fosters; 
and Lady Sylvia Herman, MP for North Down, have all spoken about the issue of a 
Referendum on a New Agreed Ireland or a New Agreed Ireland. 

There would be economic consequences due to the lack of policy planning by the 
Government around a New Agreed Ireland.  Research by economists John 
FitzGerald of Trinity College Dublin and Edgar Morgenroth of Dublin City 
University shows that continued government inaction in relation to Irish reunification 
could come at a high price for the Republic, reducing income and living standards by 
as much as 15 percent.6 
  
Gunther Thumann, a senior economist at the Germany desk for the IMF during 
German reunification, issued a report on the true income and expenditure of 
Northern Ireland in a reunification scenario. His assessment shows that the current 

                                                 
3
 https://merrionstreet.ie/en/News-

Room/Speeches/Speech_by_An_Taoiseach_Leo_Varadkar_T_D_at_the_Good_Friday_Agreement_20th_Anniv

ersary_event_Capitol_Hill_Washington_DC_13_March_2018.html 
4
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/joint_committee_on_the_implementation_of_the_good_friday_agr

eement/2017-11-23/2/ 
5
 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2019-03-12/section/76/ 

6
 https://www.irishtimes.com/business/economy/united-ireland-would-see-living-standards-in-republic-fall-by-

15-1.3629748 

https://www.irishtimes.com/topics/topics-7.1213540?article=true&tag_person=Edgar+Morgenroth
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reported budget deficit in Northern Ireland could come close to balanced in a re-
unification scenario. Other research such as ‘Modelling Irish Unification’ was 
compiled by Dr Kurt Hubner of the University of British Columbia. It states that 
‘political and economic unification of the North and South would likely result in a 
sizable boost in economic output and incomes in the North and a smaller boost in 
the ROI.’7 However, this research and analysis was published in 2015 before Brexit. 
In 2018 Dr Kurt Hubner collaborated with Dr Renger Van Nieuwkoop to publish 
research entitled ‘The Cost of Non-Unification: Brexit and the Unification of Ireland’ 
which showed that over seven years, the unification of Ireland could benefit the 
country by €23.5 billion. The Irish Government should carry out its own cost benefit 
analysis in relation to the status quo and reunification. 
 
The challenge facing the Irish Government or any economist trying to predict the 
financial benefits and costs of reunification is best explained by Gunther Thumann 
when he outlines all the information available. Germany is still not able to say 
definitively the cost of unification. 
 
“Perhaps more surprisingly estimates of the costs of unification continue to differ 
significantly even years after the event. For instance, data published by the IFO 
Dresden, the University of Halle and Klaus Schroeder FU Berlin 25 years after Re-
Unification put net transfers per annum (over the period 1991-2014) at EUR68 billion 
(IFO), EUR54 billion (Halle) and EUR83 billion (FU), respectively.”8 
 
In 2017 the Joint Committee on the Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement 
published its report entitled 'Brexit & the Future of Ireland: Uniting Ireland & Its 
People in Peace & Prosperity'. That report is the first report by a Dáil or Senate 
Committee on the steps required to achieve a United Ireland as stated in articles 2 & 
3 of the constitution and as provided for in the Good Friday Agreement. The 
recommendations of the report should now be implemented by the government as a 
matter of extreme urgency.  
 
Despite the unanimous adoption of these recommendations in July 2017 by the Joint 
Committee on the Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement, none of these key 
recommendations have been carried out by the government to date. 
 
We would recommend that the issue of the economic impact of a referendum on a 

new agreed Ireland would be included as part of the 2019 National Risk 

Assessment.   

                                                 
7
 https://prcg.com/modeling-irish-unification/report.pdf 

8
 https://senatormarkdaly.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/research-on-northern-ireland-income-and-expenditure-

1.pdf 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news
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Overview of the National Risk Assessment Process 

The National Risk Assessment provides an opportunity to identify and debate 
strategic risks facing Ireland over the short, medium and long term. Since the first 
report in 2014, these publications have highlighted several risks that went on to 
become major problems for society, including Brexit, risks to EU stability, 
international terrorism, global warming, and risks around cyber security and housing 
supply. 

The foreword by the Taoiseach to the 2018 National Risk Assessment report states, 
“the National Risk Assessment: Overview of Strategic Risks, first published five 
years ago, aims to counteract ‘group think’ and to ensure all voices are heard by 
Government. It seeks to prevent a repeat of the mistakes of the past, when 
dissenting voices were not heeded, leading to catastrophic consequences for the 
country. It has helped stimulate a national conversation about risk that takes place at 
every level from private citizens to civil society groups, industry and public bodies.” 9 

The 2019 Draft National Risk Assessment in its overview process asks 2 key 
questions, one of which asks, “Have the correct strategic risks been identified or are 
there other significant risks that should be included?”, we believe the possible and 
some would say probability of a referendum on a new agreed Ireland should be 
included.  

The report also states, “It is vital to learn from the mistakes of the past, and this 
exercise was introduced to ensure that we, as a Government and as a wider society, 
encourage and participate in these necessary horizon-scanning discussions to 
ensure that we identify risks early and can robustly prepare for them.” 10 

In a response to a parliamentary question to Sean Fleming TD, remarkably the 
Taoiseach stated “Although a border poll would not be regarded as a risk, and the 
very important and sensitive policy issues related to it would not be dealt with in the 
Risk Assessment process, the question of relationships on the island of Ireland, and 
between the two islands, are always considered as part of the annual National Risk 
Assessment.” 

The Tánaiste, also replying to a parliamentary question to Sean Fleming TD, stated 
“In the event of a future referendum within the consent provisions of the Good Friday 
Agreement, the Government would make all necessary preparations in accordance 
with the terms of the Constitution and the principles and procedures of the 
Agreement.” If we learn only one lesson from Brexit, it is that you do not hold a 
referendum without the necessary long-term preparation.  

As mentioned above, one of the original impetuses behind the National Risk 
Assessment process was to avoid the possibility of 'group think' when identifying 
strategic risks to the country. According to the Government, the 2019 Draft National 
Risk Assessment “provides an opportunity for the identification, discussion and 
consideration of risks facing Ireland over the short, medium and long term. Since the 

                                                 
9
 https://assets.gov.ie/2405/261018155017-8828303ace924307816fda25dde8811c.pdf 

10
 https://assets.gov.ie/9294/d5b7898a4d8e47d1a7ff1d9efc6e1e53.pdf 
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National Risk Assessment was first published in 2014, the annual Report has served 
as an important indicator of national-level risks and has called attention to a number 
of risks that subsequently became major issues for Irish society, including Brexit, and 
risks around housing supply, and cybersecurity.” All government departments feed 
into this process.11 

There have been five National Risk Assessment reports published to date. In the 
most recent 2018 National Risk Assessment, a review of the previous four years was 
included because, “an analysis of the process and the risks identified in each of 
these years, including how they have changed and evolved is now timely. In 
particular this may be of interest in terms of how these changes may reflect the 
evolution of the risk landscape more generally, and how successful the NRA has 
been to date in tracking this, as well as in providing useful insights into emerging 
risks and trends pertinent to Ireland.” 12                                       

In the final paragraph of his foreword to the 2018 National Risk assessment, the 
Taoiseach commented: 

“This year, while the discussion continues about ever-
present risks like climate change and risks to Ireland’s 
biodiversity, food safety, anti-microbial resistance, and 
terrorist incidents, we have added two new risks: 
Overheating in the Economy and the Impact of Social 
Media on Public Debate. We have also dedicated risks 
under both the Geopolitical and Economic sections of the 
Report to the many implications of Brexit. While the risks 
are separated into categories, the Report aims to reflect 
the interconnected nature of risks and, as such, cross- 
cutting issues like Brexit are acknowledged and discussed 
throughout the Report.... This annual, evolving national 
conversation around risk can help ensure that we are 
constantly vigilant in planning for the future. It is an 
essential step in managing the potential impacts of these 
risks on our economy, our societal well-being, our 
environment, and our country.”13 

Leo Varadkar, T.D. Taoiseach 

The Government’s focus on only the effects of a hard or no deal Brexit is also a 
concern, as we believe any form of Brexit to be a risk that must be prepared for. 
There is, however, no mention of the issue of a Referendum on a New Agreed 
Ireland or unity in the 2014-2018 National Risk Assessment reports or the 2019 Draft 
National Risk Assessment.  

 

                                                 
11

 https://assets.gov.ie/9294/d5b7898a4d8e47d1a7ff1d9efc6e1e53.pdf 
12

 https://assets.gov.ie/2405/261018155017-8828303ace924307816fda25dde8811c.pdf 
13

 https://assets.gov.ie/2405/261018155017-8828303ace924307816fda25dde8811c.pdf 
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2019 Draft National Risk Assessment: Instability in Northern Ireland 
 
In the section concerning Northern Ireland in the 2019 Draft National Risk 
Assessment there is a reference to the issue of Scottish independence and the 
status of Scotland continuing as part of the United Kingdom. There is, however, no 
mention of a referendum on a New Agreed Ireland. In the 2019 Draft National Risk 
Assessment under the section on Northern Ireland it states the following: 
 

“Brexit has also played significantly into the debate in 
Scotland about its future within the UK, raising questions 
in relation to the devolution settlement and the possibility 
of a further independence referendum. Disagreements 
have arisen between the Scottish and UK Governments in 
relation to the operation of current devolution 
arrangements, and in particular the handling post-Brexit of 
matters of EU competence that were not reserved to 
Westminster under the terms of Scottish devolution 
settlement. The status of Scotland in the United Kingdom 
is an internal matter for the people of Scotland and the 
people of the United Kingdom, and therefore a matter on 
which the Irish Government does not and will not engage. 
Questions have been raised regarding the applicability to 
Scotland of any arrangements made to address the 
challenges posed by Brexit for Northern Ireland and for the 
island of Ireland. However, the situation in Northern Ireland 
is unique and not directly comparable to, that in Scotland 
in particular, any other region, given the nature of the 
political and constitutional settlement of the Good Friday 
Agreement.”14 

As stated earlier there is no mention of a Referendum on a New Agreed Ireland or 
unity in the 2014-2018 National Risk Assessment reports.   

In a reply to a parliamentary question by Sean Fleming TD on the 12th of March 2019 
as to why the issue of a referendum on a new agreed Ireland was not in the National 
Risk Assessment produced by the Taoiseach’s Department, the Taoiseach stated 
“Although a border poll would not be regarded as a risk, and the very important and 
sensitive policy issues related to it would not be dealt with in the Risk Assessment 
process”.15 

 

 

 

                                                 
14

 https://assets.gov.ie/9294/d5b7898a4d8e47d1a7ff1d9efc6e1e53.pdf 
15

 https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/question/2019-03-12/section/76/ 
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There is one mention of the possibility of a United Ireland in the appendix to the 2018 
National Risk Assessment, but this was not by the Government or any of the ‘civil 
society groups, industry and public bodies’ the Taoiseach refers to in his foreword 
which helped shape that final report. That reference was by a member of the public 
and was included in the appendix of the report. The reference by this individual 
refers to the potential cost of a united Ireland, this issue was not included in or dealt 
with in the section on Northern Ireland in the 2018 National Risk Assessment. 

 
Annex 5. NRA 2018 Public Consultation – risks highlighted by respondents  

The following table contains a summary of the risks highlighted by respondents 
during the public consultation phase of the National Risk Assessment 2018, “in 
addition to how, where appropriate, these are reflected in the final Report. A number 
of submissions raise points not directly addressed in the table, including risks 
already explicitly identified, drafting points and other comments on specific policy 
issues, as well as points on mitigating risks which, as mentioned previously, does not 
come under the remit of this exercise.” 

16 

Senator Mark Daly wrote to the Taoiseach, the Tánaiste, all Ministers, Secretary 
Generals of all government departments, and the chairs of their Audit Committees 
and their Risk Committees to ask that they address the issue of a New Agreed 
Ireland in the National Risk Assessment and send copies of any policy plans. He 
received two responses addressing the request and thirteen acknowledgements of 
reception, which can be found attached as an appendix. None of the responses 
included any discussion of having a New Agreed Ireland in the National Risk 
Assessment.  

 

 

 

                                                 
16

 https://assets.gov.ie/2405/261018155017-8828303ace924307816fda25dde8811c.pdf 
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National & International Discussion of United Ireland (New Agreed Ireland) 

At the MacGill Summer School in Glenties, Co Donegal on Tuesday the 19th of July 
2016, less than a month after the Brexit referendum in the UK, the front page of the 
Irish Independent newspaper banner headline quoted the Taoiseach Enda Kenny 
saying, ‘Get Ready for a United Ireland’. Yet mention of the issue of a United Ireland 
did not appear in any of the National Risk Assessments while Enda Kenny was 
Taoiseach. 

Despite it not being in the 2018 National Risk Assessment that he and his 
department signed off on, the current Taoiseach has spoken about his desire to 
achieve a United Ireland. On the 2ND of January 2018, CNN quoted him as saying 
"Our constitution aspires to there being a united Ireland. I share that aspiration."17 

An Taoiseach Leo Varadkar at his address to the 20th anniversary of The Good 
Friday Agreement, in the U.S. Library of Congress, said:   

“There is now a particular onus on those of us who currently hold the responsibility 
of political leadership. We are a new generation. It is time for us to step forward and 
play our part. That is why we must engage young people in the future of our island. 
In the months and years ahead, I for one want to engage with the next generation – 
the Agreement Generation – to build on those achievements. Our mission now is to 
imagine the next twenty years. Not only to imagine it, but then to build it."18 

The Tánaiste Simon Coveney TD has also said, "I would like to see a united Ireland 
in my lifetime. If possible, in my political Iifetime."19  

Former Speaker of the House of Representatives Paul Ryan said, “the only 
government job I would aspire to is to be the ambassador to Ireland. I think one day 
unification will occur.” 

The Times of London Newspaper on Monday the 15TH of May 2018 reported the 
British Prime Minister Theresa May as having said she is not confident of certain 
victory in a Referendum on a New Agreed Ireland. She is reported to have said in a 
confrontation with Jacob Rees-Mogg, "I would not be as confident as you. That’s not 
a risk I’m prepared to take. We cannot be confident on the politics of that situation, 
on how it plays out."20 

We are all aware that many others, including those in the Unionist community, 
believe that there will be or is likely to be a referendum on Irish reunification as 
provided for under the  

                                                 
17

 https://edition.cnn.com/2018/01/02/europe/varadkar-united-ireland-intl/index.html 
18

 https://merrionstreet.ie/en/News-

Room/Speeches/Speech_by_An_Taoiseach_Leo_Varadkar_T_D_at_the_Good_Friday_Agreement_20th_Anniv

ersary_event_Capitol_Hill_Washington_DC_13_March_2018.html 
19

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/joint_committee_on_the_implementation_of_the_good_friday_ag

reement/2017-11-23/2/ 
20

 https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/may-and-rees-mogg-clash-over-brexit-deal-vg9ml05fz 
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Good Friday Agreement in the coming years. In fact, Lady Sylvia Hermon, the 
Independent Unionist MP for North Down, has said, “I am worried about the 
consequences of Brexit. In my lifetime I never thought that I would see a Border poll 
and I am now convinced that I probably will see a Border poll.”21 She is right when 
she said in the same interview that, “Brexit has and will change everything.” 

In a BBC Radio Ulster debate between Sammy Wilson the DUP MP and Sophie 
Long the former communications officer of the PUP, the political wing of the UVF, Ms 
Long said "we must prepare for the possibility of a united Ireland”.22 

 
Former Northern Ireland First Minister Peter Robinson believes Northern Ireland 
should prepare for the possibility of a New Agreed Ireland. In 2018, speaking at 
the MacGill Summer School in Glenties, Co Donegal, Former Northern Ireland First 
Minister Peter Robinson said he does not think Northern Ireland will want to leave 
the UK, but that is no reason it shouldn’t prepare for the eventuality. “I don’t expect 
my own house to burn down but I still insure it because it could happen,” he said. In 
response to a question from the audience, the former leader of the Democratic 
Unionist Party (DUP) said he would accept the results of a border poll which led to 
Northern Ireland joining the Republic. “As soon as that decision is taken every 
democrat will have to accept that decision.” Significantly, he said moving towards 
that scenario without preparation is madness and compared it to the decision to 
leave the EU. “I don’t believe Northern Ireland will want to leave the United Kingdom, 
but if it does happen we would be in a terrible fix because we would be in the same 
situation as leaving the EU where nothing was negotiated or decided about what was 
going to happen after.” Mr Robinson said he believed the Unionist community in 
general would also accept the results of a border poll on unification but would want 
some “protections”, similar to those the nationalist community currently enjoys in the 
North.23 
 
And while the current and the former Taoiseach have both spoken about a New 
Agreed Ireland and the desire to see it happen, the issue has never been addressed 
in the National Risk Assessment issued by the Department of the Taoiseach.  

Obviously significantly increased clarity and transparency, and most of all, a policy 
is required from both governments. This is vital to avoid political instability and 
potential court challenges surrounding any referendum. One can easily visualise the 
potential chaos that could ensue if a Referendum on a New Agreed Ireland is 
triggered as a result of a hard border/hard Brexit or as a result of a court challenge or 
ruling due to the lack of policy preparation and all-party engagement. 

 

 

 

                                                 
21 Gareth Gordon, ‘Unionist MP Lady Sylvia Hermon expects to see border poll’, (2018) 

< https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-northern-ireland-43995962> accessed 1 May 2019.  
22 https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04zw8hy 
23 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/north-should-prepare-for-united-ireland-possibility-ex-

dup-leader-1.3578620 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p04zw8hy
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/north-should-prepare-for-united-ireland-possibility-ex-dup-leader-1.3578620
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/north-should-prepare-for-united-ireland-possibility-ex-dup-leader-1.3578620
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The Economics of a New Agreed Ireland   

 
One of the recommendations of the report adopted unanimously in 2017 by the Joint 
Oireachtas Committee on the Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement entitled 
‘Brexit & the Future of Ireland Uniting Ireland & Its People in Peace & Prosperity’ was 
to ascertain the true level of the income and expenditure for Northern Ireland.  
The core lesson for the Irish State in its pursuit of reunification, lies in the Brexit 
referendum in the UK, in that an issue which would have an economic impact should 
be proceeded by policy planning and implementation. As economist John Bradley in 
his paper 'Towards an All Island Economy' presented at Queens University Belfast 
pointed out  
 
"The extreme importance of strategic economic planning................policy errors or 
policy neglect seldom goes unpunished". 24 
 
A New Agreed Ireland could come at a high price for the Republic due to the current 
course of inaction by the government, reducing income and living standards by as 
much as 15 per cent, a study by economists John FitzGerald of Trinity College 
Dublin and Edgar Morgenroth of Dublin City University has claimed.25 
 
There are few economists in the world with first-hand knowledge and experience of 
reunification. Gunther Thumann is one such individual; he worked as a senior 
economist at the German desk of the International Monetary Fund at the time of 
German reunification. This provided him with the analytical understanding of the 
complex economic developments as they happened. In the second half of the 1990s, 
he had several opportunities to talk privately with Chancellor Helmut Kohl about his 
assessment of the politics of German reunification.  
 
On the 14th of June 2018, Senator Mark Daly proposed to a meeting of the Joint 
Committee on the Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement that he and 
Gunther Thumann compile a report on the true income and expenditure of Northern 
Ireland in a reunification situation.  Senator Mark Daly worked with Gunther 
Thumann and together they have examined the information available. This 
information shows that the current reported budget deficit for Northern Ireland could 
come close to balanced in a re-unification scenario.  
 
The challenge facing the Irish Government or any economist trying to predict the 
financial benefits and costs of reunification is best explained by Gunther Thumann 
He outlines that despite all the information available, Germany is still not able to say 
definitively the cost of unification. 
 
“Perhaps more surprisingly estimates of the costs of unification continue to differ 
significantly even years after the event. For instance, data published by the IFO 
Dresden, the University of Halle and Klaus Schroeder FU Berlin 25 years after Re-

                                                 
24

 http://www.irish-association.org/papers/john_bradley.asp 
25

 https://www.irishtimes.com/business/economy/united-ireland-would-see-living-standards-in-republic-fall-by-

15-1.3629748 

https://www.irishtimes.com/topics/topics-7.1213540?article=true&tag_person=Edgar+Morgenroth


12 

 

Unification put net transfers per annum (over the period 1991-2014) at EUR68 billion 
(IFO), EUR54 billion (Halle) and EUR83 billion (FU), respectively.” 26  
“Northern Ireland’s Income and Expenditure in a Reunification Scenario”, with 
research by Gunther Thumann and Senator Mark Daly, is attached to this report as 
an appendix.  
 
Today, people take German unification for granted but, as Thumann observes, in 
1989/90, the result of the fall of the Berlin Wall was far from certain: 
 

“I am amazed how many Germans these days seem to 
take Re-Unification for granted. We should not forget that 
the developments that started in 1989 could have turned 
out very differently……………..The fact that people take 
Re-Unification for granted reflects its success.”27 

For the purpose of his research, Thumann gave a brief outline on the timeline of 
events in German reunification which has been included in full as appendix of this 
report. The outline includes what could have happened and his conclusions and 
lessons for Ireland in its unification process.  

For the Joint Oireachtas Committee on the Implementation of the Good Friday 
Agreement report ‘Brexit & the Future of Ireland Uniting Ireland & Its People in 
Peace & Prosperity’ Senator Daly requested Congressman Brendan Boyle to 
commission the United States Congressional Research Service (CRS) to look at the 
income and expenditure for Northern Ireland. CRS produced a report entitled 
‘Northern Ireland Budgetary Issues’. The CRS document is attached as an appendix 
to this report.28 
 
The United States Congressional Research Service’s report breaks down Northern 
Ireland’s expenditures into: identifiable expenditure, non-identifiable expenditure and 
accounting adjustment. Thumann and Daly looked at the CRS report and make the 
point that included in ‘identifiable expenditure’ in Northern Ireland’s 2012-13 Social 
Protection budget are pensions accounting for £2.8 billion. These would initially be 
the responsibility of the British Government as the pension liability was accrued while 
Northern Ireland was part of the United Kingdom.  
 
Congressman Boyle’s report explains that non-identifiable expenditure of £2.9billion 
includes Defence Expenditure and UK Debt Interest. These would not be a liability of 
a new agreed Ireland. Thumann explains that not all the accounting adjustments 
figure of £1.1billion would be applicable in a reunification scenario. Also, the 
convergence of the public service numbers between the North and the South could 
bring a savings of £1.7 billion per annum in the current budget expenditure of 
Northern Ireland.  

                                                 
26 https://senatormarkdaly.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/research-on-northern-ireland-income-and-expenditure-

1.pdf 
27

 https://senatormarkdaly.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/research-on-northern-ireland-income-and-expenditure-

1.pdf 
28 https://senatormarkdaly.files.wordpress.com/2019/06/congressional-research-service-report.pdf 
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Taking the above adjustments and savings into account, the cumulative figure is 
£8.5 billion. With the reported deficit for Northern Ireland at £9.2 billion, the current 
income and expenditure figure for Northern Ireland comes near a balanced budget in 
a reunification scenario. This is, of course, before taking into account the likely 
potential for growth in Northern Ireland following unification as happened in East 
Germany following its reunification and to Eastern European countries upon their 
accession to the EU. 

‘Modeling Irish Unification’ was compiled by Dr Kurt Hubner of British Columbia 
University. The executive summary is included as an appendix of this report. It 
states, “The current political and economic separation of Northern Ireland from the 
Republic of Ireland (ROI) has opened up an economic gap between the two regions 
of the Island. Political and economic unification of the North and South would likely 
result in a sizable boost in economic output and incomes in the North and a smaller 
boost in the ROI.”29 However, this research and analysis was published in 2015 
before Brexit. 
  
In 2018 Dr Kurt Hubner and Dr Renger van Nieuwkoop published research entitled, 
‘The Cost of Non-Unification: Brexit and the Unification of Ireland’ which shows that 
over seven years, the unification of Ireland could benefit the country by €23.5 billion. 
Conversely, a hard Brexit could cost the island €42.5 billion. It also stated that in the 
event of a hard Brexit where the United Kingdom leaves the customs union as well 
as the single market of the European Union, Northern Ireland would suffer a loss of 
€10.1 billion.  
 
In relation to the research by John Fitzgerald, Edgar Morgenroth in 2018, Dr Kurt 
Hubner and Dr Renger van Nieuwkoop 2018 report and Hubner report in 2015 and 
the varying results means further research is required  
 
As Gunther Thumann explains in the conclusion to his report that “while these 
adjustments are of a mainly statistical nature they suffice to show that the £9.2 billion 
Northern Ireland deficit figure is not a meaningful measure of the Northern Ireland 
fiscal situation under unification. A lot of research is necessary to come up with a 
meaningful measure for the Northern Ireland fiscal balance under a unification 
scenario. Depending on the specific assumptions made however, the pension 
adjustment could reduce Northern Ireland’s fiscal balance under a reunification 
scenario to close to a balanced budget.”30 
 
The Irish Government should carry out its own cost benefit analysis in relation to the 
status quo and reunification.  
 
The National Risk Assessment was set up as a consequence of the financial crash, 
any referendum could have serious and significant financial consequences if not 
properly planned for and that is why it is imperative it is included in the final 2019 
National Risk Assessment. 
 
 

                                                 
29 https://prcg.com/modeling-irish-unification/report.pdf 
30 https://senatormarkdaly.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/research-on-northern-ireland-income-and-expenditure-

1.pdf 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/brexit
https://www.irishtimes.com/topics/topics-7.1213540?article=true&tag_location=United+Kingdom
https://www.irishtimes.com/topics/topics-7.1213540?article=true&tag_organisation=European+Union
https://www.irishtimes.com/topics/topics-7.1213540?article=true&tag_location=Northern+Ireland
https://www.irishtimes.com/topics/topics-7.1213540?article=true&tag_person=Edgar+Morgenroth
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‘Northern Ireland’s Adjusted Fiscal Balance as published in ‘Northern Ireland’s Income & 
 Expenditure in a Reunification Scenario’ by Gunther Thumann and Senator Mark Daly31 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
31 https://senatormarkdaly.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/research-on-northern-ireland-income-and-expenditure-

1.pdf 

Category  2013-2014 (£ billions) 

Total Managed Expenditure  24.1 

   

Of which: Identifiable 
Deduct Reduction in Public Sector  

  
1.7 

  22.4 

Deduct Pension liabilities assumed by Britain 
  

2.8 

  19.6 

Of which: Non-identifiable 
Deduct Defence Expenditure, Debt Interest, 
international services & EU transactions 

  
 
2.9 

  16.7 

Accounting Adjustments 
Deduction: Items not related to Northern Ireland 

  
1.1 

Total Adjusted Expenditure  15.6 

Estimated Revenue attributed to Northern Ireland  14.9 

Deficit  0.7 
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Conclusions  

All key elements that could and will have an impact on the future of this state should be 
included in the annual Risk Assessment. To quote the Taoiseach in his own words in 
the 2018 National Risk Assessment: Overview of Strategic Risks, the Risk Assessment 
“aims to counteract ‘group think’ and to ensure all voices are heard by Government.” 

It is of concern that there is no mention by the Taoiseach and the government of the issues 
of a New Agreed Ireland or a referendum on a New Agreed Ireland in their National Risk 
Assessment  

The Taoiseach has mentioned his desire to achieve a United Ireland, saying, "Our 
constitution aspires to there being a united Ireland. I share that aspiration." 

 
Diverse voices from the British Prime Minister, the former Speaker of the US House of 
Representatives, the DUP leader Arlene Foster, Lady Sylvia Herman’ independent Unionist 
MP for North Down and former DUP leader Peter Robinson have also spoken about the 
issue of a Referendum on a New Agreed Ireland or a united Ireland. 

The voices and research quoted and referred to in this report and in other reports should be 
listed to. Those of Gunther Thumann Senior economist at the Germany desk for the IMF 
during German reunification on the true running cost of a Northern Ireland in a reunification 
scenario. Economists John FitzGerald of Trinity College, Edgar Morgenroth, Dr Kurt Hubner 
and Dr Renger van Nieuwkoop on the potential impact of unification.  

We should listen a new to the advice of the man voted in 2016 by the people of Ireland 

‘Irishman of the 20th Century’, T. K. Whitaker. Written to the Taoiseach Jack Lynch in a 

'Note on North-South Border Policy' on the 11th of November 1968 on the eve of 'The 

Troubles'. In it Whitaker foresaw the long term nature of achieving a New Agreed Ireland, 

that it required the best of ourselves and a collective understanding.  

 “We were, therefore, left with only one choice, a policy of seeking unity in Ireland between 

Irishmen. Of its nature this is a long-term policy, requiring patience, understanding and 

forbearance and resolute resistance to emotionalism and opportunism. It is not the less 

patriotic for that”.  

T K Whitaker 

  

https://www.irishtimes.com/topics/topics-7.1213540?article=true&tag_person=Edgar+Morgenroth
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Recommendations  

Policy neglect seldom goes unpunished and this is very true of the lack of preparation by 
the Government for a new agreed Ireland.  

We would strongly recommend that the government immediately act upon the 
recommendations of the Joint Oireachtas Committee on the Implementation of the Good 
Friday Agreement, from their report entitled 'Brexit & the Future of Ireland: Uniting Ireland & 
Its People in Peace & Prosperity'. 

The Taoiseach and the government must include policy preparation for a possible/ probable 
referendum on a New Agreed Ireland in the National Risk Assessment 2019. 

 



_________________________________________ 
For Written Answer on : 12/03/2019 

Question Number(s): 66 Question Reference(s): 11752/19 
Department: Foreign Affairs and Trade 

Asked by: Sean Fleming T.D. 
______________________________________________ 

 
QUESTION 

 

To ask the Tánaiste and Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade if the issue 
of a referendum on a united Ireland or a Border poll is included on the risk 
register of his Department; if the risk committee of his Department 
examined this issue; if so, the assessment and determination; the reason 
this issue is or is not included on the risk register; and if he will make a 
statement on the matter. 

REPLY 
 

The risk management process within the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade involves 

as a matter of course consideration of risks in relation to the political situation in Northern 

Ireland and the implementation of the Good Friday Agreement in all its parts. The 

Department's risk management process is outlined in its Risk Management Policy, which is 

guided by the Risk Management Guidance provided by the Department of Public Expenditure 

and Reform.  

Risks facing the Department are identified both at Management Board level and by each 

business unit and these risks are subsequently interrogated by a Risk Management 

Committee, the Chief Risk Officer and the Management Board. The risk management process 

within the Department is an important management tool which is part of the deliberative 

process of the organisation and informs, on an ongoing basis, senior management decision 

making.  

In relation to the possibility of a referendum on a united Ireland or a border poll, the principle 

of consent and the possibility of change in the constitutional status of Northern Ireland are 

fundamental elements of the Good Friday Agreement, endorsed by the people of this island 

North and South.  

The Department would note that the full implementation of the Good Friday Agreement and 

subsequent agreements is a priority for it, and for the Government as a whole. The approach 

of the Government in relation to Irish unity is of course guided by Article 3 of the 

Constitution, as amended by the people in 1998.  

The holding of a referendum in this jurisdiction is connected with the calling of a border poll, 

under the terms of the Good Friday Agreement, in Northern Ireland.  While the decision to 

hold such a poll in Northern Ireland rests with the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, the 

Government does not believe it likely at present that such a border poll in the near future 

would result in a decision on the part of a majority of the people of Northern Ireland in favour 

of constitutional change. In the event of a future referendum within the consent provisions of 

the Good Friday Agreement, the Government would make all necessary preparations in 

accordance with the terms of the Constitution and the principles and procedures of the 

Agreement. 



______________________________________________ 

For Written Answer on : 12/03/2019 

Question Number(s): *48 Question Reference(s): 11717/19 

Department: Taoiseach 

Asked by: Sean Fleming T.D. 

______________________________________________ 

 

 

QUESTION 

 

QUESTION NO:  *48 

To ask the Taoiseach if the issue of a referendum on a united Ireland or a Border poll is 

included on the national risk register; if the risk committee that prepared this register 

examined this issue; if so, the assessment and determination; the reason this issue is or is not 

included on the risk register; and if a Department supplied information in respect of including 

this issue to those involved in drawing up the national risk register. 

REPLY 

 

 

Issues in relation to Northern Ireland are considered as part of the annual National Risk 

Assessment. Although a border poll would not be regarded as a risk, and the very important 

and sensitive policy issues related to it would not be dealt with in the Risk Assessment 

process, the question of relationships on the island of Ireland, and between the two islands, 

are always considered as part of the annual National Risk Assessment. The National Risk 

Assessment was one of the first official acknowledgements of the risks posed by a potential 

Brexit including associated risks for Northern Ireland.  

Since the National Risk Assessment was first introduced, these issues have featured 

prominently, and been supported by accompanying text, in the published annual Report as 

follows:  

National Risk 

Assessment  

Relevant Risk: 

2014 Geopolitical: ‘Uncertainty over UK’s relationship with the EU and 

enhanced devolution within the UK’  

Geopolitical: ‘Terrorist incidents and Armed Conflict’ 

2015 Geopolitical: ‘Uncertainty over UK’s relationship with EU’  

Geopolitical: ‘Devolution and related political developments in the UK’  

Geopolitical: ‘Terrorist incidents and Armed Conflict’ 

2016 Overview: ‘Possible Effects of Brexit’  



Geopolitical: ‘Brexit/Uncertainty over UK’s relationship with EU’ 

Geopolitical: ‘Northern Ireland and Devolution in the UK’  

Geopolitical: ‘Terrorist Incidents and Armed Conflicts’  

Economic Risks: ‘Trading Relations with the UK’ 

2017 Geopolitical: ‘Departure of the UK from the EU’  

Geopolitical: ‘Instability in Northern Ireland and changes to 

constitutional makeup of the UK’  

Economic Risk: ‘Impact of Brexit on vulnerable sectors of economy’  

Social Risk: ‘Migration and integration’ 

2018 Geopolitical: ‘Departure of the UK from the EU’  

Geopolitical: ‘Instability in Northern Ireland’  

Economic Risk: ‘Impact of Brexit on vulnerable sectors of economy’  

Social Risk: ‘Migration and integration’ 

Work has now commenced on the 2019 Report, but is at an early stage. There will be 

extensive consultation and stakeholder engagement throughout its development, with the 

Draft Report published for a 4 week public consultation period in April, and an Open Policy 

Forum will also be held in May. A significant volume and range of risks, including in relation 

to Northern Ireland, will therefore be discussed and considered over the coming months, 

before the final National Risk Assessment Report for 2019 is published by July.  
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Foreword 

 

Ireland’s risk landscape is constantly evolving, and recent years have seen more and more 

unexpected external shocks added to the national risks we plan for. This report is needed 

now, more than ever, as we tackle challenges like Brexit, infrastructure and housing 

pressures, challenges like climate change and biodiversity, and emerging new technologies 

that require constant adaptation and adjustment. While Ireland’s economy has grown, and our 

national well-being has improved since the publication of the first report in 2014, there is no 

room for complacency. I believe a major challenge in the years ahead is breaking the 

economic cycle of boom and bust that we have seen in Ireland in the past in favour of 

sustained economic growth and social progress. We have a once in a generation opportunity 

to get this right.   

 

The National Risk Assessment: Overview of Strategic Risks, first published five years ago, 

aims to counteract “group think” and to ensure all voices are heard by Government. It seeks 

to prevent a repeat of the mistakes of the past, when dissenting voices were not heeded, 

leading to catastrophic consequences for the country. It has helped stimulate a national 

conversation about risk that takes place at every level from private citizens to civil society 

groups, industry and public bodies.  

 

This is achieved through wide consultation, including an Open Policy Debate, held in April 

of this year, which saw a discussion of national risk by a diverse group of stakeholders. It was 

followed by the publication of a draft report for public consultation. We invited members of 

the public, civil society groups and political parties to submit their views on the draft report, 

and these helped shape this final report.  

 

This year, while the discussion continues about ever-present risks like climate change and 

risks to Ireland’s biodiversity, food safety, anti-microbial resistance, and terrorist incidents, 

we have added two new risks: Overheating in the Economy and the Impact of Social Media 

on Public Debate. We have also dedicated risks under both the Geopolitical and Economic 

sections of the Report to the many implications of Brexit. While the risks are separated into 

categories, the Report aims to reflect the interconnected nature of risks and, as such, cross-

cutting issues like Brexit are acknowledged and discussed throughout the Report.  
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This annual, evolving national conversation around risk can help ensure that we are 

constantly vigilant in planning for the future. It is an essential step in managing the potential 

impacts of these risks on our economy, our societal well-being, our environment, and our 

country.  

 

 

Leo Varadkar, T.D. 

Taoiseach  
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1. Introduction 2018 

Overview of the National Risk Assessment Process 

The National Risk Assessment (NRA) provides an opportunity to identify and debate 

strategic risks facing Ireland over the short, medium and long term. Since the first report was 

published in 2014, it has called attention to a number of risks that subsequently became major 

issues for society, including Brexit, risks to EU stability, risks around cyber security, and 

around housing supply.  

 

The NRA is an exercise in horizon scanning, and an important contribution to our efforts to 

avoid repeating failures of the past, when risks were not identified in time to avoid or 

mitigate them. While not intended to replicate or displace the detailed risk management that 

is already conducted within government departments and agencies, the NRA does aim to 

provide a systematic overview of strategic risks that can form an important part of the overall 

process of risk management.  

 

Detailed risk management being conducted separately to the NRA process includes the work 

of the Department of Finance and the Central Bank of Ireland in relation to financial and 

macro-prudential risks; and the work of the Government Task Force (GTF) on Emergency 

Planning, supported by the Office of Emergency Planning (OEP), who produce a National 

Risk Assessment for Ireland centred on risks relating to potential civil emergencies at 

national level.1 The Departments and agencies involved in these risk management exercises 

also feed in to this National Risk Assessment process, thus ensuring coherence and alignment 

with other elements of the overall risk management approach.  

 

The National Risk Assessment involves a number of layers of debate and involvement from a 

broad spectrum of representatives from the public sector, civil society, industry, and the 

public. An important reason for taking this approach is to avoid the possibility of ‘group 

think’ when identifying national strategic risks.  

 

                                                 
1 See overview of the GTF’s National Risk Assessment for Ireland 2017 at Annex 1. 
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A Steering Group, chaired by the Department of the Taoiseach and comprising 

representatives from all Government Departments and agencies, worked together to draw up 

an initial draft of risks, as in previous years.  

 

These draft risks for 2018 were then taken to a wider audience, and were discussed and 

debated at an Open Policy seminar held in the Department of the Taoiseach on 12 April 2018. 

Government Departments and agencies, public bodies, universities and research institutes, 

civil society groups, think thanks, industry and the NGO sector were all represented at this 

discussion, which took the form of a round table workshop. Two expert panels discussed the 

five categories of risk, with each table then holding individual discussions, and this was 

followed by an open Q&A session. A summary of proceedings is provided at Annex 2.  

 

As mentioned above, one of the original impetuses behind the National Risk Assessment 

process was to avoid the possibility of 'group think' when identifying strategic risks to the 

country. Each iteration of the NRA has involved an open public consultation to gauge 

whether there are any significant risks that have been overlooked or underplayed. For this 

process to be robust and comprehensive, it is important that all voices – including discordant 

or minority ones – are heard. A more rigorous debate will support our ability to identify and 

quantify the risks we face and our ability to make the right choices for the future. In this 

context, this year we have taken the opportunity to look back at the previous four reports and 

carry out an analysis of the process and the risks identified in each of these years, including 

how they have changed and evolved. In this, we have very much taken a self-reflective 

approach. This work is included at Annex 3.  

 

The draft National Risk Assessment 2018 was published for public consultation in May and 

laid before the Houses of the Oireachtas. Over 70 submissions were received, and these are 

outlined at Annexes 4 and 5. 

 

In parallel with this consultation, work also continued within government departments to 

further strengthen the quality of Ireland's risk governance mechanisms and to ensure that 

appropriate mitigation frameworks are in place. As outlined above, this includes the work of 

the Government Task Force on Emergency Planning, supported by the Office of Emergency 

Planning, the work of the Department of Finance and the Central Bank of Ireland in relation 
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to financial and macro-prudential risks, and the Steering Group representing government 

departments and agencies, which oversees preparation of the NRA. 

 

The final list of strategic risks for Ireland in 2018 is included on the following page. The risks 

are grouped across five different categories: geopolitical, economic, social, environmental 

and technological.2 This final report is the result of the extensive consultation and debate 

described above, and presents a collaborative and broad view of the risks facing Ireland 

today. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 This categorisation is derived from the various iterations of the World Economic Forum’s Global Risk Report; 

the 2018 Report can be found at: https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-risks-report-2018 

https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-global-risks-report-2018
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TABLE OF RISKS 2018 

 Strategic Geopolitical Risks 

GEOPOLITICAL 

Departure of the UK from the EU 

Instability in Northern Ireland  

Future direction and stability of the EU 

Changing distribution of global influence and move away from a rules-based 

system 

Terrorist incidents and armed conflicts 

 Strategic Economic Risks 

ECONOMIC 

Overheating in the Economy  

Changes to international trading environment 

International Tax changes 

Impact of Brexit on vulnerable sectors of economy 

Reliance on multinational corporations’ and sectoral concentration 

 Strategic Social Risks 

SOCIAL 

Human capital and skills needs 

An Ageing Population including pensions and health system challenges 

Expectations for Public Expenditure  

Social cohesion and political stability 

Migration and integration 

Impact of Social Media on public debate 

 Strategic Environmental Risks 

ENVIRONMENTAL 

Climate Change & Biodiversity 

Ensuring an affordable, sustainable and diverse energy supply 

Infrastructure constraints 

Food safety and Animal disease 

Supply and Affordability of Housing 

 Strategic Technological Risks 

TECHNOLOGICAL 

Cyber security 

Disruptive technology trends 

Anti-Microbial Resistance 

Nuclear contamination 
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Overview of strategic risks for Ireland in 2018  

The national risk landscape has seen some significant changes since last year’s report, with 

developments such as the departure of the UK from the European Union progressing and 

evolving, and implications of issues such as climate change continuing to evolve in terms of 

interpretation and preparations. The pace of technological developments means that this is a 

risk category which needs to be monitored closely, while infrastructure constraints, including 

implementation of newly-announced plans, and housing supply and affordability issues 

remain relevant, but evolving concerns. 

 

One of the insights that emerged from this year’s Open Policy Debate was around the 

tendency for longer-term risks to be discounted, for example climate change, funding for 

pensions, and the provision of critical infrastructure, and the associated risks of such cultural 

and societal behaviour and norms. It was felt that there is a need for greater awareness and 

understanding around these risks across both society, and the public sector, in order to 

motivate short-term actions towards gains which may not be seen until the medium, or 

longer-term.  

 

A key aspect that is reflected in this year’s report (and over previous years) is the multi-

faceted nature of many of the risks discussed, and the inter-connections between these risks. 

The risks identified below are categorised, following the World Economic Forum approach, 

and for ease of consideration.  However, given the potential for them to interact with each 

other in both predictable and unpredictable ways, this could be seen as somewhat limited and 

limiting. Environmental or health risks, for example, can have severe economic or social 

consequences, and risks around cyber security can pose threats across all five of the risk 

categories outlined here. A serious terrorist incident could have implications for revenue from 

tourism. Likewise, there are clearly both economic and social aspects and risks to the supply 

and affordability issues around the housing sector, as well as to infrastructure constraints, in 

addition to environmental aspects.  

 

In particular, Brexit is an overarching risk which amplifies many of the individual risks listed. 

All risks should therefore be considered as part of the same multi-faceted environment and 

taken in the round, rather than in isolation.  
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Geopolitical risks 

Given our position as a small, open economy, Ireland is extremely vulnerable to geopolitical 

changes and as such, careful vigilance is required in identifying potential risks from external 

sources at an early stage. Ireland’s close trading relationships with countries such as the US 

and the UK mean that we are particularly at risk of negative consequences stemming from 

developments in, or affecting, those countries. While such developments are largely outside 

of our control, it is important to be as prepared, and aware, as possible.  

 

Since last year’s National Risk Assessment was published, the risks for Ireland emerging 

from both Brexit, and policy changes in the US have continued to intensify. 

 

In terms of Brexit, intensive and sustained engagement at an EU level has taken place over 

the past year which has ensured that Ireland’s unique issues and concerns have been fully 

understood by the EU27 and have been to the fore of the EU’s negotiating approach to date.  

There is wide support for the position that nothing is agreed until everything is agreed, 

including on the backstop and the other Irish issues. Analysis and research has continued to 

improve our understanding of the trade and other risks for Ireland potentially arising from 

Brexit. Research commissioned by the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation 

found that while the Irish economy is expected to grow out to 2030, Brexit produces a 

dampening effect in all scenarios. New Brexit-related concerns raised through this year’s 

process relate to potential specific risks around judicial cooperation and law enforcement.  

 

Developments in US trade policy, in particular an increased emphasis on protectionist 

policies, and the growing threat of a global trade war, have given rise to a further 

intensification of risks around geopolitical stability. As the US is Ireland’s largest trading 

partner and export market, the risks for the Irish economy are therefore significant. 

 

In addition, the stability and future direction of the EU is an ongoing concern, with a 

continued rise in populism noted in countries like Austria and Italy, and significant amounts 

of debt remaining in some EU economies, including Ireland, with related risks around the 

sustainability of the euro zone. 
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Economic risks 

While the Irish economy continues to perform strongly, there are a number of factors that 

present significant risks. Ireland is highly exposed to changes in global economic and trading 

conditions and significant movements in major exchange rates, particularly in terms of its 

trade performance. While many of Brexit’s economic impacts will not emerge until after the 

UK’s exit, Brexit’s contribution to sterling’s devaluation and heightened volatility is already 

creating challenges for exporters. And while Irish importers may have benefited from 

currency fluctuations to date, their future exposure is significant. The specific Brexit-related 

risks for vulnerable sectors of the economy is also discussed, with the agri-food, pharma-

chem, manufacturing, printing, and services sectors highlighted as those likely to be most 

affected. 

 

As mentioned in the geopolitical context above, concerns that the US is pulling back from 

globalisation and free trade and implementing a more protectionist trade policy approach are 

becoming more pronounced. The past year has seen the current US administration’s 

withdrawal from numerous international agreements, as well as the introduction of new 

import tariffs. Tariffs on both Chinese and EU imports were met with retaliatory tariffs, 

further raising concerns of a potential trade war, with global ramifications.  

 

On the domestic front, this year’s Report discuses the risk of overheating in the economy if 

growth rates continue on the present trajectory and the economy potentially approaches its 

capacity limits. This is identified as a new economic risk this year, and is linked to risks 

around the under-supply and lack of affordability of housing (discussed in the Environmental 

risk category), related risks to our competitiveness, as well as a tightening of the labour 

market, and infrastructure constraints.  

 

Concerns around international tax changes, which could have potentially negative impacts on 

foreign investment in Ireland, also continue. In addition, as in previous Reports, it is noted 

that Ireland’s economy and employment is heavily influenced by a relatively small number of 

multinational corporations (MNCs), concentrated in a few enterprise sectors, and the 

potential risks around this are discussed in Chapter 2. 
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Social risks 

A new social risk that has emerged since the publication of the 2017 National Risk 

Assessment is around the influence of social media on public debate, with emerging concerns 

around the accessing and use of personal data by third parties. This is particularly pertinent in 

light of ongoing investigations in the US and the UK around election manipulation. This risk 

was of particular importance in the context of the referendum on the Eighth Amendment in 

Ireland. Questions are also raised in this year’s report around the sustainability of traditional 

media, both in Ireland and globally.  

 

The report also sees a new amalgamated risk encompassing risks around An Ageing 

Population including pensions and health system challenges. This reflects the challenges that 

come with an ageing population, on top of existing health system and pensions capacity 

issues in an Irish context. Expectations around public expenditure continue to be a concern as 

the economic recovery continues and expectations increase for additional resources to be 

made available for a wider range of social priorities. Risks around human capital and skills 

needs remain, with this year’s report noting concerns around the static participation rate, as 

well as the need for the education and training system to ensure it is responding to both 

current and future skills needs, for both new and existing labour market participants. In 

addition, it is noted that supply issues regarding housing, healthcare and childcare could 

undermine the attractiveness of Ireland as a place to live and work, leading to difficulties in 

attracting valuable foreign talent, and returning emigrants. 

 

Inequality, particularly in relation to income, remains a concern in this year’s report. The link 

between income inequality and the rise of populism and erosion of public trust remains 

relevant. A related risk discussed in this year’s report is the concern around ‘fake news’ or 

disinformation, and implications for public trust in institutions.  

Risks around large-scale migration at the EU level continue to be relevant, with new potential 

migration-related risks discussed in the context of Brexit. In addition, while the, relatively 

recent, increase in Ireland’s immigrant population has happened without any of the social 

upheaval experienced in other countries, the need to maintain this level of social cohesion as 

further generations of migrant communities emerge is noted. International examples point to 

potential negative consequences if this is not achieved.  
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Environmental risks 

Housing continues to present a significant challenge for Ireland, both in terms of meeting the 

current demand, as well as a growing concern around the affordability of housing, in 

particular in urban areas. This risk also has social risks, as well as economic implications for 

Ireland’s competitiveness and ability to attract foreign direct investment (FDI).  

 

Similarly, risks around infrastructure constraints persist, and could impede Ireland’s ability to 

attract labour and investment. This risk is related to the risk of overheating in the economy, 

discussed under Economic risks, and related risks to Ireland’s competitiveness, and value for 

money in terms of State capital investment. Risks around capacity constraints which could 

prove challenging for the full implementation of the Government’s National Planning 

Framework (NPF) and National Development Plan (NDP) (Project Ireland 2040) are apparent 

particularly in terms of both institutional capacity, and capacity in the economy including 

skills constraints (particularly in the construction sector). In addition, the risks around public 

opposition are discussed. These challenges could hinder the implementation and delivery of 

projects under the NPF and NDP, with the associated risk of contributing to price inflation if 

these constraints are not alleviated in order to ensure infrastructure constraints are addressed 

in a sustainable way. 

 

The risks around climate change & biodiversity continue to be developed in this year’s 

Report. In addition to ongoing concerns around the erosion of Ireland’s biodiversity, there are 

significant risks for Ireland in terms of failing to implement appropriate policies and provide 

the long term pricing signals to encourage investment and behavioural change. These are the 

necessary core elements if Ireland is to meet both international climate change targets and 

begin the process of transitioning to a decarbonised economy. The report also notes the need 

to define our approach to carbon neutrality for agriculture in a way that supports the 

achievement of our climate targets and decarbonisation goals; and to make investments to 

develop new and innovative economic opportunities, for example in the bioeconomy. 

 

Climate change and the need for a secure and diverse energy supply both present significant 

challenges for Ireland in terms of achieving national and international targets, mitigating our 

emissions and adapting to the effects of a changing climate. The cost of delayed action is 
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discussed as a major factor in this risk, including the non-compliance charges and loss of 

economic development opportunities. Given the high percentage of energy imported from the 

UK, and Brexit-related implications, investment in climate change mitigation will be vital in 

reducing Ireland’s reliance on these imported energy supplies.  

 

Technological risks 

Under the Technological risks category, cyber security is discussed as a major concern, with 

potential risks from a disruption to critical information networks remaining significant. The 

risk of job loss through automation continues to feature as a disruptive technology trend. This 

risk intersects with the Human Capital and Skills Needs risk under the Social category, in that 

significant re-skilling will be required to adapt to technological changes and take advantage 

of new job opportunities that arise, with related capacity and forward-planning demands for 

the education and training systems.  

 

In addition, contamination as a result of fallout from a nuclear accident remains a risk, with 

obvious risks to public health and well-being arising, as well as the potential for negative 

economic impact for Ireland in the case of such an event occurring. 
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2. Geopolitical Risks 

 

2.1 Departure of the UK from the EU 

2.2 Instability in Northern Ireland  

2.3 Future direction and stability of the EU 

2.4 Changing distribution of global influence and move away from a rules-

based system 

2.5 Terrorist incidents and armed conflicts 

 

2.1 Departure of the UK from the EU  

The decision of the UK to leave the EU presents uniquely significant and unprecedented 

political, economic, social and diplomatic challenges for Ireland, given the extent of the inter-

connectedness of the economies and people. These are challenges both to Ireland’s peace and 

prosperity, and how they are dealt with in the months and years ahead may have significant 

impacts for Ireland into the future. 

 

Since the publication of the 2017 National Risk Assessment, the Article 50 negotiations, 

which formally began on 19 June 2017, are proceeding on the basis of the phased approach 

set out in the April European Council Guidelines. On 15 December 2017, the European 

Council, on the basis of the EU-UK Joint Report of 8 December3, agreed that sufficient 

progress had been made in Phase 1 of the negotiations4 and that discussions could therefore 

start under Phase 2 on the framework of the future relationship. Following intensive 

negotiations between the EU and the UK, the March 2018 European Council agreed that 

                                                 
3 The EU-UK Joint Report includes UK commitments to uphold the Good Friday Agreement in all its parts, 

protect North-South cooperation, and maintain the Common Travel Area (CTA) and avoid a hard border, 

including through the so-called backstop option.   
4 Notably citizens’ rights, the UK’s financial settlement, separation issues and the Irish-specific issues. 
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progress had been made on several elements of the draft Withdrawal Agreement5, including 

on transitional arrangements, and it adopted guidelines for discussions with the UK on the 

framework for the future relationship. These propose a Free Trade Agreement covering trade 

and economic cooperation, as well as other areas, including terrorism and international crime, 

security, defence and foreign policy. They are based on established UK red lines, which limit 

the depth of the future partnership, but include a commitment to revisit our position should 

the UK position evolve in the future. Our interest is in the closest possible relationship 

between the EU and the UK including on trade, while ensuring a level playing field and the 

integrity of the Single Market. 

 

In the meantime, negotiations between the EU and the UK continue with a view to closing 

the gaps on the outstanding parts of the draft Withdrawal Agreement, including those in 

relation to the border, on the basis that nothing is agreed until everything is agreed.  The June 

2018 European Council expressed disappointment at the lack of progress and called for 

intensified negotiations. The leaders agreed that, if there is not agreement on a backstop and 

the other outstanding elements, it will not be possible to finalise the Withdrawal Agreement 

as a whole, including the transitional arrangements.  

 

From Ireland’s perspective, our priorities remain minimising the impact on Ireland’s trade 

and economy; protecting the Peace Process and the Good Friday Agreement in all its parts; 

maintaining the Common Travel Area with the UK; and securing Ireland’s future in a strong 

EU. Over the past year, intensive and sustained engagement at an EU level has taken place 

which has ensured that Ireland’s unique issues and concerns have been fully understood by 

the EU27 and have been to the fore of the EU’s negotiating approach to date. There is wide 

support for the position that nothing is agreed until everything is agreed, including on the 

backstop and the other Irish issues.  

 

We know that Ireland is uniquely exposed to Brexit due to a very high trade intensity with the 

UK. Approximately 15% of Irish goods and services exports are destined to the UK. In the 

agri-food sector around 40% of exports are destined for the UK. In addition, two-thirds of 

Irish exporters make use of the UK land bridge to access continental markets. While 

                                                 
5 A draft Withdrawal Agreement, including a Protocol on the Irish-specific issues translates into legal text the 

principles and commitments outlined in the December Joint Report. 
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importers may have benefited from currency fluctuations to date, their future exposure is 

significant. 

 

A February 2018 research report commissioned by the Department of Business, Enterprise & 

Innovation6 identified a range of Brexit scenarios and quantified the possible impact of these 

scenarios on Irish trade and on Ireland’s overall economy. In all scenarios, while the Irish 

economy is expected to grow out to 2030, Brexit produces a dampening effect (i.e. while the 

Irish economy is still forecast to grow, Brexit will result in a lower growth rate than would 

have occurred without Brexit). The research found that an EEA scenario (similar levels of 

trade costs as are currently observed between the EU and EEA members) would be least 

damaging, resulting in Irish GDP in 2030 being 2.8% below what it would have been in the 

absence of Brexit. A WTO scenario (whereby trade would be governed by WTO rules and 

agreements) would have the most impact, resulting in Irish GDP in 2030 being 7% below a 

non-Brexit baseline. The report found that five sectors account for 90% of the negative 

impact - Agri-food, Pharma-chemicals, Electrical Machinery, Wholesale & Retail, and Air 

Transport - with the rise of non-tariff barriers (specifically due to regulatory divergence) the 

main factor driving the results. The impact of Brexit on vulnerable sectors of the economy is 

discussed in further detail in Chapter 3 (3.4). 

 

The operation of the Common Travel Area (CTA) between Ireland and the UK, which is in 

existence since 1922, is vital in facilitating the extensive trading relationship between Ireland 

and the UK and the operation of an all-island economy. It is particularly important in the 

context of the Northern Ireland peace process, and any diminution of the CTA could have a 

destabilising impact on the peace process and on North-South relations.  

 

With regard to broader immigration risks, Brexit may give rise to a risk of increased illegal 

movement of third country nationals into Ireland from the UK, as well as possible 

consequences for secondary movements of asylum seekers and illegal migrants from the UK 

to Ireland in the event of UK divergence from EU law in the field of asylum. 

 

                                                 
6 Copenhagen Economics (February 2018), ‘Ireland and the Impacts of Brexit’, available at: 

https://dbei.gov.ie/en/Publications/Publication-files/Ireland-and-the-Impacts-of-Brexit.pdf 

https://dbei.gov.ie/en/Publications/Publication-files/Ireland-and-the-Impacts-of-Brexit.pdf
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Brexit will also impact on the operation of a wide range of EU legal instruments concerning 

law enforcement and judicial cooperation. Of greatest concern to Ireland is the future of the 

European Arrest Warrant, which provides a vastly more effective extradition mechanism than 

existed previously7. EU instruments also provide for the recognition and enforcement of 

judgments in a range of civil, commercial and family law matters.  Disruption to law 

enforcement and judicial cooperation arrangements would have a particular impact at North-

South level. It will be necessary to agree arrangements between the EU and UK no less 

effective than those in place at EU level, which may take some time. Agreement that the full 

EU acquis continue to apply in and to the UK during a transitional period is therefore of great 

importance and, in the absence of overall EU agreement on measures such as the European 

Arrest Warrant, bilateral provisions will need to be considered. 

 

While the Irish Government will continue to do all in its power on both a domestic and 

European front to work for a Brexit agreement in line with Irish interests, the risks to our 

interests, our trade, our economy at both the macro and micro level8, and our relationship 

with Northern Ireland, and the UK which could emerge from potential Brexits are manifold 

and significant, and it is likely that Brexit will remain one of the most significant risks facing 

this country over the coming years. 

  

2.2 Instability in Northern Ireland  

The results of the referendum on the UK's membership of the European Union in June 2016 

showed that a majority of voters in England and in Wales voted to leave whilst a majority in 

Northern Ireland and Scotland voted to remain within the EU. This has given rise to 

considerable issues for Westminster and the devolved administrations to consider. 

 

                                                 
7 Other areas of concern in the criminal justice field include Mutual Legal Assistance, Europol, the police 

aspects of the Schengen Information System, the Prüm system for exchange of fingerprint, DNA and car 

registration data, the European Criminal Record Information System (ECRIS) and the Passenger Name Record 

Directive, in addition to law enforcement and judicial cooperation issues such as the jurisdiction of the European 

Court of Justice, maintenance by the UK of EU-equivalent data protection standards, and the implications for 

EU agreements with other third countries. 

8 For example, rising cost of living for individual consumers as highlighted by the ESRI in March 2018 Report, 

which could have serious implications for consumers, in particular the less well off in Irish society. 

https://static.rasset.ie/documents/news/2018/03/qec2018spr-sa-lawless.pdf
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The breakdown of the NI Executive and the collapse of the talks on the formation of a new 

Executive together with increased cross community tensions created by the Brexit vote, 

means that Northern Ireland is facing a challenging environment for the peace process in the  

period ahead. The inability of the Northern Parties to reach a compromise on contested issues 

during the talks process would suggest a period of political instability is ahead. The 

restoration of the institutions is essential in the context of full implementation of the Good 

Friday Agreement, and the Government needs to continue to engage with the British 

Government and the parties in Northern Ireland in the period immediately ahead to encourage 

the urgent formation of a new Executive by the mandated political parties.  

 

Brexit has added an additional and significant challenge to the political situation in Northern 

Ireland. The lack of a power-sharing Executive in representing and pursuing Northern 

Ireland's interests in the context of the EU-UK negotiations, with the UK and Irish 

governments as appropriate, is of significant concern in relation to the specific challenges of 

Brexit for Northern Ireland.  

 

An Executive is also required for the functioning of the North South Ministerial Council, to 

oversee and further cross-border cooperation in the agreed sectors and to consider and 

address the all-island issues raised by Brexit. The lack of an Executive has resulted in a 

tangible slowdown in North South engagement at political level and has had a detrimental 

effect on the effective operation of the North South bodies set up under the GFA.   

 

The Government will continue to engage as a co-guarantor of the Good Friday Agreement to 

support the re-establishment at the earliest opportunity of the power-sharing institutions. Both 

the Irish and the UK governments have affirmed that the principles, procedures and 

institutions of the Good Friday Agreement remain the basis for their engagement in Northern 

Ireland. Ensuring that the Good Friday Agreement and the benefits of the peace process are 

not disturbed by a UK exit from the EU is a priority for the Government. 

 

As mentioned above, on the Protocol on Ireland and Northern Ireland, the UK has now 

agreed that a backstop solution for the border will form part of the legal text, in line with 

paragraph 49 of the Joint Report published last December. The UK has also agreed that all 
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the issues identified in the EU draft of the Protocol will be addressed to deliver a legally 

sound solution for the border.   

 

Brexit has also played significantly into the debate in Scotland about its future within the UK, 

raising questions in relation to the devolution settlement and the possibility of a further 

independence referendum. The Scottish Government has passed a Continuity Bill to provide 

a backstop in the event that agreement with the UK Government on amendments to the EU 

(Withdrawal) Bill (to satisfactorily address the handling post-Brexit of matters of EU 

competence that were not formally reserved to Westminster under the terms of the Scottish 

devolution settlement) cannot be reached.  The status of Scotland in the United Kingdom is 

an internal matter for the people of Scotland and the people of the United Kingdom, and 

therefore a matter on which the Irish Government does not and will not engage. 

Constitutional questions have been raised regarding the applicability to Scotland of any 

arrangements made to address the challenges posed by Brexit for Northern Ireland and for the 

island of Ireland. However, the situation in Northern Ireland is unique and not directly 

comparable to any other region, given the nature of the political and constitutional settlement 

of the Good Friday Agreement.  

 

2.3 Future direction and stability of the EU 

The 2017 National Risk Assessment discussed risks around the stability of the European 

Union, including in relation to Brexit, migration, and the economy. Notwithstanding progress 

achieved since then, significant challenges to the unity and effectiveness of the EU remain, 

and should not be discounted. 

 

As discussed in the 2017 Report, Europe has undergone a series of crises in recent years: the 

eurozone crisis, the migration crisis, terror attacks in a number of Member States and the 

shock of Brexit. These have played out against the background of a rise of populism as 

shown in electoral advances by extreme right-wing and/or eurosceptic parties in a number of 

EU states while in some Central and Eastern Member States, there is a growing defiance of 

EU values and norms. A Bloomberg analysis9 of decades of election results across 22 

                                                 
9 Bloomberg (2017) How the Populist Right is Redrawing the Map of Europe, available at: 

https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2017-europe-populist-right/  

https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2017-europe-populist-right/
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aluminium (exempting Canada and Mexico, and temporarily exempting the EU and South 

Korea), as well as 25% tariffs on $60bn worth of Chinese imports, all further strengthen 

previous indications that the US are moving away from the free trade model, with associated 

risks of reduced global economic growth, and increased uncertainties and instabilities in the 

global economy. 

 

Relations between Russia and the US are increasingly strained, as are relations between 

Russia and the UK and Western allies. This is reflected for example, in the expulsion by the 

UK of 23 diplomats following a poisoning incident in the UK in March 2018 with suspected 

Russian involvement, and the subsequent expulsions by a number of EU and Western states, 

including Ireland, and the US and NATO in solidarity. The Russian government retaliated 

with the subsequent expulsion of 59 diplomats from 23 countries, including 1 from Ireland. 

 

Previous NRA Reports discussed globalisation trends involving an ongoing and significant 

shift of political and economic power towards countries in the East and South, representing a 

challenge to the existing international order. Comments that such trends necessitate more 

strategic and deeper engagement with Asian, African and Latin American countries continue 

to be valid, in terms of protecting and promoting Ireland’s trade, tourism and investment 

interests. 

 

Likewise, a move away from a rules-based multilateralism system both at the international 

level (UN, WTO), and at the European Union level (if the EU were to move towards a system 

based more on inter-state interests for example) would not be in line with Ireland’s interests, 

and could pose significant risks for us.  

 

2.5 Terrorist incidents and armed conflicts  

The risks arising from terrorist incidents and armed conflicts, as highlighted in previous 

Reports, remain. 2017 saw heightened tensions in the Middle East and North East Asia 

(Democratic People's Republic of Korea) as well as terrorist incidents and attacks across 

Europe, in particular in the UK. Over the past 12 months, conversations around the risks to 

Ireland and the Irish response capacity in this regard have also increased, highlighting 

increased awareness of the risks involved in the Irish context. 
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There have been a number of high profile and deadly terrorist attacks in recent years, 

including in May 2017 in the UK where 22 people were killed in a bomb attack in 

Manchester, and another 13 people were killed in separate attacks in London in March and in 

June. In April 2017, a terrorist attack in Stockholm killed 4 people, while 14 were murdered 

in a subway bombing in St. Petersburg, and 2 people were killed in Austria in June. 

 

Europol data shows that in overall terms, the level of activity in the EU attributed to jihadist 

terrorism remains high, with indications of it continuing to rise. 718 arrests related to jihadist 

terrorism were made in 2016, a number that has sharply increased in each of the last three 

years. Another trend identified by Europol involves the expected increase in the number of 

returnees from conflict zones in Syria/Iraq with the military defeat of IS. An increasing 

number of returnees will likely strengthen domestic jihadist movements and consequently 

magnify the threat they pose to the EU10. 

 

Like other countries, Ireland and its citizens could be negatively affected by terrorist 

incidents, depending on the location of such incidents and their wider impact. The 2017 

attacks in London and Manchester serve to highlight the challenging nature of the threat and 

the need for continued co-operation among partner states to counteract it. Such an attack here 

could have significant impact in terms of public safety and security in the short term, and 

there could possibly be longer-term reputational damage to Ireland as a safe and secure 

destination to live and work in, and to visit. Any impacts on the tourism sector, for example, 

could have potentially serious economic consequences.  

 

Likewise, a breakdown in international peace and security arising from inter-state wars or 

other armed conflicts could have significant repercussions for Ireland and the EU, including 

potential impacts on energy supplies, transport routes or the environment. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
10 Europol (2017) European Union Terrorism Situation and Trend Report 2017, available at: 

https://www.europol.europa.eu/activities-services/main-reports/eu-terrorism-situation-and-trend-report-te-

sat-2017  

https://www.europol.europa.eu/activities-services/main-reports/eu-terrorism-situation-and-trend-report-te-sat-2017
https://www.europol.europa.eu/activities-services/main-reports/eu-terrorism-situation-and-trend-report-te-sat-2017
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3. Economic Risks 

 

 

3.1 Overheating in the Economy 

3.2 Changes to international trading environment 

3.3 International Tax changes 

3.4 Impact of Brexit on vulnerable sectors of economy 

3.5 Reliance on multinational corporations’ and sectoral 

concentration 

 

 

 

While the Irish economy continues to perform strongly, there are a number of factors that 

could present significant risks. The risks are outlined in the following sections in detail. They 

should be seen against a backdrop of continuing high indebtedness (both public and private). 

In dealing with these issues, Ireland has benefitted from a benign international financial 

environment. Any reversal in low global interest rates, such as the expected normalisation in 

ECB monetary policy, would lead to increased debt servicing costs and associated impacts on 

the public finances over time. These factors would amplify the impact on the economy, 

should any of the economic risks outlined below materialise. 

 

3.1 Overheating in the Economy 

Ireland continues to experience sustainable and balanced economic growth. A range of 

economic data, spending and activity indicators suggest that the underlying picture is that 

growth has continued at a strong pace.  

 

A key indicator of this economic performance is the significant progress in the labour market. 

Employment now stands at 2.2 million. The latest monthly figures show that unemployment 

was down to 5.3% in May11. This is the lowest since November 2007 and well below the euro 

area average of 8.6% (January). This has supported the recovery in incomes and, in turn, 

                                                 
11 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/mue/monthlyunemploymentmay2018/  

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/mue/monthlyunemploymentmay2018/
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growth in consumer spending. With regard to investment, while the headline measure 

remains volatile, the evidence suggests that the recovery in the domestic components, 

particularly construction, continues to gather pace, although from a relatively low base. 

 

Ireland has experienced strong economic growth, to the extent that it was the fastest growing 

economy in the EU in 2017 for the 4th year in a row. Looking forward, however, there are 

risks around over-stimulating the economy if growth rates continue on the present trajectory 

and as the economy potentially approaches its capacity limits. The Irish Fiscal Advisory 

Council have warned in recent months of the potential risks of over-heating in the economy, 

concluding that while the economy may not yet be overheating, it is likely to be operating 

close to its potential, and that there is a risk that overheating could occur in the years ahead if 

growth was to continue at elevated levels12. The Central Bank has also noted the prospect of 

the labour market returning to full employment in the near-term and the need for a prudent 

domestic policy stance to avoid the risk of overheating. 

 

To date inflation has remained muted. The Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices (HICP) 

rose by 0.3 percentage points in 2017, resulting in the Irish economy experiencing the lowest 

rate of inflation across the EU28. The prevailing weakness of sterling is a factor in this, due 

to the high proportion of goods imports which come from the UK. In addition, wage growth 

so far has remained moderate. However, with domestic demand growing solidly and the 

recent recovery of the labour market, inflationary pressure is likely to increase in the near 

term.  

 

Given the persistently strong rates of growth experienced in recent years, stronger than 

currently assumed growth over the short and medium-term, coupled with challenges around 

infrastructure constraints, an under-supply (and affordability) of housing13 and commercial 

properties, and a tightening labour market, could all give rise to a risk of overheating in the 

domestic economy14, with related risks to our competitiveness including in terms of labour 

costs, prices, and infrastructure. In addition to the overall general risk of overheating in the 

economy, more specific issues such as the economic impacts of construction cost inflation, 

                                                 
12 Irish Fiscal Advisory Council (2017) Fiscal Assessment Report November 2017, available at: http://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/fiscal-

assessment-reports/fiscal-assessment-report-november-2017/   

13 The under-supply and affordability of housing will also be discussed under Social risks in Chapter 3 below. 

14 ESRI (2018) Quarterly Economic Commentary Spring 2018; and Central Bank (2018) Quarterly Bulletin Q1 2018 

http://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/fiscal-assessment-reports/fiscal-assessment-report-november-2017/
http://www.fiscalcouncil.ie/fiscal-assessment-reports/fiscal-assessment-report-november-2017/
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including rising labour costs associated with a tightening labour market, and the consequent 

impact on value for money both for the State in terms of its capital programmes, as well as 

for the individual consumer, can be identified.  

 

As the Exchequer moves into surplus, continued vigilance is required to ensure tax and 

revenue remains on a sustainable footing and that pro-cyclical budgetary decisions are 

avoided. In addition, prudent fiscal policy will need to be balanced against the need to 

address existing capacity constraints and the potentially significant negative impacts of 

international shocks in this current period of global uncertainty. 

 

3.2 Changes to international trading environment  

As a small open economy, and one in which multinational corporations (MNCs) play an 

important role, Ireland is highly exposed to changes in global economic and trading 

conditions and significant movements in major exchange rates, particularly in terms of its 

trade performance. There are a number of ways in which trade could be affected, including 

weaker economic growth in trading partners, which makes companies and consumers there 

less likely to buy goods and services imported from Ireland, as well as through the imposition 

of tariff and non-tariff barriers to exports and imports of both goods and services. In addition, 

an appreciation of the euro exchange rate can impact on trade, such as the strong upward 

momentum of the euro against the US dollar and sterling seen in 2017, which raises the price 

of Irish exports in non-euro area markets. 

 

Concerns that the US is pulling back from globalisation and free trade and implementing a 

more protectionist trade policy approach are becoming more pronounced. As the US 

accounted for 18% of total exports in 2016, these risks underline the importance of our trade 

with the rest of the EU which, excluding the UK, accounted for some 41% of total goods and 

services exports in 2016. 

 

As mentioned above, in Geopolitical Risks, when discussing the changing distribution of 

global influence and a move away from a rules-based system, the past year has seen the 

current US administration’s withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), re-

negotiation of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), and reduced role at the 

World Trade Organisation (WTO). The current administration also introduced import tariffs 
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of 25% on steel and 10% on aluminium (exempting Canada and Mexico, and temporarily 

exempting the EU and South Korea) in March 2018, as well as 25% tariffs on $50bn worth of 

Chinese imports. In addition, the US administration’s withdrawal from the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action with Iran will have wide-reaching implications in terms of 

sanctions for those involved in trade with Iran. All of these moves serve to further strengthen 

the above-mentioned concerns, and concerns of an increase in retaliatory protectionist 

measures (as seen in both the EU and China’s subsequent introduction of retaliatory tariffs), 

and a related trade war, with global ramifications. 

 

The potential impact on all sectors of the Irish economy (particularly the agri-food sector) 

given the significance of the trade links between Ireland and the US, as well as the large 

presence of US multinationals in Ireland, is of concern. In addition, there is uncertainty over 

the pace of any future changes to interest rate policy by the US Federal Reserve, and how the 

global economy and financial markets may be impacted. As the US is Ireland’s largest 

trading partner and, largest export market, as well as its largest source of Foreign Direct 

Investment (FDI), enhancing the many strands of the economic relationship with the US is 

central to Ireland’s continued prosperity. 

 

As mentioned above in relation to Brexit (Geopolitical Risks), we know that Ireland is 

uniquely vulnerable to material negative consequences for the economy or significant sectors 

of it as a result of Brexit, given the depth and extent of our economic ties. UK trading 

relations are likely to be affected by Brexit, with a concurrent impact on Ireland. Trade 

impacts represent the primary channel through which Brexit’s economic effects will emerge, 

and it will likely lead to a fundamental restructuring of the trading framework in which Irish 

exporters operate. If the UK pursues trade agreements with third countries, this could present 

additional competitiveness challenges for Ireland’s traditional UK market suppliers. While 

many of Brexit’s economic impacts will not emerge until after the UK’s exit, Brexit’s 

contribution to sterling’s devaluation and heightened volatility is already creating challenges 

for exporters. 

 

3.3 International tax changes 

Ireland’s corporation tax regime is a major factor in creating favourable conditions in which 

Irish-based enterprises operate, as well as in ensuring a stable environment, transparency and 



National Risk Assessment – Overview of Strategic Risks 2018 

29 

 

predictability for inward investment. Ireland’s competitive corporation tax offering remains 

an important part of Ireland’s wider competitiveness offering to support enterprises based in 

Ireland invest, innovate and compete internationally15. However, the high dependence of 

Ireland’s output and value added on Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) (discussed in more 

detail in Section 2.6 below) presents a vulnerability in terms of how anchored foreign 

multinationals are to the Irish economy, which is further complicated by the emergence of 

challenges to Ireland’s corporation tax regime.  

 

Work on international tax reform continues with additional proposals under discussion at EU 

and OECD level as to how digital companies are taxed. Ultimately, any reform which seeks 

to allocate greater taxing rights to users or customer location poses challenges for small 

countries like Ireland. There has been significant work at international level to reshape 

international tax rules, led by the OECD Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) Project. 

Ireland has played an active role in implementing international tax reforms through the BEPS 

project, and is amongst the countries who have adopted early the country-by-country 

reporting for large firms. In addition, US tax reform should lead to some behavioural change 

and should eliminate the ability for US companies to pay very low tax rates on their global 

profits. 

 

FDI in the Irish economy is concentrated in sectors that represent a large proportion of 

economic activity in Ireland. This means firstly that the Irish economy and its revenue base 

are significantly dependent on non-Irish firms, and the risk of relocation. Significantly, Irish 

corporation tax is highly concentrated, with the top 10 payers contributing close to 40% of 

this tax. The rising share of corporation tax receipts within overall taxation (16% of total 

revenue) and the concentration of receipts within a small number of firms poses a significant 

risk to the public finances16. Secondly, it also means that a significant share of turnover from 

these sectors is being lost to other jurisdictions. This was dramatically highlighted in 2015 

and 2016. Despite posting very large GDP and GNP growth rates in those years, the material 

benefit to the Irish economy was considerably more modest. The reason for the disparity was 

related to the on-shoring of capital (intangible) assets and aircraft leasing (CSO, 2016).  This 

also highlights the distortionary impact the large FDI presence is having on Irish national 

                                                 
15 National Competitiveness Council (2017) Ireland’s Competitiveness Challenge 2017 

16 Department of Finance, Annual Taxation Report, January 2018 
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accounts, which has knock-on implications for Irish fiscal and budgetary policies (as well as 

reputational risks). 

 

Ireland has taken steps to amend some aspects of its system and has introduced domestic 

measures to address tax evasion and avoidance. Changes to tax residency rules implemented 

in 2015 have reduced opportunities for aggressive tax planning. The Irish Knowledge 

Development Box, introduced in 2015, has been approved by the Code of Conduct on 

Business Taxation Group and the OECD Forum on Harmful Tax Practices. The Government 

has published an Independent Review of the Corporation Tax Code (Coffey, 2017) and is 

carrying out a consultation on some of its recommendations (Department of Finance, 2017b). 

The provisions of the Anti-Tax Avoidance Directives (ATADs) have to be transposed into 

national law by the end of 2018 and 2019, and will introduce new anti-abuse rules that are 

currently missing from the Irish tax system17. 

 

It is vital that Ireland's tax offering remains competitive for firms seeking an EU base for 

operations. Ireland also needs a competitive tax offering to attract and develop knowledge-

based investment, related to research and development and intellectual property. As the 

international tax environment is changing rapidly, maintaining a good reputation has become 

increasingly important for the sustainability of corporation tax policy here in Ireland18. In this 

context, and in parallel with domestic reforms and restructuring, it is essential that the 

Government remains proactive in the ongoing international efforts to co-ordinate tax 

standards. 

 

3.4 Impact of Brexit on vulnerable sectors of economy 

The full implications of Brexit have yet to manifest themselves; however, analysis indicates 

that it is likely that it will result in disruption for the Irish economy in the foreseeable 

future19. The risk of new trade barriers accessing the UK market is likely to have 

consequences for the cost base of manufacturers in Ireland as costs associated with cross-

border trading, energy and transport are likely to increase. This will also have implications 

for Irish based MNCs accessing global supply networks. The increasing value of the Euro 

                                                 
17 European Commission (2018) European Semester Country Report Ireland 

18 National Competitiveness Council (2017) Ireland’s Competitiveness Challenge 2017 

19 See link: https://dbei.gov.ie/en/Publications/Publication-files/Ireland-and-the-Impacts-of-Brexit.pdf 

https://dbei.gov.ie/en/Publications/Publication-files/Ireland-and-the-Impacts-of-Brexit.pdf
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relative to the Sterling is already beginning to undermine the competitiveness of Irish exports 

into the UK as they become relatively more expensive. This is particularly of concern for 

goods exporters heavily reliant on the UK market. 

 

Recent analyses commissioned by the Government have found that Ireland has a significant 

exposure to Brexit and it will have negative impacts on the Irish economy under all scenarios. 

According to the CSO, Ireland has trade worth €39bn with the UK, approximately 17% of 

total Irish exports in 201520. The Copenhagen Economics Report21 has estimated that exports 

could be -3.3% to -7.7% lower (depending on the scenario considered) than where they 

would have been by 2030 under a baseline non-Brexit scenario (i.e. a scenario where Brexit 

did not occur). The report also found that the reduction in imports could range from -3.5% to 

-8.2% compared to the baseline scenario. Many exporting firms, including foreign-owned 

firms, are dependent on imports as inputs to their exports, and both Irish-owned and foreign-

owned firms in Ireland are sourcing a large number of inputs from the UK, which implies a 

double impact from Brexit for some exporters22. For firms dependent on the local, domestic 

market, the effects of Brexit are less direct, but potentially no less profound or challenging. 

As sub-suppliers of goods and services to exporting businesses, any upstream threat to their 

customer base will quickly impact upon the bottom line of such firms. More broadly, any 

slowing of growth in the UK economy as the impact of Brexit becomes more tangible will 

have knock-on effects on Irish growth potential. 

 

Clearly, some sectors and regions will also be harder hit than others. While 13% of total Irish 

goods exports (€15bn) and 16% of total Irish service exports (€22bn) went to the UK in 2016, 

for certain sectors and sub-sectors, the figures were much higher. The agri-food sector is at 

particular risk from Brexit. 37% of Irish food and drink exports went to the UK in 2016, and 

within that sector, exports to the UK accounted for 50% of beef exports, 56% of pig meat 

exports, and 53% of cheese exports23. In addition to trading difficulties, the Irish fisheries 

sector also faces very significant difficulties in the context of potential loss of access to UK 

                                                 
20 These figures are based on the External Trade Statistics and the Balance of Payments statistics for 2015.  

21 Copenhagen Economics (2018) ‘Ireland and the Impacts of Brexit, Strategic Implications for Ireland arising from changing EU-UK 

Trading Relations’ 

22 Copenhagen Economics (2018) ‘Ireland and the Impacts of Brexit, Strategic Implications for Ireland arising from changing EU-UK 

Trading Relations’ 

23 Bord Bia (January 2018) Export Performance and Prospects, Irish Food, Drink and Horticulture, 2016 - 2017 
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waters and loss of quota share. 34% of all fish landings by Irish vessels are currently taken 

from UK waters.  The OECD estimates that a ‘Hard Brexit’ with trade governed by WTO 

rules could reduce exports by 20% in some sectors such as agriculture and food24. The 

Department of Finance’s analysis of Brexit sectoral exposure identified Pharma-chem; Food 

& Beverage; Traditional Manufacturing; Materials Manufacturing; and Printing as the most 

exposed manufacturing sectors25. The study estimated that together these sectors accounted 

for 75% of manufacturing Gross Value Added (GVA) and over 112,000 jobs. The study also 

notes the regional spread of these sectors is more concentrated in rural regions which have 

had a comparatively slower post-crisis recovery than the Dublin region. 

 

The services sector too faces significant disruption. The Irish financial services sector is 

particularly integrated into City of London, meaning the imposition of any new barriers to 

trade could have significant negative impacts on the sector here. Conversely, there may also 

be an opportunity to attract some additional financial services investment to Ireland as UK-

based firms seek a new location to access the EU market. However, prevailing infrastructure 

and housing bottlenecks may weaken Ireland’s attractiveness as a relocation option. 

 

In terms of regulatory risks, Irish business and industry are increasingly concerned by the 

potential for regulatory drift and divergence post-Brexit in such areas as company law, 

intellectual property, State aid, standards and social rights for workers, environmental 

standards and agriculture. In advance of the outcome of negotiations, the level of risk is 

difficult to fully assess. Less demanding regulation could put UK firms at a competitive 

advantage whilst further advantages could emerge should the UK be able to support its 

industries and business through the use of State aid in the future. Regulatory divergence 

would also introduce barriers to trade, potentially interrupting the supply of goods and 

services, disrupting supply chains etc. 

 

More generally, Brexit has introduced a level of uncertainty which may result in foreign 

enterprises holding off on investment decisions until greater clarity emerges. There is a need 

to maintain a focus on enhancing Ireland’s competitiveness as a result of the increasingly 

                                                 
24 OECD (2018) Economic Survey Ireland 2018, available at: http://www.oecd.org/ireland/economic-survey-ireland.htm 

25 http://www.finance.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/170302-An-Exposure-Analysis-of-Sectors-of-the-Irish-Economy-update-March-

2017_2.pdf 

http://www.oecd.org/ireland/economic-survey-ireland.htm
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competitive market for international investment as other EU member states compete to attract 

foreign investment looking for access to the EU market. 

 

3.5 Reliance on multinational corporations’ and sectoral concentration 

As discussed in previous National Risk Assessments, Ireland’s economy and employment are 

heavily influenced by a relatively small number of multinational corporations (MNCs), 

concentrated in a few enterprise sectors. While multinational investment has been 

transformative for the Irish economy, this also creates a particular vulnerability to changes in 

Ireland’s attractiveness as a location for those companies, as well as to sector-specific 

changes or risks.  

 

Foreign-owned multi-national corporations (MNC’s) are concentrated in Ireland’s most 

competitive export sectors, such as modern manufacturing and information & 

communications and accounts for a disproportionately large share of output, value-added and 

productivity26 . The most recent available CSO data indicates that a small number of ‘foreign-

owned MNC dominated’ sectors27 accounted for 40% of total Gross Value Added (GVA) in 

201628. While on one hand, this evidence shows how successful Ireland has been at attracting 

and retaining FDI, on the other it seems to correspond with much more modest performance 

amongst Irish-owned firms in the same sectors. Despite several decades of FDI-led growth in 

Ireland, there are prevailing and increasing gaps in GVA, productivity (GVA per employee) 

and wages by ownership, with foreign-owned enterprises generally seeing much higher and 

increasing productivity and wages, relative to Irish-owned enterprises.  

 

The high dependence of Ireland’s output and value added on FDI presents a vulnerability in 

terms of how anchored foreign multinationals are to the Irish economy. Many of the foreign-

owned enterprises that operate in the Irish economy today have a long-standing and 

substantive investment in Ireland. However, Ireland’s relationship with FDI is likely to be 

complicated by the emergence of challenges to Ireland’s corporation tax regime and rising 

anti-globalisation and protectionist sentiments, in particular in the US and UK (the two 

                                                 
26 Dept. Finance, Patterns of Firm Level Productivity in Ireland, March 2018, see link: http://www.finance.gov.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2018/03/180308-Patterns-of-firm-level-productivity-TBP_for-publication.pdf  
27 The term ‘foreign-owned MNE dominated’ sector – used frequently in the paper – refers to a group of sub sectors where foreign-owned 

MNEs create more than 85 per cent of the sector turnover. 
28 See link: http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/gvafm/grossvalueaddedforforeign-

ownedmultinationalenterprisesandothersectorsannualresultsfor2016/  

http://www.finance.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/180308-Patterns-of-firm-level-productivity-TBP_for-publication.pdf
http://www.finance.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/180308-Patterns-of-firm-level-productivity-TBP_for-publication.pdf
http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/gvafm/grossvalueaddedforforeign-ownedmultinationalenterprisesandothersectorsannualresultsfor2016/
http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/gvafm/grossvalueaddedforforeign-ownedmultinationalenterprisesandothersectorsannualresultsfor2016/
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largest sources of FDI in Ireland), as discussed above. These developments present a risk to 

the sustainability of FDI in Ireland.  

 

There are many reasons why firms choose to invest in Ireland, however, the EU’s Digital tax, 

proposals for a common consolidated corporate tax base and the OECD’s BEPS process 

could significantly impact on foreign investment flows in future. As mentioned above, the 

recent emergence of the prospect of a trade war between the world’s largest economies could 

disrupt global trade and investment flows, which would significantly impact Ireland as a 

small open economy highly dependent on foreign trade and investment.  

 

It is worth noting that Irish corporation tax is highly concentrated, with the top 10 payers 

contributing close to 40% of this tax. The rising share of corporation tax receipts within 

overall taxation – it now accounts for 16% of total revenue – and the concentration of receipts 

within a small number of firms poses a significant risk to the public finances29. It also means 

that a significant share of turnover from these sectors is being lost to other jurisdictions. This 

was dramatically highlighted in 2015 and 2016. Despite posting very large GDP and GNP 

growth rates in those years, the material benefit to the Irish economy was considerably more 

modest. The reason for the disparity related to the on-shoring of capital assets and aircraft 

leasing (CSO, 2016). This also highlights the distortionary impact the large FDI presence is 

having on Irish national accounts, which has knock-on implications for Irish fiscal and 

budgetary policies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
29 Department of Finance, Annual Taxation Report, January 2018 
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4. Social Risks 

 

 

 

4.1  Human capital and skills needs 

4.2 An Ageing Population including pensions and health system challenges 

4.3 Expectations for Public Expenditure 

4.4 Social cohesion and political stability 

4.5 Migration and integration 

4.6  Impact of Social Media on Public Debate 

 

 

4.1 Human capital and skills needs 

Ensuring Ireland has the skills to respond to the demands of the emergent Digital Economy 

and changing world of work will be essential to sustaining economic competitiveness and 

growth. With the recovery in the labour market, unemployment has fallen considerably to 

5.3% in May30 and employment has reached over 2.23 million. The ESRI has forecast that 

unemployment will fall below 5% 201931 and employment will increase to 2.27 million by 

end of 2018 and reach 2.3 million in 2019. In this context, as the economy continues to 

expand, increasing the participation rate and sourcing skilled international talent will be 

important supplements necessary in the context of growing labour market demand as well as 

existing skills gaps in specific areas. In addition, there may be opportunities to address skill 

gaps through facilitating the return of emigrants. 

 

However, despite the recovery, the participation rate remains below its 2007 peak level32 and 

in fact, the overall participation rate has remained broadly flat since 2011 and is at the same 

level as the participation rate in the early 2000s. In addition, while sourcing international 

talent will also be necessary to address capacity constraints in the short term, in the post-

                                                 
30 CSO monthly unemployment figures https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/mue/monthlyunemploymentmay2018/ 

31 ESRI, Quarterly Economic Commentary, Summer 2018, See link: https://www.esri.ie/pubs/QEC2018SUM.pdf 

32 In Q4 2017 the seasonally-adjusted participation rate was 62.3%, 4.4 percentage points lower than in Q1 2007 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/mue/monthlyunemploymentmay2018/
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recession world it is likely to be more difficult to attract foreign talent. Ireland must compete 

with other countries to attract both high and intermediate level skilled labour. Since 2015 net 

immigration has returned, and in 2017, net migration was +19,800, accounting for about 37% 

of the annual population increase for that year. However, supply issues in regard to accessing 

housing, healthcare and childcare may undermine the attractiveness of Ireland as a place to 

live and work. 

 

Risks around skills gaps in the area of ICT are particularly pertinent. The availability of 

appropriate skills for developing, implementing and using ICT is an important condition for 

the competitiveness and innovation capability of the Irish economy. The skills required go far 

beyond the narrow confines of traditional ICT practitioner expertise; ICT practitioners are 

now expected to have additional skill-sets, such as business, analytical and foreign language 

skills. The strong European competition for skills, especially in a region where there is free 

movement of labour, makes it important for Ireland to develop, attract and retain the right 

high level, and intermediate level ICT skills to satisfy the demand across the Irish economy. 

It is likewise imperative for Ireland to be able to continue to attract and serve the R&D 

activities, high tech manufacturing and global services companies that are important for 

Ireland’s economic growth. 

 

In addition, with the emergence of the Digital Economy, the demand for digital skills has 

grown. The driving elements of digitalisation include automation, artificial intelligence and 

the leveraging of big data. The acquisition of new skills is vital to keep pace with advances in 

technology and similarly, the availability of the right skills is a key enabler of enterprise 

performance and growth. Numerous academic studies and reports have identified that re-

skilling/up-skilling of the workforce is a requirement of the future as jobs become 

increasingly digitalised. It is also important that these re-skilling opportunities are seen to 

lead to good quality employment, which can adequately replace the jobs that are becoming 

digitalised, and that divergent digital skills do not exacerbate existing socio-economic 

inequalities. It is therefore essential that the workforce is equipped with the requisite skills to 

fully unlock the benefits of the digital economy. It has been estimated by the OECD that 10% 
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of workers are in jobs that are at risk of being replaced by machines with a further 25% of 

people in jobs where a high percentage of their tasks could be automated33 34.  

The education and skills system will play a key role in addressing existing and emerging 

skills needs, providing training and skills to new entrants as well as ongoing upskilling and 

reskilling of existing labour market participants.  In addition to the risks to jobs from 

automation, the new digital world of work will also create jobs not even thought of today. We 

need to ensure our education and training systems are sufficiently adaptable to meet the needs 

of the future. Continued investment to develop talent and skills to meet emerging skills gaps 

is therefore important. This is particularly evident in terms of the full implementation of 

Project Ireland 2040, to ensure additional economic costs are not incurred from capacity 

issues in this context.  There is a need to continue cooperation between providers and 

employers to ensure that training is addressing emerging skills gaps.   

 

4.2 An Ageing Population including pensions and health system challenges 

Ireland faces significant risks in terms of an ageing population. The share of population aged 

65 and over is projected to increase from one in eight to one in five by 2030, and the number 

of people aged 85 and over is projected to almost double. Older age cohorts tend to be the 

highest users of most health and social services and have more complex care needs. The 

results from Census 2016 show that Ireland's population increased from 4.588 million in 

2011 to 4.762 million in 2016. The natural population increase was 196,100 with net outward 

migration estimated at 22,50035. Planning for demographic changes in the population is 

dependent on accurate forecasting so resources and services can be directed where needed. 

With an open economy like Ireland's, this is difficult and the uncertainties associated with 

Brexit will only accentuate this problem. 

 

Notwithstanding the uncertainties associated with population projections, two related issues 

are highly probable. The first is that the number of people aged over 65 will continue to 

grow36. The second is that the dependency ratio - i.e., the ratio of persons under 15 and 65 

                                                 
33 OECD, 2016,The Risk of Automation for Jobs in OECD Countries: A Comparative Analysis’, OECD Social, Employment and Migration 

Working Papers, see link: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5jlz9h56dvq7-en  

34 This is discussed in more detail in Section 5.3 Disruptive Technology Trends 
35 Central Statistics Office (2016) Census 2016 Summary Results – Part 1 (Dublin: CSO). 

36 The Central Statistics Office estimates that the number of people aged over 65 will almost treble to 1.45 million people between 2011 and 

2046. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5jlz9h56dvq7-en
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and over to persons of working age (15-64) - will increase into the future, in the absence of 

improbably large immigration of people of working age, which will impact on areas such as 

education, child income supports, healthcare, long-term care, housing and pension provision. 

Each of these will be an area of acute concern but pensions, and challenges for the health 

system may be among the most serious. 

 

The European Commission estimates that total age-related expenditure is forecast to rise by 

4.1 percentage points of GDP during 2016-2070, with total pensions alone rising by 1.6 

percentage points of GDP37. While Ireland has a comparatively young population relative to 

other European countries, it nevertheless faces the same longer term ageing challenges. A key 

challenge in this regard is the sustainability and coverage of pensions in Ireland. The Irish 

pension system faces a number of very serious demographic, adequacy and sustainability 

challenges. The task of financing increasing pension spending will fall to a diminishing share 

of the population as projections indicate the ratio of people of working age to every person 

aged over State pension age will reduce from its current rate of 4.9:1 to 2.3:1 over the next 40 

years. This presents significant funding challenges with the Social Insurance Fund forecast to 

accumulate a potential deficit of up to €335bn over the next fifty years. Notwithstanding the 

gradual increase in State pension age from 65 in 2010 to 68 in 2028, it is estimated that the 

number of persons at State pension age and older will more than double from 586,000 in 

2015, to 1,402,000 by 2055. In addition, Ireland also has a very low level of private pension 

coverage, with approximately only 35% of the private sector employed population covered 

by a supplementary pension. This suggests that a high percentage of the working population 

is not saving enough, or is not saving at all, for retirement, reflecting a significant risk both in 

terms of the funding and sustainability of pensions in Ireland.  

 

In the context of the health system, Irish health expenditure remains well above the OECD 

average, notwithstanding our young population38. While much progress has been made in 

improving health outcomes with life expectancy now above the EU average, and 

improvements in patient outcomes for conditions such as stroke, heart disease and some 

cancers, the health system is facing major sustainability challenges and delays for patients 

                                                 
37 European Commission (2018) European Semester Country Report Ireland 
38 Houses of the Oireachtas (2017) Irish Health Expenditure: the comparative context, available at: 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/housesoftheoireachtas/libraryresearch/lrsnotes/Irish-health-expenditure---the-

comparative-context.pdf  

https://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/housesoftheoireachtas/libraryresearch/lrsnotes/Irish-health-expenditure---the-comparative-context.pdf
https://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/housesoftheoireachtas/libraryresearch/lrsnotes/Irish-health-expenditure---the-comparative-context.pdf
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accessing care. The system developed at a time when episodic care was the norm and 

communicable diseases accounted for a large proportion of healthcare demand.  This has 

resulted in a very hospital-centred system and a fragmentation and underdevelopment of 

community-based services. Future healthcare demand and the cost of healthcare provision 

will be impacted by a variety of factors including demographics; epidemiological trends (e.g. 

prevalence of chronic diseases) and lifestyle risk factors impacting health status; changes to 

modes of healthcare delivery (e.g. ambulatory emergency care reducing admissions from 

Emergency Departments, shift to day case surgery); availability of new drugs and other 

technological developments; changes in the socio-economic structure of the population 

(education level, income, employment) and changes in people’s expectations of health 

services; proportion of the population with private health insurance; and supply-induced 

demand (e.g. additional funding allocated to service provision). 

 

The significant increase in the number of people in older age cohorts will create significant 

additional demand for a range of health and social care services, including nursing home care, 

homecare, and medicines. Chronic diseases already account for a significant proportion of 

healthcare activity, including 40% of hospital admissions and 75% of hospital bed days. 

Some 60% of those aged over 50 report having at least one chronic condition. The level of 

multi-morbidity is increasing with 18% of adults over 50 having two or more chronic 

conditions. It is estimated that within the next decade, the number of adults with chronic 

diseases will increase by around 40%, with relatively more of the conditions affecting those 

in the older age groups. The economic burden of healthcare expenditure in relation to chronic 

diseases is considerable, not only for the health system but also in terms of families and 

society as a result of reduced income, early retirement, an increased reliance on social care 

and welfare support and diminished productivity and absenteeism. 

 

At the same time, there are difficulties attracting and retaining suitably qualified healthcare 

workers to meet demand. Our workforce is ageing, with 21% aged 55 years or over. The 

European Commission has estimated a potential shortfall, within the EU, of around 1 million 

health workers by 2020. Global developments in technology will also impact on our 

workforce with unpredictable consequences, including the potential for new roles and skill 

development but also the automation and redundancy of other roles.  
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A high performing health system is integral to supporting labour force participation and the 

overall wellbeing of the Irish population. Thus, with the population likely to expand notably 

over the coming years, as well as increases in chronic diseases, pressures will mount on the 

health system and existing infrastructure. While this isn’t a challenge that is unique to the 

Irish health system, it represents a significant risk to our capacity to deal with these issues, in 

the context of risk around the healthcare system over the medium-term. 

 

4.3 Expectations for Public Expenditure 

The Budgets of the last several years, published by the Departments of Finance and Public 

Expenditure and Reform, have set about restoring resources to key priority areas while also 

ensuring the viability of the public finances. The enhanced engagement with the Oireachtas, 

particularly the Select Committee on Budgetary Oversight, has also assisted in formulating 

Budgets while reaching broad consensus on key priorities. 

 

As the economic recovery continues, the expectations, from a range of sources, that 

additional resources will be made available for a wider range of social priorities are likely to 

strengthen including in the context of social welfare payment increases. Further, Ireland’s 

public debt, and the potential for rising interest rates, market volatility, Brexit-related matters 

and other factors to impact on the cost of servicing our public debt, could have consequent 

impacts on the appropriate fiscal stance for the economy. Sustainability metrics show that 

although declining, public indebtedness remains high in Ireland especially when compared to 

other EU countries; these metrics include the absolute level of debt, debt interest payments as 

a share of revenue and debt to GNI*39.  

 

We have also seen calls for the reversal in the short term of efficiency measures introduced 

during the recession and in the area of public service pay. However, it is important not to 

forget the need to maintain the health of the public finances, reduce the continuing high level 

of public debt, and ensure compliance with the fiscal rules. We must ensure we do not repeat 

the mistakes of the past and return to unsustainable levels of expenditure. 

 

                                                 
39 Department of Finance (2018) Stability Programme Update, available at: http://www.finance.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/spu-

final-final.pdf  

http://www.finance.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/spu-final-final.pdf
http://www.finance.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/spu-final-final.pdf
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This tension between these kinds of constraints and expenditure pressures arising from other 

areas such as demographic growth, capital investment needs and public demands for 

increased services have to be managed to ensure sustainability over the economic cycle. The 

successful management of competing priorities is all the more important given the context of 

external challenges to be faced though the UK’s decision to leave the EU. 

 

4.4 Social cohesion and political stability 

The recent recession and the consequent need to stabilise the public finances has raised 

concerns, aired in other countries as well, about income distribution and inequality. 

According to the OECD, growing income inequality can have a negative effect on social 

cohesion and impede economic growth.40 The OECD has said that economic recovery since 

2010 in the OECD area has not led to inclusive growth, and has not reversed the trend of 

increasing income inequality.41 As discussed above (Section 1.3), the global trend of rising 

populism and anti-establishment sentiment, evident in Poland, Hungary and Austria among 

others, is further contributing to risks around this erosion of social cohesion and trust in 

institutions. This international populism can be seen as partly rooted in great divides, such as 

those based on age, geography and wealth. Issues arising from growing inequality coupled 

with a rise in populism may be further exacerbated by the role of social media in public 

debate, discussed further under the Technological risks below. Conversely, there is potential 

for an increasing sense of isolation and exclusion for those who may not have the necessary 

resources or skills in terms of access to social media and services delivered online.   

 

In Ireland, taxation and social transfer policies have been effective in offsetting market 

income inequality. In 2016, transfers reduced the at-risk-of-poverty rate from 44.9% to 

16.5%, underlining the effectiveness of social transfer policies and taxation in offsetting 

income inequality42. Similarly, the total income received by the top income quintile compared 

to the bottom income quintile stood at 4.7 in 201643 down from 5.1 in 2012 at the height of 

the economic downturn. In recent years there has been some improvement in measures of 

                                                 
40 OECD (2015) In it Together: Why Less Inequality Benefits All (Paris: OECD). 

41 OECD Income Inequality Update (Paris: OECD) http://www.oecd.org/social/OECD2016-Income-Inequality-Update.pdf 

42 http://cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditions2016/ 

43 http://cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditions2016/ 



National Risk Assessment – Overview of Strategic Risks 2018 

42 

 

poverty and inequality, with the Gini coefficient44 for disposable income falling below the 

EU average in 2015, and falling further in 2016 to 29.3. However, measures of consistent 

poverty remain above the targets set for 2020. 

 

Figure 1: Gini coefficient Ireland versus EU, 2010-2016 

 

Source: Eurostat 

 

Migration, discussed in Section 3.5 below, can be another factor and potential challenge in 

relation to the erosion of social cohesion. The continued successful integration of second and 

third generation immigrants in Ireland will be important in ensuring that risk does not 

materialise in an Irish context. Social groups that continue to be disproportionately affected 

by poverty include jobless households, those living in social housing (often associated with 

spatial concentrations) and lone-parent households (mainly female-headed) across the 

lifecycle, with children more likely to be in poverty than adults. Eurofound, OECD, ILO, 

NESC and the ESRI have all commented on the fact that the key route out of social exclusion 

is support for individuals to be in work, and that enhanced training and education can be 

beneficial in achieving this. Although the labour market has seen significant recovery in 

recent years, risks remain in this area in terms of access to and the quality of work. Access to 

stable employment remains a key challenge, in particular for young people, and the use of 

temporary and precarious employment practices by industry also remains a risk, although 

                                                 
44 The Gini coefficient measures the extent to which the distribution of income among individuals or households within an economy deviates 

from a perfectly equal distribution. A Gini coefficient of zero represents perfect equality and 100, perfect inequality. 
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legislation is progressing to address this in the form of the Employment (Miscellaneous 

Provisions) Bill 2017. 

 

Another consequence of the recent recession in Ireland was a damaging effect on public trust. 

The OECD notes in a recent report that the decline of people’s trust in institutions in the 

aftermath of the global financial crisis has been a “key policy concern” in recent years. 

Furthermore, lower public trust in institutions limits the capacity of Governments to 

implement their policies, and has been linked to increasing dissatisfaction with democracy.45 

The report also reflects the extent to which the population feels it has a say in what 

government does. According to the report, Ireland is below the OECD average in terms of the 

percentage of the working-age population who feel that they have a say in what the 

government does.46  

 

The 2018 Edelman Ireland Trust Barometer finds that the media is now the least trusted 

institution globally, however in Ireland trust is now on the rise overall. While trust in 

Government, the media, and NGOs rose between 2017 and 2018, trust in business decreased 

marginally, and Ireland is among 20 of the 28 countries surveyed who displayed overall 

distrust in institutions. The Trust Barometer also highlights that 64% of people surveyed in 

Ireland are worried about fake news and its influence47 and the impact of social media on 

public debate is discussed below in Section 4.6. Overall, the Edelman report notes that 

distrust is on the rise globally.  

 

Political Stability 

While political instability in the sense of the Irish Government being destabilized or 

overthrown by unconstitutional or violent means, including politically-motivated violence 

and terrorism, is a relatively low risk,48 there is a risk that a fragmented political system 

would not have the capacity to make difficult policy choices, including involving contentious 

legislation. On the other hand, the presence of a wide range of views and voices can support 

improved public debate of the risks and challenges facing the country and on the best ways to 

                                                 
45 OECD How’s Life 2017 https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/how-s-life-2017_how_life-2017-en#page186 

46 OECD How’s Life 2017 https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/how-s-life-2017_how_life-2017-en#page185 

47 Edelman 2018 Trust Barometer https://www.edelman.com/trust-barometer 

48 According to the World Bank Political Stability index, Ireland had a stability score of 0.93 in 2015 - the range is between -2.5 (weak) to 

+2.5 (strong). Data available from info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/#reports. 
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address them. Political stability is also a key factor in attracting investment in Ireland, and it 

is particularly important in the context of Brexit and the ongoing negotiations. Irish business 

has stressed the importance of a stable domestic political backdrop.49 In the context of Brexit 

and growing Euroscepticism elsewhere, there is the risk of increasing anti-EU sentiment in 

Ireland and erosion of support for Ireland’s membership of the EU. Concerns have also been 

expressed around a rise in external or foreign donations to political or civil society 

organisations active in campaigns and the electoral process, and associated risks of 

interference in the electoral process in Ireland, mirroring concerning allegations 

internationally. In a broader context, the European Central Bank has pointed out that the 

increase in political uncertainty in several countries could lead to delays to fiscal and 

structural reforms where policy agendas are less reform-oriented and more domestically 

focused, and that this could increase pressures on more vulnerable sovereigns.50 

 

4.5 Migration and integration  

Migration has become one of the most contentious and contested issues in political debates 

across many countries in recent years. It played a significant role in the UK's referendum on 

Brexit, it has fuelled the rise of extreme nationalist political parties in some countries and it 

has caused other countries to re-establish some form of border controls within Europe. Even 

though Ireland's location in Europe means that to date it has not felt a direct impact from 

many of these pressures, this should not induce complacency about the issues that migration 

and integration can generate, particularly in the context of continuing pressures from the 

Mediterranean and Africa, and the sheer volumes seeking to migrate into the EU. 

 

In addition, as mentioned in Section 1.1 above, Brexit introduces new potential risks around 

immigration including an increase in illegal movement of third country nationals into Ireland 

from the UK, as well as legal divergence possibilities in relation to asylum matters. As Brexit 

evolves there may also be significant labour market implications for Ireland. To give one 

example, the expansion of the construction sector in Ireland may attract many Eastern 

European Construction workers currently based in the UK. 

 

                                                 
49 Ibec (2016) The UK Referendum on EU Membership: The Impact of a Possible Brexit on Irish Business (Dublin: Ibec). 

50 European Central Bank (2016) Financial Stability Review – November 2016 (Frankfurt: ECB). 
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In terms of internal integration risks, Ireland has changed from an ethnically homogeneous 

society to a much more multi-ethnic one in slightly over a generation, a transformation 

reflected in rural as well as urban communities. Census 2016 shows that 810,406 people or 

17.3% of the population were born outside the State (this figure includes people of Irish 

nationality who were born outside the State, including in Northern Ireland), and that 535,475 

people or 11.6% of the population do not hold Irish nationality51. While this represents a 

small decrease on the 2011 Census52, it represents an increase of almost 139% in the number 

of people without Irish nationality since 2002, the first time the Census included a question 

on nationality53. This brings with it a need to be responsive to the changing nature of society, 

for example in terms of the needs of a now multilingual society and the potential for language 

to become a barrier in accessing Government communications and services.  

 

The increase in the immigrant population in Ireland has happened in a very short time and 

without any of the upheaval that has occurred in other countries with such dramatic 

movements of the population. Failure to maintain this level of cohesion, especially as second 

and third generation migrant communities emerge, represents a significant risk of negative 

consequences similar to those experienced by other countries. 

 

4.6 Impact of Social Media on public debate 

Social media has become an integral part of how billions of people around the globe connect 

and communicate. While social media platforms offer many benefits, the lack of oversight of 

both social media users and their data has led to a greater risk of the spreading of 

misinformation or so-called ‘fake news’, with associated challenges for and risks around 

regulatory systems readily apparent. This can have an effect on different levels from 

individuals through to institutions and can pose a risk to society by exacerbating divisions 

and already growing levels of public distrust and rising populism, diminishing shared bonds, 

and actively targeting certain cohorts with targeted information or misinformation. The 

targeting of social media users with political advertisements and sponsored news stories to 

influence their beliefs, opinions and possibly voting intentions, for example, is of 

considerable concern. Balanced and representative discourse and debate is vital to ensure the 

                                                 
51 Central Statistics Office (2016) Census 2016 Summary Results – Part 1 (Dublin: CSO). 

52 The 2011 Census showed that 544,357 people, or 12% of the population, did not have Irish nationality. 

53 In the 2002 Census, 224,261 people were recorded as not having Irish nationality.  
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integrity of any referendum or electoral process. There is also a risk that the multiplicity of 

information platforms could lead to more polarised societal viewpoints.  

 

Recent revelations about the harvesting of third party data, and their use in targeting certain 

groups and cohorts, as well as ongoing investigations and commentary in both the US and 

UK around election manipulation by third parties (including foreign actors), underline the 

need both for greater protection of citizens' privacy rights, and greater transparency from 

organizations on how they are using any personal data they collect. The General Data 

Protection Regulation (GDPR), which came into effect across the European Union on 25th 

May 2018, is designed to achieve these goals.  In addition, the Data Protection Bill 2018 

includes a provision to limit the scope of any processing of personal data revealing political 

opinions to prevent misuse. 

 

The growing influence of social media brings with it concerns around the spread of “fake 

news”. The European Commission defines fake news as “intentional disinformation spread 

via online social platforms, broadcast news media or traditional print” and it proposes a 

comprehensive policy response, which “must reflect the specific roles of different actors 

(social platforms, news media and users), and define their responsibilities in the light of a 

number of guiding principles. These include the freedom of expression, media pluralism, and 

the right of citizens to diverse and reliable information.”54 The Commission noted that media 

literacy and quality journalism would be “vital tools to address the spread of fake news 

online”.  

 

These concerns are of particular priority in an Irish context in relation to the May 2018 

referendum on the Eighth Amendment to the Constitution. In light of revelations around the 

collection and use of personal data from Facebook accounts by data analytics company 

Cambridge Analytica (mentioned in discussing data fraud and theft in Section 5.2 above) 

Facebook responded by announcing that Ireland would be part of the pilot programme for a 

new feature that identifies propaganda advertisements from April 2018. The tool is intended 

to address the ability of certain pages and advertisers on Facebook to micro-target users. It 

allows users to view all advertisements being run by a particular page, regardless of whether 

these advertisements are targeted at a specific group. In a further step, Facebook announced 

                                                 
54 The European Commission Policy report on Fake news https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/fake-news 
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in early May 2018 that advertisements funded from abroad in relation to the referendum 

would be banned. Shortly after this announcement, Google announced that all advertisements 

relating to the referendum on the Eighth Amendment in Ireland would be banned.   

 

These wider concerns also raise questions around the sustainability of traditional media and 

their role, both in Ireland and globally. A thriving, independent media is essential to a healthy 

society, especially in this increasingly online era, where risks to traditional print media and 

their audiences and readership levels are becoming increasingly apparent. Most recently, the 

European Commission has called on social media companies to “step up their efforts to tackle 

online disinformation” and draft a new code of practice aimed at reducing false information 

on social media. The Commission notes that “platforms have not provided sufficient 

transparency on political advertising and sponsored content”. Should this approach be 

unsuccessful, the possibility of “further action” to address the issue was raised. The 

Commission will report on progress made on this matter by December 2018, as well as 

potential next steps.55 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
55 Tackling online disinformation: a European approach https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/communication-tackling-online-

disinformation-european-approach 
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5.  Environmental Risks 

 

 

 

5.1  Climate Change & Biodiversity 

5.2 Ensuring an affordable, sustainable and diverse energy supply 

5.3  Infrastructure Constraints 

5.4 Food safety & Animal disease 

5.5 Supply and Affordability of Housing  

 

 

5.1 Climate Change & Biodiversity 

Many effects of climate change are now unavoidable. Recent years have illustrated clearly 

the risks posed to Irish society by extreme weather events, most recently with Storms Ophelia 

and Emma. There is also the potential of a future global seismic event causing adverse 

effects, for example the eruption of Katla in Iceland, which could cause disruption of aviation 

services in Ireland.  

 

Future impacts of climate change are predicted to include sea level rise; more intense storms 

and rainfall; increased likelihood and magnitude of river and coastal flooding; water 

shortages in summer; and adverse impacts on water quality.  

 

There are also significant threats to Ireland’s biodiversity, with the Biodiversity Indicator 

Survey for 2017 stating that 91% of our habitats designated under EU law are “inadequate” 

or of “bad” status56. This requires Ireland to develop a comprehensive series of measures to 

maintain and where necessary restore these habitats. Ireland will develop a new “Prioritised 

Action Framework” for Natura 2000 sites, i.e. those designated under the EU Nature 

Directives, by the end of 2018 as an initial step in that work. As a Party to the UN 

Convention on Biological Diversity, Ireland is committed to prepare Action Plans towards 

                                                 
56 https://indicators.biodiversityireland.ie/ 
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the achievement of the Convention’s targets. Implementation of the National Biodiversity 

Plan will be a key part of addressing these risks, and the National Development Plan also 

recognises the need for increased funding for biodiversity. The risks of not delivering on 

these commitments are stark and far-reaching, and include loss of habitats and consequent 

pollinator decline, with one third of Irish bee species threatened with extinction.  

 

In terms of Climate Change, there is an economic rationale for taking early action to mitigate 

green house gas (GHG) emissions, invest in renewable energy, improve energy efficiency 

and implement adaptation measures to the effects of climate change. The cost of inaction 

exceeds the cost of action and this cost differential will rise steeply with time. It will be 

critical to take action on climate change, as set out in the National Development Plan, the 

National Mitigation Plan and the National Adaptation Framework, to avoid threats to human 

health, economic development, property, infrastructure and ecosystems, as well as 

reputational damage.  

 

Potential costs to the exchequer include those associated with not achieving compliance with 

our EU GHG emissions and renewable energy targets to 2020 and future targets resulting 

from negotiations on individual EU Member State targets for 2030. There is a range of 

economic risks associated with failing to price the cost of carbon into our economic model to 

provide appropriate long term signals to the private sector and encourage behavioural change 

in broader society. It will also be critical to define our approach to carbon neutrality for the 

agriculture sector in a way that supports the achievement of our climate targets and 

decarbonisation goals while respecting sustainable food security and to make investments to 

develop new and innovative economic opportunities, for example in the bioeconomy.    

 

A related risk is failing to plan for success and economic growth in this context. Ireland’s 

green reputation could also be impacted by a climate-change related degradation in the 

quality of our natural environment.  

 

Both political and societal willingness to tackle the longer-term risks of climate change could 

present a challenge, as significant up-front investment is required, which may not yield 

benefits for many decades. Fundamental behavioural change will be necessary in this regard, 

from the public and private sectors as well as the general public, given that our efforts to 
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tackle climate change effectively are predicated on significant buy-in from these groups. 

Engagement with these groups can be facilitated through initiatives such as the National 

Dialogue on Climate Action. There is a necessity for realistic and frank discussion about 

what investments will be needed to meet EU 2030 targets and ensure that Ireland is on a 

sound pathway to decarbonisation. This is underscored by the EPA projections that indicate 

that Ireland's non ETS emissions in 2020 could be in the range of 4% to 6% below 2005 

levels as against the binding EU target of emissions being 20% below 2005 levels. 

 

A whole of Government approach that encompasses climate and energy policies will be 

required to ensure policy coherence and to meet the EU requirement to develop an integrated 

National Energy and Climate Plan that covers the period 2021 to 2030. Maximising the 

potential of our renewable energy resources, energy efficiency measures and electricity 

interconnectors is core to ensuring a secure and sustainable energy supply. Having 

appropriate processes and policies in place in terms of planning, technology and community 

engagement are central in this regard.  

 

5.2 Ensuring an affordable, sustainable and diverse energy supply 

Ireland’s situation as an island on the periphery of Europe renders it particularly vulnerable to 

disruptions to the supply or price of oil, gas or electricity which would have significant 

economic, social and competitive impacts. Such disruption could arise from natural disaster, 

economic trends or geopolitical change, such as Brexit, disruption to oil supplies in the 

Middle East, Russian sanction impacts on gas supplies and OPEC cuts. 

 

Brexit poses a particular risk as Ireland imports the vast majority of its energy requirements, 

mainly oil and gas, from the UK. The potential impact of Brexit on the Single Electricity 

Market is also of particular note. As Ireland electrifies vital services, such as transport and 

heating, which will be necessary to meet climate change obligations, the challenges and risks 

around energy security will continue to shift and evolve. 

 

A large proportion of Ireland’s energy needs are met through imports - circa 70% in 2016. 

However, it is worth noting that indigenous energy production is increasing - from 12% of 

the total primary energy supply in 2015 to 30% in 2016. This is in part due to the coming on 

stream of natural gas production from the Corrib project. Increasing levels of renewable 
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energy will help offset our dependency on imported fossil fuels, introduce more certainty in 

the energy fuel mix and move Ireland toward its 2020 and future renewable energy targets. 

 

Ensuring an energy supply that is not only affordable, sustainable and diverse but also secure 

will be extremely important as pressure increases on the world’s resources due to climate 

change. Close attention should be paid to energy affordability in particular, given recent 

trends. There are also geopolitical implications contributing to this risk, with international 

relations and tensions creating doubt over the security of energy supply. 

 

In the last few years, all fossil fuels fell in price, especially oil, which resulted in some 

positive economic effects for Ireland. Notwithstanding increases since the trough in early 

2016, oil prices are not expected to return to previous very high levels in the near future, 

which is of some economic benefit to Ireland. However, continued low prices and a stronger 

Euro to dollar value may undercut the urgency of stimulating the transition from a fossil fuel-

based energy sector to a clean, low-carbon system as set out in the Energy White Paper 

published in late 2015. If this transition is delayed, it may make a 'hard landing' more likely, 

given that the price of carbon-based energy sources may have to rise abruptly. Energy-

intensive sectors such as transport could experience disruptions as the cost of their energy 

inputs rise, and households might have to bear some of this cost. 

 

5.3 Infrastructure constraints 

Ireland was again the fastest growing economy in the EU in 2017, and its population is 

continuing to grow – it grew by 3.8% over the inter-censal period 2011-2016. This context, 

coupled with an under-supply of housing and associated affordability issues, a tightening 

labour market and continued stronger than expected economic growth, could give rise to 

overheating in the economy (see Section 2.4 for more discussion on risks around 

overheating). This brings with it the risk of negative impacts for Ireland’s competitiveness 

and value for money concerns for the State in terms of capital programmes, as well as for the 

individual consumer. In addition, while Project Ireland 2040 was launched in February 2018, 

and set out both a detailed capital investment plan for the period 2018 to 2027 (the National 

Development Plan 2018-2027), and the 20-year National Planning Framework 2040, risks 

around capacity constraints which could prove challenging for its full implementation are 

apparent. In particular, risks in terms of both institutional capacity and capacity in the 
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economy including skills constraints can be seen, with skills constraints particularly evident 

in the construction sector57. These challenges could hinder the implementation and delivery 

of projects under the NDP and NPF, with the associated risk of contributing to price inflation 

if these constraints are not alleviated in order to ensure infrastructure constraints are 

addressed in a sustainable way. 

 

By 2040 an additional one million people will live in Ireland, almost a quarter of whom will 

be over 65 (double the current levels). An additional two-thirds of a million people will work 

here, and an additional half a million homes will be needed to accommodate this growth.   

A plan-led approach to infrastructural investment is therefore vital. Historically, constraints 

on public finances and a market- and developer-driven development environment has resulted 

in infrastructure following, rather than driving, change and development for the benefit of 

society. Failing to renew and enhance our infrastructural capabilities through a strategic plan 

will impact on competitiveness, quality of life and our ability to meet new environmental 

challenges.  

 

Preparing for and managing progressive and sustainable growth requires careful preparation 

and planning for all regions. In addition, decoupling growth from adding to environmental 

pressures such as climate change and declining biodiversity is critical. In response, the 

National Planning Framework was developed in parallel with the National Development 

Plan, under Project Ireland 2040. The strategies combine to present a map for effective spatial 

planning and strategic investment in infrastructure, which will allow Ireland to accommodate 

anticipated population growth while ensuring growth continues in a balanced way.  

 

The risks and implications of not delivering on the objectives in the Plan are clear. The 

availability of competitively priced world-class infrastructure (e.g. energy; telecoms, 

including the implementation of the National Broadband Plan; transport – road, public 

transport, airport, seaports; waste and water) and related services is critical to support 

competitiveness which in turn determines the sustainability of living standards. In addition to 

the capacity and skills constraints outlined above, the National Competitiveness Council 

(NCC) quotes IMF estimates which show that an increase of 1 percentage point of GDP in 

                                                 
57 Department of Finance (2017) Review of the Capital Plan 20126-2021, available:  file:///C:/Users/HayesCurtinC/Downloads/Capital-Plan-

Review-2016-2021%20(1).pdf  

file:///C:/Users/HayesCurtinC/Downloads/Capital-Plan-Review-2016-2021%20(1).pdf
file:///C:/Users/HayesCurtinC/Downloads/Capital-Plan-Review-2016-2021%20(1).pdf
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investment spending can increase output by approximately 0.4 per cent in the same year and 

by 1.5 per cent four years after the increase in investment.58  

 

Following a significant reduction in public capital expenditure over the course of the 

recession, the level of capital expenditure has increased as the economy has returned to 

growth, and the public finances recovered.  

 

A range of international benchmarks are available comparing the stock and quality of 

infrastructure in Ireland with our competitors. Ireland’s diminished investment is evident in 

declining and low scores in relation to the perception of overall infrastructure quality, with 

Ireland’s score falling over the five years to 2016. Perceptions of infrastructure quality as 

measured by the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report 2017-201859 

show the perceived overall quality of infrastructure in the economy remains low in Ireland. 

Ireland is ranked 51st in the world with the UK 27th. In an EU context Ireland is ranked 21st, 

with the UK ranked 12th. 

 

In addition to potential risks to cross-border infrastructure projects in the context of Brexit, a 

significant threat to delivery of Project Ireland 2040 is rising levels of litigation leading to 

delays in infrastructure delivery. There is also a risk that the growing influence of social 

media may become a relevant factor in the context of opposition of citizens and communities 

to the implementation of infrastructure projects. This may become more pronounced as 

projects under Project Ireland 2040 commence design, planning and construction phases. 

Wider communities have in some cases opposed projects despite rigorous planning, 

environmental assessment and consultation processes. Enhanced mechanisms to create better 

community ownership of and participation in required investment projects may go some way 

to mitigating this opposition by allowing those most affected to benefit more directly from 

the development of such infrastructure. Ireland’s development consent systems need to be 

robust and efficient to maximise certainty and minimise delay in converting capital to 

projects that deliver. 

 

                                                 
58 National Competitiveness Council (2017) Ireland’s Competitiveness Challenge, available at: 

https://dbei.gov.ie/en/Publications/Publication-files/Irelands-Competitiveness-Challenge-2017.pdf 

59 World Economic Forum (2017) The Global Competitiveness Report 2017–2018, available at: http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2017-

2018/05FullReport/TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2017%E2%80%932018.pdf  

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2017-2018/05FullReport/TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2017%E2%80%932018.pdf
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/GCR2017-2018/05FullReport/TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2017%E2%80%932018.pdf
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 5.4 Food safety & Animal disease 

 

Our food safety and production standards, which include a favourable animal health and 

welfare status, are key to consumer confidence in Irish food and drink products both at home 

and abroad. While the possibility of food contamination or an outbreak of food-borne human 

illness clearly represents a risk to the health of citizens, a food safety incident of Irish origin 

or a major disease outbreak in farmed animals in Ireland could also jeopardise international 

trade in Irish food.  

 

Any such adverse incident could lead to immediate exclusion from certain markets and it 

could take a considerable period of time to recover consumer confidence and market share. 

Given the vital importance of the agri-food sector, and its high dependence on exports, this 

would lead to significant implications for the Irish economy, particularly in rural areas. The 

agri-food sector is highly export dependent. In 2017, agri-food exports increased to €11.5 

billion, representing a growth of 41% since 2010. 37% or €4.13 billion of this is exported to 

the UK60 leaving the sector particularly exposed to risks related to Brexit.  

 

5.5 Supply and Affordability of Housing 

The supply of housing and accommodation is one of the most immediate of the domestic 

challenges currently facing Ireland. A capable, effective and sustainable construction industry 

on the right scale is essential for economic growth and development. Driven by unsustainable 

residential construction, the scale of construction output grew to an unprecedented 25% of 

gross national product (GNP) in 2006 before dropping dramatically to 6.4% of GNP in 2012. 

Housing supply contracted sharply from late 2007, with the number of new dwellings falling 

by over 90% between 2006 and 201361.  

 

This has impacted the country socially and economically; through challenges to the provision 

of social housing, an increase in homelessness, and constraining competitiveness. This 

constraint on competitiveness especially affects Ireland’s ability to continue to attract Foreign 

                                                 
60 Bord Bia Export Performance and Prospects 2017, available at: 

https://www.bordbia.ie/industry/manufacturers/insight/publications/MarketReviews/Documents/Export-Performance-and-Prospects-

2017.pdf 

61 Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government figures, based on ESB connections 
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Direct Investment (FDI), as availability of housing is a key concern for MNCs considering 

locating here. Currently, pressures on the housing market have led to overcrowding and 

lowering of quality of life. The CSO 2017 Facts and Figures report showed that in 2017, 

almost 10% of the population were living in accommodation with less than one room per 

person. This marked a 28% rise on the equivalent figure for 201162. Housing supply therefore 

presents a highly complex challenge, heightened by legacy effects of the post-2008 economic 

contraction. 

 

Underlying housing demand has outpaced actual supply in recent years, manifesting in 

stronger growth in house prices and rents, with such increases being rapid in Dublin and other 

urban areas compared with the rest of the country. Housing undersupply has been 

compounded by the rapid growth of the Irish economy in recent years resulting in 

affordability issues and rental property prices rising above their previous peaks. There is now 

a growing risk around the issue of affordability as, even as supply increases, affordability 

issues persist. This is of particular concern in Ireland’s cities. In addition, risks around 

increasing wage pressures may be further exacerbated by housing affordability issues, leading 

to a continued increase in house prices, and continuing affordability challenges. In terms of 

increasing wage pressures from the public sector, such risks are linked with increasing 

expectations for public expenditure, discussed above in Section 3.3. 

 

According to the CSO, rental costs in Dublin are at an all time high while the rate of increase 

in national property prices has been accelerating since the second half of 2016, reaching 

double digit growth rates in May 2017. In January 2018, prices increased by 12.5% year-on-

year, the fastest growth rate in over two years. Based on these trends, housing and rental costs 

are likely to translate into increased demand for wage increases in the medium term. 

Housing supply is essential for societal well-being and economic growth. The lack of 

affordable accommodation has been linked to rising levels of homelessness with significant 

social and financial costs. In addition to the increased number of rough sleepers recorded in 

recent years, many families have been living for long periods of time in emergency 

accommodation with considerable impacts on family life. Difficulties accessing affordable 

accommodation are a major source of concern for many people. 

                                                 
62 CSO 2017 Facts and Figures http://www.cso.ie/en/media/csoie/releasespublications/documents/statisticalpublications/2017/Ireland_-

_facts_&_Figures_-web.pdf 
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To address increasing risks in the housing market, the Government launched its Rebuilding 

Ireland programme in July 2016. Under the plan the Government intends to meet the social 

housing needs of over 137,000 households by 2021. In terms of affordability, the 

Government has also launched the Rebuilding Ireland Home Loan to provide long-term 

mortgages for first time buyers and offers both fixed and variable rate products. A new 

Affordable Purchase Scheme has also been announced which will see affordable homes built 

initially on State land, in cooperation with local authorities. However, for the foreseeable 

future housing shortages are likely to act as a constraint on economic activity and 

competitiveness, and reflect one of the most prominent risks and challenges facing the 

country. 
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6. Technological Risks 

 

 

 

6.1  Cyber Security 

6.2 Disruptive technology trends 

6.3 Anti-Microbial Resistance 

6.4 Nuclear contamination  

 

6.1 Cyber Security  

Disruption to critical information infrastructure 

The internet has become a fundamental component of many different types of infrastructure, 

underpinning a wide range of economic and social activities. However, unlike the situation 

for traditional economic and social infrastructure, our geographical position does not provide 

any protection from cyber-attacks. The threat landscape continues to evolve, and a wide 

range of significant risks arise for key national infrastructure including energy, transport, 

telecoms systems and financial systems. The proliferation of IoT (internet of things) 

connectivity acts as an enabler for many of these risks. It is important to consider the 

possibility of State or non-State actors resorting to cyber-measures to advance their aims by, 

for example, launching an attack on and disrupting critical information infrastructure and 

networks. Europol currently judges the risk of cyber-terrorism to be one of high potential but 

low probability, though the probability may be increasing. This is an issue of growing 

concern at EU and international levels reflecting the importance of continuing to build our 

expertise and capacity in cyber security to enable us to address these threats effectively.  

  

Criminal gangs operating in different parts of the world have growing capabilities in terms of 

launching disruptive cyber-attacks and also holding entities to ransom where they succeed in 

encrypting business and personal data. This was particularly evident from the ‘WannaCry’ 

ransomware attack in May 2017, which caused serious disruption to a number of large 

organisations across the world. While in these cases the impact on Ireland was relatively 

minimal, the risk of further, more devastating attacks remains. In addition to being costly, 
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attacks could affect the availability of cash which, depending on the downtime, could have 

serious effects on the economy. The recent cyber-attack also demonstrates the potential 

impact on the provision of services and on the reputation of businesses and the public service, 

while prolonged or repeated incidents risk creating a backlash against digitization, with 

further economic consequences. 

 

Data fraud and theft 

The internet is a key enabling infrastructure for economic growth and prosperity. Side by side 

with its increasing importance has been a growth in attempted cyber-attacks, due to the high 

value of personal and corporate data. Risks associated with cyber security are diverse, and 

many instances of cyber security breaches are accidental. The EU is now moving in the 

direction of focusing efforts on higher level threats. Although there have been significant 

improvements in building resilience to attacks, this continues to be a growing challenge for 

businesses and individuals, and society in general, including in regards to the protection of 

government digital assets. There are challenges and a variance in institutional capacity to 

address cyber security across the EU. Ireland has the potential to leverage the significant 

expertise that exists in our private sector, as well as information sharing and cooperation with 

agencies in other countries to address this risk.  

 

Pressing risks for businesses and individuals include the loss or theft of personal or business 

information, or even the destruction of property or critical records like medical records. The 

impersonation of individuals in order to make fraudulent transactions is a major issue 

involving billions of euro globally. Significant data breaches have been reported over the past 

several years by a number of major companies abroad, including Photobucket (1.9 million 

records), Christies (2.7 million records),  and Yahoo!, who disclosed two major breaches in 

2016 involving 1 billion and 500 million records, which had taken place in 2013 and 2014, 

respectively. A more recent example of the potential scale of data theft was the hacking of 

around 150 million users of the app MyFitnessPal in March 2018.63 In Ireland, Eir had a 

small but serious data breach involving 2,000 records. Indeed, any challenge to the quality of 

Ireland’s data regulation environment, which has been key to the continuing expansion and 

growth of the digital economy in Ireland, creates a risk of business disruption as well as 

reputational damage.  

                                                 
63 https://www.forbes.com/sites/paullamkin/2018/03/30/under-armour-admits-huge-myfitnesspal-data-hack/#4aa35fe6cc54 
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The public service is also a major collector and processor of data. A specific risk is the 

targeting of public service data repositories, and the theft or compromising of that data. If 

successful, this would reduce confidence in public service administration and the use of 

technology for public services. The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which came 

into force in May 2018, is a regulation to strengthen and unify data protection within the EU. 

It will give the right to a person who has suffered material or non-material damage to seek 

compensation from a data controller. A significant data breach could result in significant 

compensation payments being made by the State. Most recently, there have been concerns 

around the collection of personal data from Facebook accounts by data analytics company 

Cambridge Analytica. It has been alleged that the data was then used by political 

organisations to influence public opinion. The risk of this manipulation of public opinion is 

discussed in more detail in Section 5.5 below. The Cambridge Analytica data breach affected 

up to 87 million Facebook users worldwide and is the subject of ongoing investigation.  

 

The challenges discussed above are just some of the many forms that cybercrime may take.  

The cyber dimension to conventional crime brings with it significant demands in terms of the 

tools needed to gather evidence, identify perpetrators and undertake prevention initiatives. 

Attacks on the data stored on computers or the systems themselves is another aspect of 

cybercrime that pose both law enforcement issues and in some case State security issues. 

   

The international dimension to investigating cybercrime brings with it many challenges in 

terms of international cooperation and jurisdiction. There are further challenges faced by law 

enforcement agencies including loss of data, encryption, virtual currencies, loss of location, 

the need for expedited measures, managing online investigations, and managing public-

private cooperation, amongst many more. 

 

6.2 Disruptive technology trends 

Disruptive technology trends are continuously bringing new ways of conducting business, 

manufacturing products and making decisions which could usurp traditional methods and 

lead to significant job losses in affected sectors. Legislative and regulatory challenges may 

come with advances in digital technologies, as well as threats to employment. The speed of 

adoption of technological advances is seeing the emergence of new global business models, 
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products, markets, sectors and activities; as well as disrupting ways of working and impacting 

on skills needs.  

 

A 2016 OECD-commissioned study64 estimates that 9% of jobs are at a high risk of being 

automated on average, with 8% of jobs at risk for Ireland (below the OECD average). These 

are jobs where the tasks involved have a probability of being automated of 70% or higher. A 

larger, but important share (between 50% and 70%) of jobs has a low risk of complete 

automation. These jobs will not be substituted entirely, but a large share of tasks may be, 

radically transforming how these jobs are carried out. These jobs will be significantly 

retooled and workers will need to adapt (circa 22% for Ireland). A 2018 follow up OECD 

study (Nedelkoska and Quintini) suggests that a greater proportion (14%) of jobs in OECD 

member countries have a high probability of being automated as compared to the 2016 study. 

It should be noted that alternative models and measurement tools have been used in other 

studies in this area which have generated significantly higher estimates of job losses arising 

from automation. Similarly, a recent study conducted by PriceWaterhouseCooper65 (PwC) 

points to three waves of automation unfolding from now into the 2030s, affecting first 

“algorithmic” jobs which involve analysis of data and simple computational tasks; followed 

by clerical support and decision making; and thirdly jobs involving physical labour, with this 

wave seeing the highest rate of projected job loss. For Ireland specifically, the study estimates 

that 2% of jobs in all industries could be automated in the first wave, 19% in the second wave 

(by late 2020s) and 31% in the third wave (by mid 2030s). 

 

Technological advances will also lead to new jobs being created, as well as economic 

benefits associated with more efficient ways of doing business. According to PwC analysis, 

smart automation has the potential to add $15 trillion to global GDP by 2030. However, there 

is a risk that these new jobs will be less dependent on human labour, or will require 

significant re-skilling. The scale of the re-skilling problem is becoming a key priority for the 

European Commission, as it has been suggested that in the near future, 90% of existing jobs 

will require some degree of digital skills. While this presents both opportunities and threats 

                                                 
64 Arntz, M., T. Gregory and U. Zierahn (2016), “The Risk of Automation for Jobs in OECD Countries: A Comparative Analysis”, OECD 

Social, Employment and Migration Working Papers, No. 189, OECD Publishing, Paris. http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5jlz9h56dvq7-en  

65 The Impact of Automation on jobs, PwC report: https://www.pwc.co.uk/services/economics-policy/insights/the-impact-of-automation-

on-jobs.html 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/5jlz9h56dvq7-en
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the research generally indicates that, across all countries, workers with a lower level of 

education are at the highest risk of displacement. As artificial intelligence (AI) continues to 

develop it could also be that in the future higher skilled occupations may face higher risk of 

automation than the current state of technology implies. While this is not a risk unique to 

Ireland, it requires actions across a range of areas including a significant increase in our 

delivery of lifelong learning and skills development as well as the need for continued 

investment in the digital economy and R&D. 

 

While no sector will be immune to the impact of disruptive technology, jobs and functions 

that require greater degrees of cognition, subjective thought and personal interaction will be 

somewhat cushioned. The acquisition of new skills is vital to keep pace with advances in 

technology. Similarly, the availability of the right skills is a key enabler of enterprise 

performance and growth. Jobs as we know them are undergoing a process of change with the 

skills required with many jobs changing significantly. Numerous academic studies and 

reports have identified that re-skilling/up-skilling of the workforce is a requirement of the 

future as jobs become increasingly digitalised. Thus it is essential that the workforce is 

equipped with the requisite skills to fully unlock the benefits of the digital economy. 

 

The identified risks in this section reflect many of the issues referred to in the April 2018 

Communication on Artificial Intelligence (AI) from the European Commission, which 

identifies a need to prepare for socioeconomic changes, through training more specialists in 

AI, and obtaining detailed analysis and expert inputs to anticipate the changes on the labour 

market and the skills mismatch across the EU. The importance of this is exemplified by the 

Government’s establishment, under Project Ireland 2040, of a €500 million challenge-based 

Disruptive Technologies Innovation Fund.  

 

Additional risks associated with disruptive technologies include: 

o Failure to communicate the value that disruptive technologies can provide in growing 

the economy, and failure to capitalise on economic opportunities arising;  

o Failure to deploy disruptive technologies in the public sector rapidly to provide 

concurrence with the private sector; as well as failure to ensure that the costs of 

government are not disproportionate to costs within industry;  
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o Failure to assess and mitigate the adverse societal, workplace and social impact of 

disruptive technologies on the lives of our citizens;  

o Failure to plan for employment shifts resulting from technological advances, which will 

continue to be a challenge for social protection systems in Ireland and elsewhere; and 

o Regulatory challenges associated with technological advances, such as driverless cars 

for example, and associated capacity issues. 

 

6.3 Anti-Microbial Resistance 

Anti-microbial resistance (AMR) is an increasing concern across the globe, with the World 

Health Organisation (WHO) describing it as “a crisis that must be managed with the utmost 

urgency.”66 Antimicrobials have been essential for the provision of modern medical care 

since the 1940s, substantially reducing mortality and morbidity from infectious diseases and 

complications. These advances are now being put at risk by a significant rise in the 

prevalence of bacteria that are resistant to one or more antimicrobial, with knock-on 

consequences for human health as well as the economy in terms of more expensive treatment 

costs and lost productivity.  

 

The World Economic Forum’s Global Risks Report for 2018 included a reflection on the 

evolution of this risk on the world stage. This quoted research from the World Bank, the UK 

Government and the Wellcome Trust estimating AMR would exert a drag on global GDP of 

between 1.1% and 3.8% between now and 2050, as well as costing $100 trillion and killing 

10 million people over that period. That report also noted that resistance to even the strongest 

antibiotics continues to spread, as they are increasingly used to combat diseases resistant to 

weaker antibiotics. It notes that research conducted in 2017 demonstrated that bacteria 

resistant to colistin, the “antibiotic of last resort”, had spread throughout the world within 18 

months of the resistant strain first emerging.  

 

The extensive use, misuse and overuse of antimicrobials in human health has increasingly 

raised levels of antimicrobial resistance in a wide range of pathogens in all countries and in 

patients of all age groups. In the animal population, the rate of development and spread of 

antimicrobial resistance has also increased. The increasing global demand for affordable 

                                                 
66 WEF Global Risks Report 2018 http://reports.weforum.org/global-risks-2018/anti-microbial-resistance/ 
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food, and in particular animal protein, has led to intensification in certain animal sectors, 

which can result in higher potential risks of disease outbreaks. Therefore a strong reliance on 

availability of effective antimicrobials to treat disease and protect animal welfare has 

occurred. 

 

There are also increasing concerns about the role the environment may play in the spread of 

clinically relevant antimicrobial resistance. Environmental regulators monitor and control 

some of the possible pathways responsible for the release of antimicrobials into the 

environment, e.g. through water contamination and agricultural run-off. However a greater 

understanding of many of the key issues in relation to the environmental role will further 

enhance the delivery of environmental protection from AMR. The rise in antimicrobial 

resistance is thus one of the greatest potential threats to human health at global, European and 

national levels with serious consequences for public health, animal health and welfare. 

 

Given that the natural responses of microbes to the use of antimicrobials is resistance, they 

therefore need to be used as sparingly as possible to retain their efficacy. A National Public 

Health Emergency has been declared in respect of CPE (a form of antimicrobial resistance 

that is particularly problematic in Irish hospitals). Ireland's National Action Plan on 

Antimicrobial Resistance 2017-2020 (iNAP) was launched in October 2017, with a cross-

sectoral and whole of Government approach to addressing the world-wide threat of AMR. It 

was developed following the WHO Global Action Plan on Antimicrobial Resistance 2015, 

which required all countries to establish a national action plan, and in light of the European 

Commission requirement that Member States develop a national action plan in 2017. 

 

6.4 Nuclear contamination 

Contamination as a result of fallout from a nuclear accident is a risk that has to be 

acknowledged, despite the low probability associated with this for Ireland. Obvious risks to 

public health and well-being arise, as well as the potential for negative economic impact. This 

is significant, in particular in relation to potential reputational risk to the agricultural sector. 

There is a risk of consumer resistance to even miniscule levels of radioactivity in the food 

chain and Ireland’s competitors portraying Ireland’s food products as unsafe, were 

contamination to occur.  
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A recently published paper from the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) 

examined the potential cost to the Irish economy of a number of scenarios involving varying 

levels of contamination67. While stressing the very low risk of a nuclear accident and without 

measuring the likelihood of any particular scenario, the study assessed potential costs to 

Ireland in four hypothetical scenarios: costs ranged from €4.1 billion in a scenario with no 

contamination where losses are reputational, through to €115 billion, where high levels of 

radioactive contamination would necessitate a prolonged period of food controls and 

agriculture protective actions. The paper also estimates that indirect losses in the Irish 

economy would range from €287 million in a scenario where losses are reputational, to €44 

billion in a scenario with high levels of contamination.  

 

The intersections of this risk with Food Safety are highlighted in the ESRI paper where it is 

stated that meat and dairy produce account for 57% of the lost value, where losses are purely 

reputational. In the most extreme scenario dealing with high levels of contamination, the total 

value of loss of export markets is some €84bn, with meat, dairy and seafood produce 

accounting for over €50bn.  

 

In view of the potentially catastrophic humanitarian consequences of a nuclear detonation, it 

will remain important to continue international engagement relating to nuclear safety, as well 

as on nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
67 ESRI Disaster cost assessment: A case study of the potential economic impact of a nuclear accident affecting Ireland: 

http://www.ssisi.ie/A_Method_of_Disaster_Cost_Assessment.pdf 
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List of acronyms 

 

AMR Anti-Microbial Resistance 

CSO Central Statistics Office  

CTA  Common Travel Area 

ECB European Central Bank 

 

ECRIS European Criminal Record Information System 

EEA European Economic Area 

EPA Environmental Protection Agency 

 

FDI Foreign Direct Investment 

 

GDP Gross Domestic Product 

GDPR General Data Protection Regulation 

GNI Gross National Income 

GNP Gross National Product 

GTF  Government Task Force 

 

GVA Gross Value Added 

HCI Harmonised Competitiveness Index  

ICT Information and Communications Technology 
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MNC Multination Corporation 

 

NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement 

NCC National Competitiveness Council  

NDP National Development Plan 

NRA National Risk Assessment 

NPF National Planning Framework 

OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperate and Development 

 

OEP Office of Emergency Planning 

QNHS Quarterly National Household Survey 

 

QE Quantitative Easing 

 

TPP Trans-Pacific Partnership 

 

UCPM Union Civil Protection Mechanism 

WTO World Trade Organisation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



National Risk Assessment – Overview of Strategic Risks 2018 

67 

 

 

Annex 1. Government Task Force on Emergency Planning – National Risk Assessment 

for Ireland 2017 

This National Risk Assessment complements the detailed risk assessment work carried out by 

the Government Task Force on Emergency Planning, chaired by the Minister with 

responsibility for Defence. Through the Office of Emergency Planning, under the Department 

of Defence, a three year National Risk Assessment process and methodology is applied, 

which focuses on risks relating to potential civil emergencies at national level. 

 

The White Paper on Defence (2015) sets out the Government’s commitment to maintain and 

further develop a robust strategic emergency management framework, and the Government 

Task Force (GTF) on Emergency Planning conducts a cyclical process of hazard analysis and 

risk assessment as an essential step in the process of identifying the challenges that may have 

to be addressed by society, particularly in the context of emergency management. 

 

The GTF risk assessment process was first carried out in 2012 and led to the publication of 

the first National Risk Assessment for Ireland 2012, which was accepted by the European 

Commission as meeting the requirements of the Union Civil Protection Mechanism 

(UCPM).68 Following a review in 2016 by the Office of Emergency Planning and Dublin 

City University Business School, the GTF incorporated a number of methodological changes 

to this process, which were designed to reflect current risk management standards and 

international good practice. 

 

This led to the production of a further National Risk Assessment for Ireland 2017, which 

considered specific risks relating to potential civil emergencies at national level and was 

adopted by the GTF in March 2017 and was subsequently noted by Government, submitted to 

the EU Commission and published at www.emergencyplanning.ie. 

 

The National Risk Assessment for Ireland 2017 has specifically identified twenty key 

national risks that will be used to guide future mitigation, planning and preparation activities 

                                                 
68 Decision No 1313/2013/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 on a Union 

Civil Protection Mechanism, available at: eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dec/2013/1313/oj. 

http://www.emergencyplanning.ie/
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dec/2013/1313/oj
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at national and regional level and will help inform future assessments of risk management 

capabilities. Flooding remains one of the highest likelihood/impact risks on this National 

Risk Matrix 2017, with Infectious Disease, Food Contamination, Nuclear Incidents (abroad), 

Disruption to Energy Supplies and Network and information Security/Cyber Incidents 

highlighted as having potentially the highest impact on Ireland. 

 

In line with good practice and the UCPM requirements, the aim is to repeat this process at 

three yearly intervals so as to capture new and emerging threats and changing trends. 
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Annex 2: Summary of Open Policy Debate, April 12 2018 

On April 12, 2018, an Open Policy Debate was held in the Department of the Taoiseach to 

discuss the draft list of strategic risks for 2018, as drawn up by the National Risk Assessment 

Steering Group. The seminar saw representatives of Government Departments and public 

sector organisations, civil society groups, industry, and research and education institutions 

contribute to a discussion around the main risks facing Ireland over the medium, and long-

term.  

 

The debate was structured around two expert panels, divided across the main categories of 

risk. Panel 1 covered Social, Environmental and Technological Risks. This panel comprised 

Prof. John Fitzgerald, Chair of the Climate Change Advisory Council and adjunct Professor 

in Economics at TCD; John McKeon, Secretary General at the Department of Employment 

Affairs and Social Protection; Brid O’Brien, Head of Policy and Media at the INOU; and 

Richard Browne, Principal Officer ( Internet Policy) at the Department of Communications, 

Climate Change and the Environment. Panel 2 covered Economic and Geopolitical risks and 

the panel comprised Anne Nolan, former Second Secretary General at the Department of 

Finance; Dan O’Brien, Chief Economist with the IIEA; Dr. Orlaigh Quinn, Secretary General 

at the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation; and Seamus Coffey, Chair of the 

Irish Fiscal Advisory Council. The workshop was facilitated by M.CO Consultants and 

attended by almost 80 invited participants.  

 

Martin Fraser, Secretary General, Department of the Taoiseach, set the context for the 

workshop, emphasising the importance of accurate, evidence-based risk diagnosis and 

evaluation, and the importance of the role of robust public discourse.  

 

Panel 1 – Social, Environmental and Technological Risks 

Each of the risks identified under the three categories were discussed, through contributions 

from the expert panel, round table discussion, and a subsequent open Q&A session. The 

group discussed the risk of underemployment, and the challenge of building on the education 

system’s capacity for up-skilling and re-skilling, to increase labour force participation, as 

well as the future of work and displacement of jobs. The risk of increased expectations in 

terms of social welfare expenditure was discussed, as well as the changing nature of income. 
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Fake news and populism were mentioned in the context of a fragmented political landscape, 

and international populism trends, and other risks to social cohesion in Ireland, such as 

societal inequalities and migration, were discussed. The session also focused on the 

challenges of preparing for Ireland’s ageing population, and the risks associated with failing 

to respond to these changing demographics.  

 

Discussing the risks, and multitude of related impacts around Climate Change led to debate 

around the need for upfront investment, and behavioural change, as well as the risks of 

conflicting economic and climate change objectives, and the risks of not planning for 

economic success and growth in the context of carbon emissions. The relationship between 

climate change and international migration was also noted. The session then moved to risks 

around energy security, noting Ireland’s reliance on imported energy sources and related 

Brexit implications. A potential increase in the impact of an energy security risk was noted as 

Ireland electrifies vital services such as transport and heating, which will be necessary to 

meet our climate change obligations.  

 

This panel also focused on risks relating to housing supply and affordability. In this context 

the risk that the market m be unable to address housing issues on the scale required, and the 

potential role of the State in this situation was discussed. It was noted that housing is 

becoming an increasingly economic issue, having to date been regarded more as a social or 

personal issue. However, the point was raised that the risk of a new housing bubble emerging 

may be overstated, as traditional indicators of a bubble are not present. 

 

Cyber security and the rising risks associated with the growing ubiquity and connectedness of 

network information systems in all sectors was discussed. It was noted that many cyber 

attacks and data breaches are accidental. It was also noted that Ireland is equally as 

vulnerable as other countries in this respect, as geographic location, economy or population 

size are not factors. Ireland’s potential to leverage the significant expertise that exists in the 

private sector, as well as information-sharing and cooperation with agencies in other 

countries, was noted. The impact of social media on public debate was discussed as a new 

risk included in the NRA for 2018. The risk that the multiplicity of information platforms 

may lead to more polarised societal viewpoints was noted.  
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Panel 2 – Geopolitical and Economic Risks 

The second session looked at Geopolitical and Economic Risks, and a broad range of key 

messages emerged in relation to the draft list of risks. The importance of international trade 

for Ireland’s open economy and ongoing recovery, as well as the rising risk of anti-

globalisation within Europe was discussed. The increasing risk of a global trade war, and 

Ireland’s exposure to the US in such a context, was also raised. It was noted that the 

importance of the US as a trading partner should not be understated, given that the US is 

Ireland’s largest trading partner, with Ireland’s reliance on the US similar to that of Canada or 

Mexico. The limited control we have over this risk was discussed, given that Ireland is not a 

key influencer with regard to international trade.  

 

On the domestic side, the risk of overheating in the economy was debated, with the point 

raised that this risk can  be somewhat overstated, given Ireland’s  low inflation rate (as 

measured by Consumer Price Index (CPI)), and level of underemployment. Limitations in 

available economic data were noted to prove challenging in assessing overheating in Ireland’s 

economy. This is turn brings an associated challenge of building trust in data. The risk of 

over-protection of data, impacting on researchers’ ability to provide answers for policy 

makers, was also raised.  

 

The possibility of the emergence of a two-speed Europe was discussed, while it was 

recognised that this already exists to a certain extent in terms of East-West and North-South 

divides. The risk of an increase in integrationist policy in the EU was noted to be potentially 

overstated, with a sense of limited appetite for further integration noted across the broader 

EU membership. The possibility that the risk of a Eurozone crisis may be understated was 

also raised.  

 

In terms of Brexit, the risk of pushing too hard on the so-called ‘backstop’ option, leading to 

the breakdown of negotiations and resulting in a hard border was raised. The risk of the loss 

of the UK as a partner in negotiations in the EU was noted to be significant, and the need for 

Ireland to build new relationships and alliances, which will take time to mature, was 

discussed. Relatedly, given the UK and Ireland’s mutual interest in working for an open 

market in services within the EU, the loss of the UK as an ally in this context will be felt. 
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Furthermore, the risk of the UK becoming a direct competitor to Ireland, following its exit 

from the EU, with the scope to enhance its competitiveness, not only through tariffs but also 

through regulatory change, was discussed. Given Ireland’s EU membership, it was noted that 

this will be difficult to mitigate. Implications for Northern Ireland related to the risk of 

fracturing within the UK were also raised.  

 

General discussion points on risk 

Over the course of panel discussions, round table discussions, and open Q&A sessions, a 

number of points were raised on risk in general. These included:  

- The importance of the role of the citizen in the conversation on national risk, and the 

need to share open, accurate and timely information to build public understanding, 

trust and openness to change.  

- Ensuring citizens are not “left behind” requires communications, public engagement 

and new ways of mobilising behaviour change. 

- Some risks identified at the debate are associated with significant opportunities and 

benefits for Ireland, e.g. the large presence of MNCs or the challenge of managing 

economic growth in an environmentally sustainable way. There will be a challenge in 

managing potential adverse impacts of these risks, while continuing to recognise and 

protect value. 

- The tendency for long term risks to be discounted, e.g. climate change, pensions, 

critical infrastructure. The need to increase awareness and understanding of long-term 

risks to motivate short-term actions for gains, some of which will not become 

apparent until potentially beyond our own lifetimes.  

- The balance between the short-term nature of the political system and the need for 

long-term planning for risks. 

- The fact that many risks are multi-faceted and interconnected. The potential value in a 

matrix approach to risk assessment and a systems approach to risk mitigation.  

- The need to focus on the risks that we can influence, but to identify and monitor those 

that we cannot.  

- Some risks are well understood, and the challenge is to make decisions and develop a 

more adaptable model to address the acceleration of risks, such as housing.  
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Annex 3. National Risk Assessment 2014 – 2017: A Look Back 

The National Risk Assessment, Overview of Strategic Risks was first published in 2014. The 

exercise aims to examine the high level strategic risks facing the country over the medium- to 

long-term in a comprehensive, transparent and open way. An important part of the process 

involves engaging with a wide range of civil society, research and academic, industry and 

wider public service bodies, as well as the public more generally, to ensure this is truly a 

national conversation. With four Reports published to date, an analysis of the process and the 

risks identified in each of these years, including how they have changed and evolved is now 

timely. In particular this may be of interest in terms of how these changes may reflect the 

evolution of the risk landscape more generally, and how successful the NRA has been to date 

in tracking this, as well as in providing useful insights into emerging risks and trends 

pertinent to Ireland. 

The NRA process aims to look ahead to emerging risks, whilst not avoiding those that 

already exist. However, it could be argued that in some cases these current risks received 

more attention than the necessary horizon-scanning that leads to the identification of 

emerging risks. This is perhaps a natural outcome when producing a report on an annual 

basis, with an understandable focus on annual change. Conversely, the benefits of an annual 

timeframe include encouraging regular debate and dialogue generally, as well as contributing 

to ensuring that the public sector system is considering and responding to risks and issues in 

the more immediate term. In working to achieve the right balance in this regard, 

consideration could be given to structuring the process and the report in such a way as to 

clearly identify and discuss both the short and longer-term risks, or to ensure the longer–term, 

more nebulous outcomes are sufficiently drawn out, in addition to the more immediate risks 

identified. 

Indeed, in previous reports, the NRA has inevitably not always succeeded in this more 

uncertain long-term territory.  For example, while the risks around a potential Brexit were 

identified at an early stage, the emerging international trade war that continues to develop 

was not foreseen. It could also be argued that further development of the technology-related 

risks may have been useful, and that the NRA process was perhaps somewhat reticent in 

recognising the growth in the significance of online tools for public debate and public 

opinion. While this recognition in the 2018 report is in line with work now ongoing in 



National Risk Assessment – Overview of Strategic Risks 2018 

74 

 

various other fora, including the EU Commission, bodies such as the World Economic Forum 

were discussing this trend as early as 201369. In this context, this report and process itself 

could perhaps be more risk–taking in its approach, and in exploring emerging trends which 

may or may not continue to evolve into distinct threats, but which may warrant such 

consideration at an early stage.  

With this self-reflective lens in mind, the following sections set out the main risks identified, 

and their evolution, under 5 broad categories70 over the course of the 4 Reports. 

 

Geopolitical Risks 

In the four National Risk Assessment (NRA) Reports since 2014, a clear emerging theme was 

the increasing and related risks and concerns around both Brexit, and the stability of the EU. 

The intensity of the risks can be seen to increase over the course of the four reports, with the 

2017 Report expanding greatly in detail on previous years. Risks around Northern Ireland 

also came increasingly to prominence in this category, in particular in 2016 and 2017, and 

while risks related to terrorist incidents and armed conflict could be seen to increase in 

urgency over the period in a European context, a decrease was noted in terms of threats from 

dissident republican and loyalist groups in Northern Ireland. 

While risks around the changing distribution of global influence and a move away from a 

rules-based system were consistently on the agenda throughout the four years, the rise of 

populism and anti-establishment sentiment has also presented a growing threat world-wide in 

the years since the first report was published, which perhaps may have warranted inclusion at 

an earlier stage71. The effects of this growing trend, and the clear inter-linkages between the 

two risks are reflected in this year’s report, for example, with the risks around a global trade 

war, arising from a significant change in policy following the election of the current US 

administration in 2016. This example highlights the importance of identifying and 

                                                 
69 World Economic Forum Global Risks Report 2013: 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GlobalRisks_Report_2013.pdf 

70 The risks are grouped under GeoPolitical, Economic, Social, Environmental, and Technological categories, in 

line with the WEF’s approach in their Global Risks series. 

71 Reference to increasing populism and its part in contributing to global instability was first mentioned in the 

2017 NRA. 
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recognising the crucial linkages between and among risks, in an exercise such as this, an 

element which has been further developed in the 2018 Report. 

 

Economic Risks 

Weaker than expected global economic growth and risks around public debt sustainability 

featured strongly in the first three NRA Reports before dropping off the list of strategic 

economic risks in 2017. The strong domestic economic growth experienced since then has led 

to a risk of overheating in the economy being included in this year’s report. While it could be 

argued that potential risks around stronger than expected domestic economic growth could 

perhaps have been explored at an earlier stage in the process, the evolution of these risks over 

the course of four years exemplifies the volatile and uncertain global economic environment 

and the difficulty of accurate risk assessment at this level, and during this period.  

Vulnerabilities in the domestic banking system, and economic risks around the re-emergence 

of the euro area debt crisis and turbulence in the euro area, as well as monetary policy 

uncertainties continued to feature as key strategic risks over the four years, further 

underlining the above point re volatility and uncertainty. Similarly, risks around the Irish 

economy’s overreliance on multinational corporations, proposed international tax changes, 

and a loss of competitiveness all continued to be discussed over the four years.  

Additions to the list in later years included risks around our trading relationship with the UK 

in 2016, which then was expanded to changes in the international trading environment in 

2017, and a new specific risk around the economic impact of Brexit on vulnerable sectors of 

the economy in 2017. 

The potential significant economic impacts from the rapidly-changing, volatile European and 

international climate we have seen over the past several years, while making risk 

identification a difficult task, also highlight the relevance of an annual exercise, given the 

rapid pace of change. As discussed above in the introductory section, managing this short-

term pace of change, whilst still ensuring longer-term strategic analysis remains constant, can 

prove challenging. 
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Social Risks 

In terms of social risks discussed over the four years, a key risk identified as a legacy of the 

recession was around the persistence of structural unemployment in 2014 and 2015. This 

evolved slightly in framing to long-term exclusion from employment in 2016, before 

dropping off in 2017 as long-term unemployment rates continued to fall. The related risk 

around Human Capital and Skills needs and gaps, originally discussed in an economic 

context in 2014, moved to the Social category in 2015, and continued to feature in 2016 and 

2017, including discussion of risks around the funding and reform of the education and 

training system and its ability to meet the needs of a fast-changing labour market. 

Another legacy of the recession, risks around public expectations and pressures in relation to 

public expenditure have been discussed in all 4 years, including the possibility of calls for 

reversal of short-term fiscal measures introduced during the recession, particularly in relation 

to public pay.  

Risks around any potential failure to respond to demographic changes/dependency ratio; 

social cohesion and political stability; and increases in chronic diseases have been discussed 

in a relatively unchanging fashion throughout the four years72. Migration and Integration 

issues have similarly featured in all four reports, however, the narrative has moved from 

concerns around the level of outward migration and the loss of skilled members of society, to 

challenges around the changing nature of Irish society and related integration issues, as well 

as broader issues in relation to the role migration played in the Brexit debate, and specific 

labour market implications arising from Brexit. Again, the multi-faceted and fast-changing 

nature of the risks around migration and integration point to the rapidly-changing context of 

today’s world, and the relevance of an annual exercise in tracking these changes and the risks 

they bring for Ireland. 

The new risk added in 2018, the Impact of Social Media on Public Debate, has been a 

growing threat for several years now. As previously mentioned, given that the World 

Economic Forum identified the spread of misinformation online as a top trend in modern 

society as early as 2014, there was perhaps scope in this exercise to highlight the potential 

risks and impacts at an earlier stage.  

 

                                                 
72 Increase in chronic diseases is not discussed as a stand-alone risk in the 2018 Report. 
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Environmental Risks 

The risks discussed under the Environmental category have remained largely constant over 

the four years of the National Risk Assessment exercise. Climate Change and 

extreme/adverse weather events; disruptions to energy supply and ensuring an affordable, 

sustainable and diverse energy supply; food safety; and infrastructure development have all 

featured in each report, reflecting the evolution and development of these risks over the 

period. 

Climate change has loomed large as a significant environmental risk since the first NRA 

Report in 2014. Since then, the focus has shifted from impacts of climate change such as 

flooding, water shortages, increase in extreme weather events and negative effects on tourism 

to compliance costs for Ireland associated with emissions and renewable energy targets to 

firstly 2020, and now 2030. The risk of failing to invest effectively or sufficiently in both 

mitigation and adaptation measures was detailed in 2016 in addition to Brexit-related 

impacts, and the 2017 Report highlighted the need for policy and regulatory stability to 

promote necessary investment. 

Housing issues were discussed as part of the infrastructure section in 2014, before gaining 

prominence as a separate discrete risk in 2015, 2016 and 2017. While housing-related risks 

were therefore reflected from the start of the process and before they became very prominent 

in public debate, the pressures on the rental market were not a feature of the discussion until 

the 2015 Report. In this regard, a greater focus on a deeper level of analysis in investigating 

potential developments in terms of identified risks could potentially help in foreseeing future, 

related issues.  

The implications of failing to invest adequately or strategically in infrastructure, in the 

context of projected population growth of 1 million additional people over the next 20 years 

were explored over the four years, in addition to the risks around public opposition to 

infrastructure projects. The impact of insufficient public investment on indigenous job growth 

and FDI opportunities, leading to regional imbalance, and the need for investment in water 

infrastructure were highlighted in the 2014, 2015 and 2016 Reports. The 2017 Report focused 

on challenges in terms of preparing and planning for sustainable growth, given the strong 

performance of the economy, and in particular the importance of plan-led investment in this 

regard. Decoupling growth from adding to environmental pressures such as climate change 

and declining biodiversity was noted as one of these critical challenges. 
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Technological Risks 

In terms of technological risks discussed throughout the four Reports to date, a growing 

urgency can be seen in terms of risks related to cyber security, critical information 

infrastructures, and data theft and fraud. The risks around cyber security have grown in 

prominence over the four years evolving from noting the increased sophistication of tools for 

carrying out cyber attacks and the threat to data collected by the public service to the growing 

concern at EU and international levels of the possibility of terrorist groups resorting to cyber 

measures, as well as the risks for for businesses and individuals, including from related 

criminal activity. 

Risks in relation to anti-microbial resistance, major pandemics, and nuclear contamination 

have been discussed every year, but with the related risks remaining relatively unchanged. 

Likewise, risks around disruptive technology trends and their potential impact on the world of 

work and jobs are discussed throughout the four years, with the need to focus on re-training, 

in particular in the area of digital skills noted. However, as mentioned in the introductory 

section above, there may have been scope in previous years for further development of the 

technology-related risks.  

 

Conclusions 

It is understandable that many of the risks discussed over the last four years remain 

unchanged, either in subject area and/or in nuance, given the medium- and longer-term 

context of the majority of the risks discussed under the National Risk Assessment reports. 

Risks identified in the Technological, Environmental, and Social risk categories can be seen 

in this context.  

However, some of the changes in risks discussed, particularly in the GeoPolitical and 

Economic categories, display the very rapidly changing and unpredictable environment 

Ireland finds itself in. For example, while Ireland recorded the highest levels of growth in the 

EU over the past four years, as a very open economy, weaker than expected global economic 

growth was a key economic risk and concern over 2014, 2015 and 2016, reflecting our 

vulnerability to risks facing the global economy.  
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Similarly, the rapidly changing geopolitical context, with significant changes in trade policy 

approaches apparent in the US, as well as potential trade implications from Brexit, is very 

apparent over the course of the four NRA Reports, with new, emerging risks around these 

challenges introduced in latter reports.  

Likewise, while risks around migration and integration were discussed in the context of 

concerns around net outward migration in 2014, and the loss of skilled members of society, 

the conversation changed dramatically from 2016 on, to challenges around the changing 

nature of Irish society and related integration issues, as well as broader issues in relation to 

the role migration played in the Brexit debate, and specific labour market implications arising 

from Brexit.  

In such a time of turbulence, uncertainty, and rapid change therefore, the annual nature of the 

National Risk Assessment process is important in ensuring both that risk analysis is up to 

date and current, and that conversations around risks at the national strategic level are 

prioritized at all levels. 

One of the difficulties in producing such a Risk Assessment is that the majority of risks 

discussed across the five categories are longer-term in nature, which means they remain 

relevant over many years even as they evolve and change. From an administrative point of 

view, this makes curating the risks to be included each year a challenge, as the risks are of 

such significance and gravitas that to exclude them does not seem feasible, but creating space 

(in every sense) for the consideration of new and perhaps more nebulous and less well-

defined emerging risks, becomes challenging. The far-reaching breadth of the Report, 

reflecting risks across five categories is a factor in this as well.  Nonetheless, much of the 

value is in stimulating dialogue about risks which might lie beyond the current agenda of 

policymakers. 

However, these limitations, and the aims and purpose of the process, are clearly set out and 

acknowledged in the Report each year. While the value of the exercise is in creating the 

opportunity for a broad and inclusive conversation on strategic risks facing the country at a 

high level, consideration could also be given to ensuring space is created for both the 

immediate and the longer-term, less defined risks on the horizon. 
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Annex 4. NRA public consultation – groups/individuals that made a submission 

All submissions are available on the Department of the Taoiseach website 

(www.taoiseach.gov.ie) 

 

Apartment Owners Network 

Centre for Cross-Border Studies 

Coláiste Ghobnait, Inis Oir 

Commissioners of Irish Lights Navigation and Maritime Services 

Conradh na Gaeilge 

Dental Health Foundation 

DCU INTERACT research project 

Eamon Ryan, T.D.  

Ervia 

ICMSA 

ICTU 

INOU 

Irish Airline Pilots Association 

60 submissions from Private Individuals 

Social Justice Ireland 

The Wheel 

 

Listed in Alphabetical Order 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.taoiseach.gov.ie/
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Annex 5. NRA Public Consultation – risks highlighted by respondents 

The following table contains a summary of the risks highlighted by respondents during the 

public consultation phase of the National Risk Assessment 2018, in addition to how, where 

appropriate, these are reflected in the final Report. A number of submissions raise points not 

directly addressed in the table, including risks already explicitly identified, drafting points 

and other comments on specific policy issues, as well as points on mitigating risks which, as 

mentioned previously, does not come under the remit of this exercise. 

Category Individual Risk How reflected in NRA 2018 

 

Geopolitical Instability in Northern Ireland, 

including the potential cost of a united 

Ireland 

Risks around Northern Ireland are 

discussed under the Northern 

Ireland risk. 

Dissident activity and terrorism  This is discussed under the 

Northern Ireland risk. 

Economic 

Risks 

 

 

Economy overheating, including 

uncontrolled growth  

This is covered under 

‘Overheating in the Economy’. 

Risks around the national debt This context is set out under the 

Economic Category. 

Danger of another banking crisis, and 

the need for banks to better 

understand and work with business 

This specific issue is not included 

as a strategic risk this year. 

Monetary policy normalisation  

 

This context is set out under the 

Economic Category. 

Social In relation to skills needs:  

- The risk of not creating welcoming 

conditions for returning emigrants, 

in particular, including lack of 

responsiveness in the education 

system to skills needs and need to 

expand education system to 

encourage more students to take 

High-level, strategic risks around 

‘Human Capital & Skills Needs’ 

are discussed in the Social Risks 

category. 
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up apprenticeships and alternatives 

to university education where 

appropriate; and  

- Risk that CAO points race is not 

creating a positive educational 

environment; 

- The risk of not addressing the need 

to appropriately support and re-

skill and/or up-skill the long-term 

unemployed and youth 

unemployed; and  

- Risk of skill shortages in key areas 

such as healthcare and 

engineering.  

Risk of not adequately providing for 

pension needs  

 

Risks around pensions are 

discussed under ‘An Ageing 

Population including pensions and 

health system challenges’ 

Risk of not addressing challenges in 

the healthcare system  

Risks around health system 

challenges are discussed under 

‘An Ageing Population including 

pensions and health system 

challenges’ 

Risks around wealth inequality, 

encompassing: 

- Related social consequences, 

including rise of populism and 

impact of use of social media in 

intensifying this risk; 

- Wealth inequality meaning that 

certain risks, such as the rise in 

chronic conditions, are borne more 

by the less well-off ;  

The Social Risks category includes 

a high-level and broad-ranging 

discussion of strategic risks around 

‘Social Cohesion and Political 

Stability’. In addition, linkages are 

made to the risks discussed around 

the ‘Impact of Social Media on 

Public Debate’ which is also 

discussed under Social Risks. 
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- Risk that imbalanced and overly 

narrow tax base, the increasing 

digitisation of jobs, and the 

increasing role of intangible assets 

in value generation will exacerbate 

wealth disparities;  

- Risk that wage disparities for 

young people, migrant workers 

and women will exacerbate issues 

of inequality;  

- Risk that insurance costs will 

continue to rise such that people 

and/or businesses do not purchase 

the necessary insurances; and 

- Risk that insufficient steps are 

taken to ensure social and 

economic inclusion of the less 

well-off. 

Rise of extremism on both left and 

right  

This is covered under ‘Social 

Cohesion and Political Stability’.  

Lack of public trust in institutions 

hampering take-up and delivery of 

public services  

There is a discussion of public 

trust under ‘Social Cohesion and 

Political Stability’.  

Lack of trust in and security for 

traditional media  

The role of traditional media and 

related risks are discussed under 

‘Impact of Social Media on Public 

Debate’ 

Risks around the referendum on the 

eighth amendment, held in May 

This is covered in the report under 

‘Impact of Social Media on Public 

Debate’ 

Risk that we do not adapt and 

sufficiently skill people in relation to 

social media etc. in terms of critical 

These risks are covered under 

‘Impact of Social Media on Public 

Debate’ 
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capacity regarding news content and 

resilience  

The need for multilingual 

communication in crisis situations and 

to ensure that non-English speaking 

citizens are not “left behind”  

This risk is reflected under 

‘Migration and Integration’ risks. 

 Risk of not adequately providing for 

childcare and early education needs  

This specific issue is not included 

as a strategic risk this year. 

Environmental 

Risks 

Risks under Climate Change: 

- Risk of over-reliance on imported 

fuel sources; 

- Risk of not having sufficient 

power generation solutions in 

place to support transition to low 

carbon and climate resilient 

society;  

- (Despite generally high levels of 

public acceptance of the role that 

human behaviour plays in climate 

change) there is a risk that the 

necessary behavioural change to 

address climate issues will not take 

place. This includes not achieving 

the heightened awareness and 

understanding of how to respond 

to climate related events such as 

flooding and water safety that is 

needed;  

- The risk of not responding to 

climate change appropriately and 

associated costs, including 

emissions related and reputational 

Risks around climate change are 

set out under the Environmental 

category 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



National Risk Assessment – Overview of Strategic Risks 2018 

85 

 

risks as well as other unintended 

consequences e.g. how airports are 

configured; and  

- The need to invest in renewable 

energy and recycling facilities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Risk that biodiversity is not 

adequately protected – with attendant 

impacts on our habitat, climate and 

economy  

 

Reflected under ‘Climate Change 

& Biodiversity’ risk 

Risks around infrastructure: 

- Risk of investment in 

infrastructure not keeping pace 

with growth, and bottlenecks in 

progressing infrastructure 

developments including strategic 

infrastructure projects and projects 

that contribute to decarbonisation, 

social services etc.;  

- Risk that rising levels of litigation 

hamper development and delivery 

of services;  

- The risk of one-off housing 

leading to infrastructure 

constraints, including consequent 

risks to competitiveness;  

- Lack of investment in public 

transport and alternative 

commuting options such as cycle 

paths; and 

- Risk of not sufficiently joining up 

measures to improve international 

These risks are reflected and 

discussed under ‘Infrastructure 

Constraints’, which includes 

discussion of Project Ireland 2040 
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connectivity and ensure capacity is 

in place to meet rising demands on 

marine and air transport. 

 Housing risks including: 

- Homelessness, rising price of 

property and rising rents; 

- The risk of the housing challenge 

growing and having a de-

motivating effect; and 

- The risk of housing stock, 

particularly apartments, not being 

of sufficient standards. 

Risks around housing are covered 

under the ‘Supply & Affordability 

of Housing’ risk. 

Technological Risks around underestimation of 

cyber security threat and potential for 

cross-cutting consequences  

Covered under Cyber Security 

 

 

The risk of not planning for artificial 

intelligence and of not leveraging the 

full potential of computing power to 

tackle challenges such as health etc.  

This is discussed under risks 

around ‘Disruptive Technologies’ 

 

 

Pandemics, in particular ebola This specific issue is not included 

as a strategic risk this year. 

Other Risks around declining use of the 

Irish language in Gaeltacht areas and 

consequent risks to national identity 

This specific issue is not included 

as a strategic risk this year. 

Risk of declining populations in 

Island communities (and rural areas) 

affecting service delivery etc.   

This specific issue is not included 

as a strategic risk this year. 
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Summary 

The first ever report to look at the issues, policies and planning required for the peaceful 

unity of Ireland and her people by a committee of the Dáil or Seanad was written by Senator 

Mark Daly and adopted unanimously in 2017 by the Joint Oireachtas Committee on the 

Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement. This report was entitled ‘Brexit & the Future 

of Ireland Uniting Ireland & its People in Peace & Prosperity’. 

One of the key recommendations of that report was to ascertain the true level of the 

income and expenditure for Northern Ireland.  

There are few economists in the world with first-hand knowledge and experience of Re-

unification. Gunther Thumann is one such individual; he worked as a senior economist at 

the German desk of the International Monetary Fund at the time of German reunification. 

This provided him with the analytical understanding of the complex economic 

developments as they happened. In the second half of the 1990s, he had several 

opportunities to talk privately with Chancellor Helmut Kohl about his assessment of the 

politics of German Re-Unification. 

On the 14th of June 2018 Senator Mark Daly proposed to a meeting of the Joint Committee 

on the implementation of the Good Friday Agreement that he and Gunther Thumann 

compile a report on the true income and expenditure of Northern Ireland in a reunification 

situation. They have compiled this research which also analyses Ireland’s place in the world 

in various global indexes and its performance since independence.  

Senator Mark Daly worked with Gunther Thumann and together they have examined the 

information available. This information shows that, in fact, the current reported deficit for 

the Northern Ireland budget could come close to a balanced budget in a re-unification 

scenario. Today, people take German Unification for granted but, as Thumann observes, at 

the time in 1989/90 it was far from certain as to what the outcome would be as a result of 

the falling of the Berlin Wall. 

“I am amazed how many Germans these days seem to take Re-Unification for granted. We 

should not forget that the developments that started in 1989 could have turned out very 

differently: Russian tanks might have intervened in October-November 1989; the German 

political leadership might have pursued a less rigorous solution; the Allied Powers might 

have opposed Re-Unification; frustration among east Germans (“progress too slow”) or 

west Germans (“costs too high”) might have gained the upper hand. But perhaps we 

should look at it differently: The fact that people take Re-Unification for granted reflects 

its success.” 

For the purpose of this research, Thumann has given a brief which has been included in full 

at the end of this research as to the timeline of events in German Re-Unification. The outline 
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of what could have happened and his conclusions and the lessons for Ireland in its 

unification process are also set out. (See ' Timeline of events in German Re-Unification') 

The core lesson for Ireland in its re-unification process is that the outcome is something that 

can only be achieved by hard work, careful planning and implementation. As John Bradley in 

his paper 'Towards an All Island Economy' presented at Queens University Belfast pointed 

out 

"The extreme importance of strategic economic planning................policy errors or policy 

neglect seldom goes unpunished". 

Congressman Brendan Boyle commissioned the United States Congressional Research 

Service to look at the income and expenditure for Northern Ireland. They produced a report 

entitled ‘Northern Ireland Budgetary Issues’. 

The United States Congressional Research Service report breaks down Northern Ireland’s 

expenditure into identifiable expenditure, non-identifiable expenditure and accounting 

adjustment. 

Thumann and Daly have looked at the Congressional research report and make the point 

that included in identifiable expenditure in Northern Ireland 2012-13 Social Protection 

budget is pensions accounting for £2.8 billion. These would initially be the responsibility of 

the British Government as the pension liability was accrued while Northern Ireland was part 

of the United Kingdom. 

Congressman Boyle’s report explains, non-identifiable expenditure of £2.9billion includes 

Defence Expenditure and UK Debt Interest. These would not be a liability of a new unified 

Ireland. Thumann explains that not all the accounting adjustments figure of £1.1billion 

would be applicable in a reunification scenario. Also the convergence of the public service 

numbers between the north and the south would bring a saving of £1.7billion per annum in 

the current budget expenditure of Northern Ireland. 

Taking the above adjustments and savings into account the cumulative figure is £8.5 billion. 

With the reported deficit for Northern Ireland is at £9.2 billion therefore the current income 

and expenditure figure for Northern Ireland comes near a balanced budget in a reunification 

scenario. This is of course before taking into account the likely potential for growth in 

Northern Ireland following unification as happened in East Germany following its 

reunification and to eastern European countries on their accession to the EU. 
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Gunther Thumann Report 
 
 
Income & Expenditure for Northern Ireland  
 
For the purpose of the analysis of the income and expenditure of Northern Ireland I 
reviewed the report Congressman Brendan Boyle commissioned from the United States 
Congressional Research Service entitled ‘Northern Ireland Budgetary Issues’. Congressman 
Boyle’s report was included in Senator Mark Daly’s report for the Oireachtas Joint 
Committee on the Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement, entitled ‘Brexit & the 
Future of Ireland Uniting Ireland & its People in Peace & Prosperity’.  I also reviewed 
‘Northern Ireland Net Fiscal Balance Report 2012-13 and 2013-14’ published in October 
2015. 
 
 
Net Fiscal Balance Report 2012- 2013 and 2013-2014 

 
 
 
For 2013-14 the Boyle report shows a ‘fiscal deficit’ of £9.2 billion reflecting expenditure of 
£24.1 billion and revenue of £14.9 billion. While this £9.2 billion figure is a statistical 
measure of the 2013-2014 fiscal situation in  Northern Ireland (as part of the United 
Kingdom) it would not be an adequate measure for the fiscal balance of Northern Ireland 
under a unification scenario with the Republic of Ireland. First, the Boyle report data contain 
expenditure items which would not be present under a unification scenario. Second, the 
fiscal situation of Northern Ireland will depend on the economic situation and the tax and 
expenditure structure at the time of unification, which could be quite different from that in 
2013/14. Third, the future fiscal situation of Northern Ireland will reflect policies adopted in 
the context of unification.  
 
In the brief analysis presented here I can only focus on a few statistical adjustments deemed 
relevant under the first point raised above, including British military spending attributed by 
the UK Treasury to Northern Ireland as well as reduced public service and pension 
expenditure. These adjustments would move the 2013/14 Northern Ireland fiscal accounts 
substantially towards equilibrium. This ceteris paribus picture obviously does not take into 
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account the vast political, economic and fiscal challenges and opportunities that unification 
would provide. 
 
 

Highlights from the Northern Ireland Net Fiscal Balance Report 2012-13 and 2013-14: 
 
Revenue  
Total (non-north Sea) public sector revenue collected in NI was estimated to be £14.8 billion 
in 2012-13 or 2.5 per cent of the UK total. Revenue collected grew slightly to £14.9 billion in 
2013-14, or 2.5 per cent of the equivalent UK total.  
 
Over the period 2009-10 to 2013-14 NI public sector revenue grew relatively significantly, 
showing an increase of 13.1 per cent. In comparison, UK revenue grew by 15.8 per cent over 
the same time period.  
 
For the purposes of this report it is not possible to carry out a detailed analysis of the 
revenue differences that would be generated in a Republic of Ireland taxation and revenue 
generations economy compared to the current system for Northern Ireland.  
 
Expenditure  
 In 2012-13, total public sector expenditure in NI was estimated to be £24.3 billion, or 3.4 
per cent of the equivalent UK total. This figure decreased slightly to £24.1 billion in 2013-14, 
equivalent to 3.3 per cent of the UK total. 1 
  
‘Identifiable’ public sector expenditure in NI was estimated to be £19.8 billion in 2012-13 or 
3.6 per cent of the corresponding UK total. This increased slightly in 2013-14 to £20.1 billion, 
or 3.5 per cent of the UK total.  
 
‘Non-identifiable’ expenditure was estimated at £2.9 billion in 2012-13 (2.8 per cent of the 
UK total). Accounting adjustments amounted to a further £1.6 billion or 2.7 per cent of the 
overall UK accounting adjustment. For 2013-14 non-identifiable expenditure was estimated 
at £2.9 billion or 2.8 per cent of the equivalent UK total. Accounting adjustments amounted 
to a further £1.1 billion or 2.5 per cent of the UK accounting adjustment figure.  
 
 Total public sector expenditure in NI grew slightly from 2009-10 to 2013-14, increasing by  
 
5.7 per cent. A similar trend was recorded in the UK where total public sector expenditure 
grew by 5.8 per cent.  
 
Overall Fiscal Balance  
 For 2012-13 the estimated fiscal balance in NI was a deficit of £9.5 billion (29.1 per cent of 
GVA). In 2013-14 the ‘fiscal deficit' decreased to £9.2 billion (27.9 per cent of GVA). 2 

 
 

                                                           
1
 Northern Ireland Net Fiscal Balance Report 2012-13 and 2013-14 published in October 2015  

2
 Northern Ireland Net Fiscal Balance Report 2012-13 and 2013-14 published in October 2015 
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Some Adjustments 
 
Non-identifiable expenditure 
Let’s have a closer look at those line items in the 2013-14 Northern Ireland budget that 
would not be present in an Irish reunification situation. First, the Non-Identifiable 
expenditure, which amounted to £ 2.9 billion in 2013-14, likely would not be part of a 
Northern Ireland budget. As Congressman Boyles report explains, Non-Identifiable 
expenditure includes Defence Expenditure and Debt Interest as the largest elements, 
accounting for 71.4%3  of the total. The ‘Defence Expenditure’ figure is for British global 
military spending including the cost of foreign military action, nuclear missiles, nuclear 
submarines etc. (Public Order and Safety is treated as a different line item in Northern 
Ireland’s budget under ‘Identifiable expenditure’.)  Also included in the Non-Identifiable 
expenditure figure is ‘international services and EU transactions’. The Irish state has its own 
international foreign services and the EU would, it is expected, assist in the process of Irish 
unification, the ‘international services and EU transactions’ expenditure would not be 
included in a Northern Ireland budget under unification.  
 
 
Public sector employment 
Second, the size of the public sector in Northern Ireland is much larger than that in the 
Republic and likely would align itself over time with the structure observed in the Republic 
of Ireland. This has been estimated to result in savings of £1.7 billion a year in pay costs and 
national insurance contributions. (Also pointing in the direction of shrinking public sector 
expenditure: Public sector expenditure in real terms has been declining as a percentage of 
the total employment in Northern Ireland since 2008.)4 
 
 

There are around 403,000 public servants in the Republic of Ireland, 8.4% of the population. 
There are around 205,700 public servants in Northern Ireland, 11.4% of the population. 5  

 
 
Social protection 

The total spent in Northern Ireland on Social Protection was £8.5bn of which pensions 

accounted for £2.8 billion in 2012-13 (see: Public Expenditure Statistical Analysis Table 10.4, 

2015)6. Since Northern Ireland pension contributions have accrued to Britain it could be 

argued7 that Britain should be liable for pension payments at least for a certain period of 

time. In particular, to the extent that pension payments benefit British dependents living in 

Northern Ireland (e.g. security and other services personnel), the British Treasury could be 

expected to take care of them.  

                                                           
3
 Northern Ireland Net Fiscal Balance Report 2012-13 and 2013-14 published in October 2015 

4
 These expenditure savings assume that the freed resources will find employment elsewhere. 

5
 The Economic Impact of an All Island Economy: Paul Gosling 

6
 HM Treasury, Public Expenditure Statistical Analyses, 11 March 2013 

7
 The nature of the pension system -- pay-as-you-go or funded – would seem to play a role in the assessment 

of the responsibility for payment of the pensions. 
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The largest expenditure component was social protection, which accounted for 37.3 per 
cent of NI TES. Health and education were the next largest spending categories, accounting 
for respective TES shares of 17.0 per cent and 12.0 per cent.8  

*Will be supplied by the Houses of the Oireachtas Library and Research Service  
**Will be supplied by the Houses of the Oireachtas Library and Research Service 
***Will be supplied by the Houses of the Oireachtas Library and Research Service 
****Will be supplied by the Houses of the Oireachtas Library and Research Service 
 
Accounting adjustment 
 
Fourth, the Accounting Adjustment is not a cash expenditure. It is applied to the Northern 
Ireland fiscal accounts to bring them into line with Total Managed Expenditure as used in 
the UK Public Finance Accounts. Included in the adjustment are items like Central 
Government Capital Consumption, VAT refunds, imputed subsidies and the Bank of England 
Asset Purchase Facility (see: Table 4.18: NI Accounting Adjustment in: Northern Ireland Net 
Fiscal Balance Report 2012-2013 and 2013-2014, p.40). For further details of the Accounting 
Adjustment see the table below. Excluding the Accounting Adjustment reduces the 
Expenditure figure by about £1 billion.9   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
8
 Northern Ireland Net Fiscal Balance Report 2012-13 and 2013-14 published in October 2015 

9
 One might quibble whether all items under the Accounting Adjustment should be excluded. 
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Conclusion  

While these adjustments are of a mainly statistical nature they suffice to show that the 

£9.2 billion Northern Ireland deficit figure is not a meaningful measure of the Northern 

Ireland fiscal situation under unification. A lot of research is necessary to come up with a 

meaningful measure for the Northern Ireland fiscal balance under a unification scenario.10 

Depending on the specific assumptions made however, the pension adjustment could 

reduce Northern Ireland’s fiscal balance under a reunification scenario to close to a 

balanced budget.  

 
Northern Ireland’s Adjusted Fiscal Balance  
 
 Category  

 2013-2014 (£ 
billions)  

Total Managed Expenditure  
 

 24.1  

Of which: Identifiable  
Deduct Reduction in Public Sector  
 
 
Deduct Pension liabilities assumed by Britain 
 

Of which: Non-identifiable                                                                              

.            Deduct Defence Expenditure, Debt Interest, 

international services & EU transactions 

 
Accounting Adjustments  
Deduction: Items not related to Northern Ireland11  
 

20.1  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 1.7 
22.4 
  
2.8 
19.6   
 
   
 
  2.9 
16.7 
 
   
1.1  
 
 

Total Adjusted Expenditure  
 
Revenue 

 
 
 
               

15.6 
 
14.9 
 
 

 
Deficit  

  
0.7  

 

                                                           
10

 The struggle to find a measure for the fiscal balance of East Germany in the context of German Re-
Unification is a reminder of how complex such an endeavour is. 
11

 One might quibble whether all items under the Accounting Adjustment should be excluded. 
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The statistical adjustments made here are in no way sufficient to gain a picture of the 

Northern Ireland fiscal situation after unification, which will depend on a vast number of 

factors, including the economic situation and the fiscal structures observed at the time and 

the policies adopted by the governments involved.  
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Timeline of Events in German Re-Unification12 
 
 

I. Intro 
 

Not only was I afforded the privilege to be an eyewitness of German Re-
Unification in 1989-90 but working as an economist at the German desk of the 
IMF at the time provided me with the analytical understanding of the complex 
economic developments as they happened.13 Moreover, in the second half of 
the 1990s I had several opportunities to talk privately to Chancellor Helmut 
Kohl about his assessment of the politics of German Re-Unification.  
 

In this short paper I want to highlight five points: 
 

 The coming down of the Wall in 1989 and German Re-Unification in 
1990 came as a huge surprise to practically all decision-makers and 
observers.  

 BRD14 and DDR15 were vastly different political and economic systems. 
 The productivity of the DDR economy was substantially lower than that 

of the BRD.  A key economic policy question at the time was how the 
massive productivity gap could be bridged over time. 

 A related important question was how much it would cost financially – in 
cash terms -- to narrow/eliminate these differences and who would pay 
for it. 

 What has been achieved? Do we have an answer more than a quarter 
of a century later? 
 
 
 

 

                                                           
12

 I am using the term Re-Unification for the political coming together of West and East Germany in 1990. The 
term German Unification is traditionally used to refer to the formation of the German Reich under Bismark in 
1871. But usage is not particularly strict, and in the literature Unification and Re-Unification are sometimes 
used interchangeably.  
German Re-Unification is a complex subject, and since 1990 voluminous books and many learned papers and 
popular articles have been written. In this short paper I have picked a small number of issues, which reflect 
selected personal impressions.                          
13

 I was part of a team of economists at the IMF who published in December 1990 a series of papers analysing 
the main economic dimensions of German Unification. See: Leslie Lipschitz and Donogh McDonald, “German 
Unification, Economic Issues”, IMF Occasional Paper 75, Washington D.C. December 1990. (Abbreviated here 
as “IMF Occasional Paper 75”) 
 
14

 Bundesrepublik Deutschland = Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) 
15

 Deutsche Demokratische Republik = German Democratic Republic (GDR) 
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II. The Surprise of 1989/90 
As far as I can remember German Re-Unification had been talked about as a 
long-term political goal shared by a vast majority of West Germans and their 
political representatives in the Bundestag in Bonn. However, prior to 1989/90, 
I believe, it would have been difficult to find anybody who would have 
predicted Unification to actually happen during his/her lifetime.  
 

The table below summarizes some of the key events of 1989-1990:16
 

 
 Sep 4 1989: Weekly 'Monday Demonstrations' begin in the East German city of 

Leipzig. 

 Sep 11 1989:  Hungary opened its border to Austria, allowing citizens of the 

GDR to escape via the Hungarian border. More than 13000 GDR citizens left 

via that route. 
 Oct 7 1989: 40th anniversary of the founding of the DDR. Soviet President Michael 

Gorbachev visited East Berlin and famously said:” life punishes those who come too 

late.” Gorbachev gave no support to Honecker’s hard-line course. 

 Oct 9 1989, 70000 people took part in a candle light procession in Leipzig. It later 

emerged that Gorbachev had given orders for the Soviet troops stationed in the GDR 

to stay in their barracks during the anniversary celebrations.17 

 Oct 16 1989: About 100000 people gathered for an unauthorized demonstration in 

Leipzig. 

 Oct 18 1989: Egon Krenz replaced Erich Honecker as Secretary General of the SED. 

 Nov 7 1989: The Council of Ministers of the DDR resigned. 

 Nov 9 1989: GDR government spokesman Guenter Schabowski announced a 

series of new travel arrangements under which East Germans were to be 

allowed to travel to the West, saying they are to come into effect 

“immediately”. East Germans started crossing the border. The Berlin Wall 

came downs.  
 In November-December 1989 177000 GDR citizens migrated to West 

Germany, bringing the total number for the year to 344000. Emigration from 

East to West Germany was accelerating. 
 Nov 13 Hans Modrow was elected new Prime Minister of the DDR. 

 Nov 18 1989: A new DDR government was sworn in. 

 Nov 28 1989, West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl announced his 10 point plan for 

re-unification by federation. 

 March 18 1990:  Free elections were held in East Germany. The “Alliance for 

Germany” won 48% of the vote (East CDU (41%), Democratic Awakening 

(1%) and the German Social Union (6%)). The PDS (former SED) got 16.4%. 

The Liberals 5%) 
 April 12 1990: Lothar de Maiziere (CDU) became Prime Minister of a grand coalition 

government (CDU, SPD, DSU, DA, and Liberals). This governments opted for 

economic, monetary and social union with the BRD by mid-1990, and political 

accession at a later date (under Article 23 of the BRD’s Basic Law). 

                                                           
16

 For a more comprehensive chronology see: Thomas Mayer and Gunther Thumann: “German Democratic 
Republic, Background and Plans for Reform”, in IMF Occasional Paper 75, pp 50sq 
17

 See: “How ‘Gorbi’ Spoiled East Germany’s 40
th

 Birthday Party”, Spiegel Online October 07, 2009. 
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 July 1 1990. Monetary, economic and social union came into force - the 

Deutschmark became sole means of payment in East Germany. 
 July 15-16: Chancellor Kohl met President Gorbachev, who gave U.S.S.R. approval for 

German Re-Unification with the united Germany being part of NATO.  

 August/September 1990: The Unification Treaty was agreed and then ratified by 

the parliaments of the BRD and the DDR. 
 Sep 12 1990: 2+4 Treaty signed by the two Germanies and the four wartime 

Allies (USSR, US, UK and France). Germany was given back sovereignty. 
 October 3 1990:  Official celebrations for German Unity Day were held. 

 December 2: 1990 The Germans elected a pan-German parliament. 

 

Even this “shortened” table of events gives a good idea of the rapid sequence 
of events, democratic actions and political decisions, which had to be taken 
under immense time pressure. No blueprint existed and there was nobody 
with any practical experience of how to bring together two vastly different 
systems. When it happened, German Re-Unification came as a huge surprise.  
 

III. BRD and GDR – two vastly different political and economic systems 
Following the end of World War II and the collapse of Nazi Germany the 
division of the country led to the creation of the BRD as part of the western 
family of powers and the DDR as part of the soviet-communist block by the 
end of the 1940s. 
 

Some key economic metrics: 
With an area of 249k square kilometers, a population of 61.4 million and a 
1989 GDP of DM2,200 billion18 the BRD was substantially bigger than the DDR 
(area 108k square kilometers; population 16.7 million; 1989 GDP DM216 
billion19.  
 

A derived economic metric – productivity20 – put East Germany at an estimated 
30% - 40% of the 1989 level of West Germany.21 This metric, although far from 
precise was of fundamental economic importance as it portrayed an idea of 
the order of magnitude of the resource transfer needed to establish living 

standards in East Germany comparable to those in West Germany. 
 

                                                           
18

 See Thomas Mayer, Donogh McDonald, Garry J. Schinasi, and Gunther Thumann, “Economic Developments 
in the Federal Republic of Germany”, in: IMF Occasional Paper 75, p. 32 
19

 See Donogh McDonald and Gunther Thumann, “East Germany, The New Wirtschaftswunder?”, in: IMF 
Occasional Paper 75, p. 89 
20

 Defined as GDP divided by the number of employees in employment 
21

 Statistical measures of output and employment in the GDR reflected the accounting system of a centrally 
planned economy and were of a political nature. It took some statistical “guesswork” to find measures 
comparable with West German measures, and, hence, a wide range of estimates for GDR productivity was 
used. See Donogh McDonogh and Gunther Thumann, “Investment Needs in East Germany”, in: IMF Occasional 
Paper 75, p. 74. 
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The huge productivity gap mainly reflected differences in the economic 
systems: a social market economy system in the BRD, based on private 
property, and a centrally planned economic system based on (mainly) 
state-owned means of production. The BRD economy was among the top 
performing economies in the West. The GDR economy was much less 
integrated into the world economy, suffered from major rigidities in the labor 
and product markets and relied on an investment policy which focused on a 
few state-picked technology-intensive show-case industries. 
 

The differences in the economic systems were a reflection of different 
underlying political systems: a parliamentary democracy in the BRD based 
on the principle of separation of legislative, judicial and executive powers; a 
socialist state and people’s republic with one-party rule in the DDR. 
 

IV. Resource Needs to Narrow the DDR’s Productivity Gap 
 

In our 1990 analysis of the economic issues related to German Reunification we 

used a production function approach to think about what the real resource needs 

of rebuilding the East German economy might be under different assumptions.
22

 

It was a sketch of a method of thinking about the issue rather than the attempt to 

come up with precise figures. 
 

Our main result was: Assuming East German productivity of 30% of West 

German productivity in 1990, it would take net investment of DM 1100 billion 

(1990 prices) over the period 1991-2000 to reach a productivity level of 80% of 

the West German level by the year 2001. The DM 1100 billion translates into 

roughly 6% of West German Net National Product per annum.  
 

Underlying these calculations are further critical assumptions including the 

production technology in West and East Germany, the rate of technical progress 

and the initial economic output conditions. We found – not surprisingly -- that 

varying these assumptions had major effects on the results. For instance, to 

reach equal productivity in East and West Germany by 2001 would require an 

additional net investment of about DM 600 billion over 1991-2000.  
 

 

V. The Financial Costs of German Re-Unification 

 

Conceptually different from the real resource costs of unification, which were 

our focus as IMF economists, is the question of the cash or financial costs of 

unification, which became a focus of political debate early on in the process of 

German Re-Unification. Estimates varied tremendously. For instance, in 1990 

                                                           
22

 See: Donogh McDonald and Gunther Thumann, “Investment Needs in East Germany”, in: IMF, Occasional 
Paper 75, pp. 71-77 
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Chancellor Helmut Kohl thought that the costs of Re-Unification would be 

negligible,
23

 while his CDU colleague Kurt Biedenkopf estimated
24

 that the 

fiscal costs in 1991 and 1992 would amount to between DM80 and DM100 

billion per annum. Oskar Lafontaine, one of the top politicians of the SPD at the 

time, thought Kohl’s unification plans were unaffordable.
25

 

 

It is not surprising that ex ante estimates of the costs of unification at the time 

differed so widely. Given the complexity of the task and the limitations of 

economic forecasting in general it was practically impossible to come up with 

“precise” ex ante estimates. And, clearly, in 1989/1990 the “numbers game” 

was used for political reasons. Those who wanted a speedy and complete 

unification played down the cost aspects. Those, who favoured a “confederate 

model” or a “two state solution” blew them out of all proportion. 

 

Perhaps more surprisingly estimates of the costs of unification continue to differ 

significantly even years after the event. For instance, data published by the IFO 

Dresden, the University of Halle and Klaus Schroeder FU Berlin 25 years after 

Re-Unification put net transfers per annum (over the period 1991 – 2014)  at 

EUR68 billion (IFO), EUR54 billion (Halle) and EUR 83 billion (FU), 

respectively.
 26

  

 

Interestingly, already in 1996 the Bundesbank noted in its October Monthly 

Report: “In the economic and fiscal policy discussion of the consequences of 

the German Re-Unification, the transfers of the public budgets to the new 

federal states are of particular interest. Different observers publish different 

figures, essentially a reflection of different questions asked and different 

methodologies used.”
 27

 In the same article the Bundesbank published a net 

transfer amount of DM123 billion per annum (EUR70 billion), equivalent to 4 

¼% of West German GDP.  

 

Costs of a similar order of magnitude were referred to by Theo Waigel, Federal 

Minister of Finance 1989 -1998, in late 2007. He put the actual costs of Re-

Unification at 4 – 5% of GDP per annum, and said they were financed one third 

                                                           
23

 In a Bundestag debate in May 1990 Kohl said:” We see no reason for raising taxes to finance unification.” 
And in a televised speech to celebrate the Economic, Monetary and Social Union on July1 1990 Kohl 
highlighted, the five new federal states would soon be transformed into blossoming landscapes, where it is 
worthwhile to live and work. 
24

 In November 1990 
25

 Wikipedia article “Oskar Lafontaine”, section 2.4 “Haltung zur Wiedervereinigung im Herbst 1989” 
26

 Axel Hansen, “Deutsche Einheit, Eine Zahl mit zwoelf Nullen”, Zeit Online, 23. Oktober 2014 
27

 See: Monthly Report of the Deutsche Bundesbank, “Zur Diskussion uber die oeffentlichen Transfers im 
Gefolge der Wiedervereinigung”, pp 17sq, Oktober 1996. 



Northern Ireland’s Income and Expenditure in a reunification scenario 

 

16 
 

via cost savings and expenditure restructuring, one third via borrowing and one 

third via tax increases.
28

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
 

A word of wisdom: The size of the financial costs is one aspect of German Re-

Unification and one can still debate about it today. But German Re-Unification 

is about much more than the costs attached. Nobody has in my view formulated 

this crucial thought more succinctly than Kurt Biedenkopf. He wrote in his 

“Diary”: “…the discussion about the costs of unification and their fiscal 

management misses the historical dimension of the process.”
29

 

 

VI. What has been achieved 

 

In a balanced and broad political assessment on the occasion of 25 years of Re-

Unification, German Federal President Joachim Gauck said on October 3 2015: 

“Notwithstanding disappointments here and there,…,(t)he vast majority of 

Germans, no matter where their roots are, feel (they have) arrived and (are now) 

at home in this unified country. Differences have narrowed and especially 

among the younger generation have disappeared completely, Germany has 

found union in freedom – politically, socially, more slowly also economically 

and with understandable delay also mentally.
30

  

 

The much narrower economic assessment depends on prior expectations. Those 

in the East who expected to see quickly the same standard of living as in the 

West were disappointed, and, likewise, those who expected a “super gau” were 

proven wrong.
31

  

 

Some of the economic facts are: East German productivity rose rapidly in the 

first ten years of unification – from about 45% of the West German level in 

1991 to about 75% in 2001. East German productivity was still a little below 

80% of West German productivity in 2013.
32In 2013, disposable household 

income per capita in East Germany had reached EUR17614, equivalent to 83% 
of the West German level; the gap had narrowed considerable from the 61% 
figure measured in 1991. The labor market gives a comparable picture: the 
unemployment rate in East Germany is currently still 2.3% points higher than 
in West Germany, but convergence has made visible progress in recent years. 
 

                                                           
28

 Presentation by Dr. Theo Waigel, Deutsche Wiedervereinigung – Entscheidungen und Versaumnisse, Tagungsbericht, 
Hans Seidel Stiftung, 29. November 2007. 
29

 Kurt Biedenkopf, Ein neues Land entsteht, p.16 
30

 Spiegel Online, “Gaucks Rede im Wortlaut”, 3. Oktober 2015. 
31

 Gau = groesster anzunehmender Unfall (greatest accident that presumably can happen) 
32

 DIW Monatsbericht 40 2014, “25 Jahre Mauerfall”, p.943 
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I am amazed how many Germans these days seem to take Re-Unification for 
granted. We should not forget that the developments that started in 1989 
could have turned out very differently: Russian tanks might have intervened in 
October-November 1989; the German political leadership might have pursued 
a less rigorous solution; the Allied Powers might have opposed Re-Unification; 
frustration among east Germans (“progress too slow”) or west Germans 
(“costs too high”) might have gained the upper hand. But perhaps we should 
look at it differently: The fact that people take Re-Unification for granted 
reflects its success.   
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Northern Ireland Economy: 100 years of Decline 

Political and economic scientists rarely have an opportunity to study a real life longitudinal 

experiment. Ireland is such an experiment. The best political and economic scientists in the 

world on the date of partition on the 3rd of May 1921 could not have possibly foretold the 

future that was instore for 6 counties of Northern Ireland within the United Kingdom and as 

part of the largest empire the world had ever seen compared to that of an Independent 

Republic that the remaining 26 counties would become. 

Like in any scientific experiment there is a ‘control’ where one of the elements has no 

change made to it. In this political and economic experiment Northern Ireland is the 

‘control’, as it accepted Home rule with in the UK. The ‘Test’ in this experiment is the 

Southern 26 counties, where the added ingredient and element of change was the 1916 

Rising , which ultimately led to the rejection of Home Rule with in the UK in favour of a 

future as a Republic with full independence. In essence Ireland was breaking away from the 

largest trading block in the world.  

The only other major real life longitudinal study that comes anywhere near the same type of 

experiment is the partition of Germany. However, this was an entirely different political and 

economic experiment with the ‘control’ being West Germany with democratic institutions 

and capitalist economy versus the political and economic structure of communist East 

Germany. We are well aware how that experiment ended. The situation on the island of 

Ireland was different because the fundamentals of democracy were the political structures 

on both parts of the border, notwithstanding the sectarian nature of Northern Ireland and 

the power over policy and politics of the Catholic Church in the Republic for decades. The 

economies on both sides of the border were also structured on a capitalist basis with the 

North enjoying access to the empires markets and the south adopting a counter-productive 

protectionist economy for decades. 

Up until 1914 and the outbreak of World War 1 the whole Island of Ireland was promised 

Home Rule and very limited self-government under Westminster, similar to what Scotland 

has today. Very possibly because of unionist opposition, the island would have ended up 

with two assemblies; one in the North and one in the South. With the growing concern of 

Ulster Unionists, using violence to ensure that Home Rule was not applied to the North, it 

was postponed until World War 1 was over. This political scenario and ‘what if’ scenario is 

one that the political scientists have yet to agree on and probably never will. The 1916 

Rising changed the proposed political and economic experiment of Home Rule on this island 

and the trajectory of the 26 counties, no longer satisfied with Home Rule, the people of the 

south changed course. They sought an entirely different political and economic future based 

on the idea of an independent Republic, in which the south separated from the biggest 

empire the world had ever seen, an empire that controlled the lives of 1 in every 4 people 

on the planet and ruled 25% of the surface of the earth. 



Northern Ireland’s Income and Expenditure in a reunification scenario 

 

19 
 

On the 3rd of May 1921 on the day of the partition of the island by the British Government, 

the 26 counties was largely an agricultural, ‘beer and biscuits’ economy as described by 

economist David McWilliams comprising of likes of Guinness brewery and Jacobs Biscuits 

factory. On the other hand, the new 6 counties state was a ‘ships and shirts’ economy at the 

very forefront of the industrial age. 3 of those 6 counties in the North accounted for 80% of 

the industrial output of the entire 32 counties on the island. Belfast, according to the 1911 

census, was the largest city on the island with a population of 400,000 and had been the 

most rapidly growing city for the half a century before partition. 

The Solemn league and Convent of 1912 was signed by nearly 500,000 unionist men and 

women who believed that  

'Home Rule would be disastrous to the material well-being of Ulster'  

However many feel it is the Union with Britain that has in fact been economically disastrous 

for Northern Ireland and most of its people with the exception of the elite affluent few who 

continue to grow richer. The majority in both communities have been made poorer by the 

Norths continued membership of the United Kingdom.   

The Republic has made progress and achieved a prosperity that would have been beyond 

the foresight of even the most wildly optimistic of any economist or political scientist in 

1916. An outline of Irelands progress since independence is provided by O'Rourke in his 

2016 University of Oxford paper; 'Discussion Papers in Economic and Social History: 

Independent Ireland in Comparative Perspective'. This paper makes the point that we 

should not compare ourselves to the UK as 'The UK performed poorly relative to most 

European economies'. Nor should we compare the Republic of Ireland to Wales, Scotland, or 

indeed Northern Ireland. Instead Ireland should be compared to other countries on the 

periphery of Europe, such as Greece, Portugal and Spain. O'Rourke argues that from 1926 

until 2001, in the 75 years after 1926, Ireland economic performance was in line with others 

in the same position as those smaller nations on the edge of Europe.  

Assessing Irish performance  

In order to assess Ireland's economic performance, we need a benchmark.  Because of our 

history, a natural tendency is to use the UK, but that is an important mistake. The UK 

performed poorly relative to most European economies: by using it as a benchmark, we are 

setting the bar much too low.  

A second alternative is to compare Ireland with similar regions inside the UK – Northern 

Ireland most obviously, but perhaps also Scotland and Wales. As we will see, doing so 

provides us with several useful insights, but again, by comparing ourselves with regions 

located within the slowly growing UK economy, we are setting the bar too low.  
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A third alternative, which makes a lot more sense, is to compare ourselves with other 

relatively poor economies around the European periphery. Greece, Portugal and Spain were 

all as poor as Ireland at the start of the 20th century, if not poorer. They therefore faced 

many of the same obstacles that we did, but they also shared the same potential for rapid 

growth based on catching up on the industrial core. How did we do compared with these 

economies? Indeed, how did we do compared with European economies more generally?33  

Strikingly, Ireland's economic performance during the 75 years following 1926 was, from a 

comparative context,  exactly what it should have been, given Ireland's initial income level. 

There was nothing unusual about Irish growth during this period. It was an entirely typical 

European economy. 34 

 

The prosperity myth put forward by those unionists who are actually affluent is in reality 

simply not true and has not been true since the 1990’s. Few if any people in Northern 

Ireland have seen an economic peace dividend. Both working class catholic and working 

class protestants, who suffered the most during the Troubles and who had the greatest 

hope for a  peace dividend since the guns were decommissioned, have seen the opposite. 

Relative to the south the north has fallen further and further behind. As a result of Brexit 

there is a high potential it will fall further still. 

                                                           
33

 O'Rourke in this 2016 University of Oxford 'Discussion Papers in Economic and Social History : Independent 
Ireland in Comparative Perspective' P.6 
34

 O'Rourke in this 2016 University of Oxford 'Discussion Papers in Economic and Social History : Independent 
Ireland in Comparative Perspective' P.8 
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35 

At partition the North was industrial and rich, the South agricultural and poor. Fast-forward 

to now, and the contrast couldn’t be greater. The collapse of the Northern Ireland economy 

compared with that of the Republic has been unprecedented. East and West Germany come 

to mind.36 

The Souths ‘Beer and Biscuits’ economy as described by David McWilliams has been 

replaced by ‘Google and Gigabits’. In contrast, over the last 100 years the North and the 

people living there have seen their once global economy and its majestic ship sail over the 

                                                           
35

 http://visionofhumanity.org/app/uploads/2018/06/Global-Peace-Index-2018-2.pdf 
36

 David McWilliams Irish Times Dec 2nd 2017 
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horizon. The peace dividend has not benefited the north to the same way as the south. 

While at the time of partition the North had 80% of the economic output of the entire 

island, independence and the manoeuvrability on economic policy which it allows means 

the Republic output is now 10 times greater than Northern Ireland’s. 

That economic policy for the Republic is largely credited to the person voted by the people 

of Ireland ‘Irish Man of the 20th Century’,  T.K. Whittaker. At 39 and born in the border 

county of Louth, he was the youngest ever Secretary of the Department of Finance and 

wrote the groundbreaking First Programme for Economic Expansion, in 1958.  

It has produced the dividends that Whittaker predicted and the global island of Ireland that 

he desired. The presence of multinationals and the nearly 200,000 jobs they provide 

contributes hugely to the Irish economy. Notwithstanding this contribution, it is clear that 

the domestic industrial base south of the border has grown beyond all recognition since 

partition and particularly since the end of the Troubles.  The fact that the Republic is 

exporting 17 times more than the north is a clear example of the benefits of Independence 

and the manoeuvrability it allows. The 26 counties economy is now 4 times the size of the 6 

counties though the work force in the south is only 2 ½ time bigger.   
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Northern Ireland is 1 of the 9.                                              

 

The Republic has expanded & grown on the world stage over the last 100 years also. The 

Good Country Index which measures what each country contributes to the common good of 

humanity and what it takes from it, places Ireland 1st out of the 125 countries on the issue 

of Prosperity & Equality the UK is ranked 35th. Overall Ireland is ranked 7th and the UK is 8th 

The index is a balance sheet of the nett credit and debit to the world and to humankind 

drawn from a range of sources such as the World Health Organisations, the World Bank, UN 

Peacekeeping, Charities Aid Foundation. 
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The Republic leads the way in third level degree attainment in the EU;   just over half of all 

30 to 34 year-olds in Ireland completed third-level education.  Ireland ranked 10th in the 

world in the Global Peace Index the UK is 41st,  Ireland is also ranked 6th in the Economist 

Intelligence Unit Democracy Index which ranks the effectiveness of the 167 democracies 

based on 60 indicators grouped in five different categories measuring pluralism, civil 

liberties and political culture. The UK is ranked 14th on the Democracy Index.  

The republic is the 10th most reputable country in the world by the annual Country RepTrak 

which ranks the top 55 countries in the world by reputation. Ireland is ranked ahead of the 

UK which is on 18th. Of the 17 indicators the most important attribute in driving reputation 

is ‘friendly and welcoming people’ along with ‘beautiful county’ and ‘safe environment’. 

When you consider that according to Maynooth University 2 ½ counties in Northern Ireland 

shows a large degree of affluence. It makes the gap within Northern Ireland between the 

haves and the have nots, all the more stark.  
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The Republic shares wealth and prosperity more fairly. In the same analysis done by 

Maynooth University, the 26 counties only have pockets of affluence in some parts of South 

Dublin and small areas of Wicklow the rest of the states is classified as having an even 

spread of national prosperity. 

Ireland has a tax system that is hugely progressive. 

Ireland’s tax and welfare system combined; result in one of the highest redistributions of 

income among all OECD countries. In Ireland 

• the top 1% of income earners pay 24% of total income tax and Universal Social Charge, 

• the top 6% of income earners pay 49% of total income tax and USC and 

• the top 26% of income earners pay 83% of all income tax and USC 

It is right- economically and morally- that in Ireland we have a tax system where those on 

lower incomes pay less and those who earn more, pay more. 

As most of the Indexes are only done on a National basis Northern Ireland does not feature 

in the tables of Global rankings. However the Oireachtas Library and Research Service of the 

Irish Parliament did analyse what Northern Ireland’s position would be on the United 

Nations Human Development Index. This Index ranks a country based on health, education 

and income of its citizens and is included as part of those report. 

The component parts of the index include ‘life expectancy at birth’ which shows those in the 

Republic live longer. Schooling is made up of 2 sets of figures, ‘Expected years of Schooling’ 

and ‘Mean Years of Schooling’ in these the Republic are way ahead of Northern Ireland. 

With a ‘Expected years of Schooling in the south of 16.2 years versus 14.8 years in the north.   

‘Mean Years of Schooling’ shows the south at 12.3 years and the north 4 years behind the 

Republic at 8.3 years. In the UN report the Gross National Income (GNI ) per capita is 

measured in $, here again the gap is very stark. The income divide between the two 

jurisdictions is nearly $7,000 per person, with the Republic showing an income of $33,414 

per capita compared to the figure of $26,446 for Northern Ireland.                                   

The Republic’s economy is four times larger, generated by a work force that is only two and 

a half times bigger. The Republic’s industrial output is today 10 times that of the North. 

Exports from the Republic are 17 times greater than those from Northern Ireland. 

Immigration is a traditional indicator of economic vitality. In the Republic one in six people 

are immigrants, the corresponding figure for the North is one in a hundred.                                                               

David McWilliams Irish Times Dec 2nd 2017 
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Exports from the Republic are €89 billion while from the North, exports are a paltry €6 

billion. This obviously reflects multinationals, but it also underscores just how far ahead the 

Republic’s industrial base is.37 

The UN 2016 report ranks the Republic as 8th in the world alongside Canada, Germany and 

the United States. The UK is currently ranked at 16th. When the data of life expectancy at 

birth, GNI (Gross National Income) and expected years of schooling for Northern Ireland are 

put into the HDI formula the UN would rank it 44th in the World alongside the likes of 

Hungry and Montenegro. As a result of Brexit, and as the region of the UK that will likely 

suffer the most economically Northern Ireland could well slip below 50th joining the likes of 

Kazakstan and Belarus countries who shortly will be celebrating the 30th anniversary of 

their independence from the USSR. 

 

  

 

  

                                                           
37

 David McWilliams Irish Independent 2017 



Northern Ireland’s Income and Expenditure in a reunification scenario 

 

28 
 

 



Modelling Irish Reunification, Dr Kurt Hubner, British Columbia University 

Executive Summary  

The current political and economic separation of Northern Ireland from the Republic of Ireland (ROI) 

has opened up an economic gap between the two regions of the Island.   Political and economic 

unification of the North and South would likely result in a sizable boost in economic output and 

incomes in the North and a smaller boost in the ROI.   The key factors driving this conclusion are the 

following.  

In the short run, unification would result in the North’s adoption of the euro. At current exchange 

rates, this would effectively devalue the currency for the North, causing a shift in international terms 

of trade that would favor Northern Ireland relative to the U.K. and relative to other countries in the 

Eurozone.  The consequent increase in exports is projected to initially increase per-capita gross 

domestic product in the North by 5 percent, and then fade back to the long-run growth path within 

seven years.    In the long run, unification would involve the adoption of the Irish tax system, 

greater openness in the North to Foreign Direct Investment, and diminished trade barriers between 

Northern Ireland, the ROI, and other countries in the Eurozone.  A period of economic catch-up is 

likely to ensue whereby the Northern Irish economy would shift structurally from low value-added 

industries to high value-added industries.  Additional benefits would derive from lower trade costs 

across the north-south border.  These changes are projected to increase GDP per capita in the long 

run by 4 to 7.5 percent in Northern Ireland and by 0.7 to 1.2 percent in the Republic of Ireland.  

 

These conclusions follow from an economic analysis of Irish Unification undertaken by KLC – 

Consulting for Tomorrow.  The KLC report relies on simulations generated from a “computable 

general equilibrium” (CGE) model of the economies of Northern Ireland and the ROI.  CGE models 

employ economic theory and statistical analysis to model the economic relationships driving 

production, consumption, wages, price, exports and imports, and ultimately, the output of an 

economy.  The model is built to best fit actual economic relationships in an economy in a given year 

(the model calibration phase) and then used to simulate economic outcomes under alternative 

institutional and policy scenarios.  CGE models have been used to study the economic consequences 

of German Unification as well as to simulate the potential economic gains form the unification of 

North and South Korea.  Aside from studies applied to political and economic unification, CGE 

models are commonly used to explore the economic consequences of alternative policy scenarios.  

 Irish Unification is modeled as impacting the economics of Northern Ireland and the ROI through the 

following channels.   

viii  

1. Harmonization of the tax systems across the Island, with the North adopting the tax rates and 

regulations of the south.  This harmonization of taxes would involve both changes in adoption of 

activity taxes as well as taxes on imports, commodities, and institutional taxes.  These changes 

would likely foster greater FDI in the north and contribute to economic growth. 2. Diminished trade 

barriers and greater access of Northern Irish firms to the common market.   The modeling in the KLC 

report assumes that unification would lower trade costs associated with transport and currency 

transaction between Northern Ireland, the ROI, and other Eurozone countries.  This reduction in 

transactions costs is projected to increase per-capita income. 3. Adoption of the Euro in the North. 

Given the current strength of the pound against the euro, adoption of the Euro in the North would 



provide a short run boost to economic output associated with an improvement in Northern Ireland’s 

terms of trade.   4. Productivity Improvements.  Currently there is a sizable productivity differential 

between Northern Ireland and the ROI.  This differential is driven in part by differences in the 

industrial structure of the two economies, which in turn, is partly caused by the different political 

and economic institutions. Convergence of productivity levels in the North to those of the ROI would 

directly the impact of the output in the North and indirectly impact output and incomes in the ROI 

through higher trade volume. 5. Fiscal Transfers.  Northern Ireland currently and historically runs a 

fiscal deficit that is financed by inter-governmental transfers from the UK. Unification would require 

that this deficit be financed and assumed by the ROI.  However, unification would also eliminate the 

need for two parallel governmental structures in many domains and likely result in public spending 

in the north that diminishes over time.  In the short run, reductions in public spending may reduce 

output and per-capita output to the extent that labor and capital once employed in the public sector 

are not reallocated towards other uses.  In the longer running, public sector savings may be 

reinvested in the private economy or in public projects that enhance the long-term productivity of 

the country.   

  

The KLC report explores the individual effects of each of these factors and performs a series of 

composite simulations.  The range of estimated effects on per-capita GNP and GDP can be thought 

of as lower and upper-bound estimates from the alternative scenarios.    

  

Executive Summary prepared by  Professor Steven Raphael Professor of Public Policy. UC Berkeley, 

California  

  

 



 

 

MEMORANDUM December 20, 2016 

To: Rep. Brendan Boyle 
   Attention: Carly Frame 

From: Kristin Archick, Specialist in European Affairs (x7-2668, karchick@crs.loc.gov) 
Foreign Affairs, Defense, and Trade Division 

Subject: Northern Ireland Budgetary Issues 

  

This memorandum responds to your request for information on Northern Ireland budgetary issues. 
Material in this memorandum may be used in other CRS products. For additional background, see CRS 
Report RS21333, Northern Ireland:  The Peace Process. 

Background: Northern Ireland’s Political and Economic Situation 
Northern Ireland (along with England, Scotland, and Wales) is one of the four component “nations” that 
make up the United Kingdom (UK). Between 1969 and 1999, almost 3,500 people died as a result of 
political violence in Northern Ireland. The conflict, which has its origins in the 1921 division of Ireland 
and is often referred to as “the Troubles,” has reflected a struggle between different national, cultural, and 
religious identities. Protestants in Northern Ireland (48%) largely define themselves as British and support 
remaining part of the UK (unionists). Catholics in Northern Ireland (45%) consider themselves Irish, and 
many Catholics desire a united Ireland (nationalists). 

Despite many ups and downs, Northern Ireland has made considerable political and economic progress 
since the 1998 peace agreement (the so-called Good Friday Agreement) providing for a devolved 
government in which unionist and nationalist parties share power. Nevertheless, challenges remain in 
Northern Ireland’s search for peace and reconciliation. These include ongoing tensions and sectarian strife 
between the unionist and nationalist communities, lingering concerns about paramilitary and dissident 
activity, fully grappling with Northern Ireland’s legacy of violence (often termed “dealing with the past”), 
and promoting further economic development. 

Improving Northern Ireland’s economic situation has long been viewed as crucial to underpinning the 
peace process. Northern Ireland’s economy has made significant advances since the 1990s. Between 1997 
and 2007, Northern Ireland’s economy grew an average of 5.6% annually (marginally above the UK 
average of 5.4%). Unemployment decreased from over 17% in the late 1980s to 4.3% by 2007. Like 
elsewhere in the UK and Europe, however, Northern Ireland was negatively affected by the 2008-2009 
global recession. Northern Ireland’s economic recovery has been slow and growth has largely lagged 
behind that of the UK as a whole. In the four quarters ending June 2016, Northern Ireland’s Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) grew by approximately 1.3%, as compared to 1.9% for the UK as a whole.1 
                                                 
1 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, Northern Ireland Composite Economic Index Quarter 2 2016, October 2016, 
(continued...) 
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Unemployment in Northern Ireland is currently 5.7%, higher than in the UK (4.8%) but considerably 
lower than in the Republic of Ireland (7.9%) and the European Union (8.5%).2 

Northern Ireland has also made strides in promoting equality in its workforce. The gap in economic 
activity rates between Protestants and Catholics has shrunk considerably since 1992 (when there was an 
11 percentage point difference) and has largely converged in recent years (in 2014, the economic activity 
rates of Protestants and Catholics were 72% and 71% respectively). In addition, the percentage point gap 
in unemployment rates between the two communities has decreased from 9% in 1992 to 2% in 2014.3 

At the same time, income levels and living standards in Northern Ireland remain below the UK average. 
Of the UK’s 12 economic regions, Northern Ireland had the second-lowest Gross Value Added (GVA) per 
capita in 2015 (£18,584), considerably below the UK’s average (£25,351).4 Northern Ireland also has both 
a high rate of economic inactivity (27%) and a high proportion of working-age individuals with no 
qualifications. Studies indicate that the historically poorest areas in Northern Ireland (many of which bore 
the brunt of “the Troubles”) remain so, and that many of the areas considered to be the most deprived are 
predominantly Catholic.5 

To improve Northern Ireland’s economic recovery and strengthen its long-term performance, Northern 
Ireland leaders are seeking to promote export-led growth, decrease Northern Ireland’s economic 
dependency on the public sector by growing the private sector, and attract more foreign direct investment. 
Reducing Northern Ireland’s economic dependency on the public sector (which accounts for about 70% of 
the region’s gross domestic product and employs roughly 30% of its workforce) and devolving powers 
over corporation tax from London to Belfast to help increase foreign investment were key issues 
addressed in wide-ranging cross-party negotiations in 2014 and 2015. The November 2015 Fresh Start 
Agreement sets April 2018 as the target date for introducing a devolved corporate tax rate of 12.5% in 
Northern Ireland (the same rate as in the Republic of Ireland). 

Many analysts are concerned that the UK’s June 2016 vote in favor of leaving the European Union 
(dubbed “Brexit”) could have significant economic repercussions for Northern Ireland, given that it shares 
a land border with the Republic of Ireland and an interdependent economic relationship, with extensive 
cross-border trade, integrated labor markets, and many industries that operate on an all-island basis. 
According to a recent UK parliamentary report, Northern Ireland depends more on the EU market (and 
especially that of the Republic of Ireland) for its exports than the rest of the UK. Approximately 52% of 
Northern Ireland exports go to the EU, including 38% to the Republic of Ireland.6 Some experts also note 
that access to the EU single market has been one reason for Northern Ireland’s success in attracting 
foreign direct investment, and they express concern that Brexit could deter future investment. 

Prior to the UK referendum, projections estimated Northern Ireland’s economy would grow by 1.7% in 
2017; following the UK’s decision to leave the EU, forecasts predict a slowdown in Northern Ireland’s 
                                                                 
(...continued) 
p. 7, https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/economy/NI-Composite-Economic-Index-Statistical-
Bulletin-Q2-2016_0.pdf. 
2 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, Northern Ireland Labour Market Report, December 2016, 
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/economy/labour-market-report-december-2016.PDF. 
3 Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister, Labour Force Survey Religion Report 2014, February 2016. 
4 GVA is similar, albeit not exactly equivalent, to Gross Domestic Product (GDP); the UK government uses GVA as the measure 
to compare regional economic performance. House of Commons Library Briefing Paper, Regional and Local Economic Growth 
Statistics, December 16, 2016, p. 7, http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN05795. 
5 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure 2010 Report, May 2010. 
6 Report of the UK House of Lords European Union Committee, Brexit:  UK-Irish Relations, December 2016, 
http://www.parliament.uk/brexit-uk-irish-relations. 

https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/economy/NI-Composite-Economic-Index-Statistical-Bulletin-Q2-2016_0.pdf
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/economy/NI-Composite-Economic-Index-Statistical-Bulletin-Q2-2016_0.pdf
http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN05795
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economy, with one study suggesting that it could grow by only 0.2% in 2017 (primarily because of 
economic uncertainty and a decline in business investment).7 An Oxford Economics model of Brexit’s 
potential impact predicts a net loss in economic output for Northern Ireland by 2030 in the range of 0.1% 
to 5.6% (depending on different scenarios for future UK-EU relations). Post-Brexit, Northern Ireland also 
stands to lose EU regional funding (roughly $1.3 billion between 2014 and 2020) and agricultural aid 
(direct EU farm subsidies to Northern Ireland are nearly $375 million annually).8  

UK Secretary of State for Northern Ireland James Brokenshire asserts that the government is determined 
to safeguard the whole UK economy, including Northern Ireland, following the Brexit decision. UK 
officials hope to ensure that Brexit does not adversely affect the investment climate in Northern Ireland 
and note that the government has sought to engage with the business community there “to make a success 
of Brexit.”9 Some UK and Northern Ireland officials, including Northern Ireland First Minister Arlene 
Foster, maintain that despite Brexit, Northern Ireland will continue to trade with the EU (including 
Ireland). They also contend that Brexit offers new economic opportunities for Northern Ireland outside 
the EU. First Minister Foster recently asserted that “the economic and social benefits for us in Northern 
Ireland from the UK are far more important than our relationship with the EU,” and “we will work with 
whomever we need to for the best deal for Northern Ireland at home and abroad.”10 

Northern Ireland Public Finances 
Responsibility for fiscal policy, macroeconomic policy, and funding allocation across the United 
Kingdom remains with the UK Treasury. Spending by the UK’s devolved governments (Scotland, Wales, 
and Northern Ireland) falls within a UK-wide system of public expenditure control and budgeting 
guidance. The devolved administration’s budgets are normally determined within UK comprehensive 
spending reviews alongside the budgets for UK government departments. Each devolved administration 
has fiscal responsibilities and freedoms to match its executive and legislative powers within the terms of 
its individual devolution agreement. 

Northern Ireland’s Budget11 
The vast majority of funding available to Northern Ireland’s devolved government comes from the UK 
government (from general taxation across the UK); a small portion of Northern Ireland funding comes 
from regional tax rates and borrowing. UK government funding falls into two broad categories:   

• Block grant funding, also known as Departmental Expenditure Limits (DEL). The DELs 
are the amounts that government departments have been allocated to spend, usually in 
spending reviews, and are firm spending limits set for up to four years. DELs are spent on 

                                                 
7 Northern Ireland Department of Enterprise, Trade, and  Investment, Economic Commentary, March 2016; John Campbell, 
“PwC Forecasts Slowdown in Northern Ireland Economy After Brexit Result,” BBC News, July 19, 2016. 
8 House of Commons Library Briefing Paper, Brexit:  Impact Across Policy Areas, August 26, 2016, 
http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7213#fullreport. 
9 UK Government Press Release, “Brokenshire Holds Inaugural Meeting of Northern Ireland Business Advisory Group,” 
September 1, 2016. 
10 Arlene Foster, “The UK Joined Europe as One Nation, and That’s How We’ll Leave,” The Guardian, October 28, 2016. 
11 Information in this section is drawn from:  HM Treasury, Statement of Funding Policy:  Funding the Scottish Parliament, 
National Assembly for Wales and Northern Ireland Assembly, November 2015, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/479717/statement_of_funding_2015_print.pdf; 
House of Commons Library Briefing Paper, The Barnett Formula, April 13, 2016, 
http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7386; and Northern Ireland Executive, Budget 2016-
2017, January 2016, https://www.northernireland.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/nigov/2016-17-budget-document.pdf. 
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the running of services and the everyday costs of resources such as staff. In 2016-2017, 
Northern Ireland’s DEL funding is £10.9 billion ($13.6 billion). 

• Annually Managed Expenditure (AME) funding. AME is spending on demand-led areas 
(such as welfare, tax credit, or public sector pensions) that is difficult to control and 
cannot be constrained within firm multi-year limits. In 2016-2017, Northern Ireland’s 
AME funding is £8.8 billion ($11 billion). 

Changes in block grant DEL funding to the devolved administrations are generally calculated by applying 
the Barnett Formula, which seeks to ensure that when there is a change in funding levels for services in 
England, then there is the same pounds-per-person change in funding in Northern Ireland, Scotland, and 
Wales. For example, if the funding for education in England increases by the equivalent of £100 per 
person, the devolved administrations’ block grants will increase by £100 per person.  

Under the Barnett Formula, Northern Ireland receives a population-based proportion of changes in 
planned UK government spending on comparable services provided by the devolved administration: 

Change in a UK government 
department’s budget x Comparability 

percentage x Appropriate population 
proportion 

For Northern Ireland, changes determined by the Barnett Formula are then reduced by 2.5% because 
Northern Ireland’s devolved government does not require provision to meet value-added tax (VAT) 
expenditure; unlike in the rest of the UK, any VAT paid is refunded by HM Revenue and Customs. 

Northern Ireland and the other devolved administrations can spend the Barnett Formula-determined DEL 
block grant as they wish. For example, if block grants increase because education spending has increased 
in England, the devolved governments do not necessarily have to spend the additional money on 
education. AME spending is largely outside of the control of the devolved governments. 

Northern Ireland’s Fiscal Balance 
In October 2015, Northern Ireland’s Department of Finance released its Net Fiscal Balance Report 2012-
2013 and 2013-2014, with estimates of Northern Ireland’s public expenditure, revenue, and deficit.12 

Category 2012-2013 (£ billions) 2013-2014 (£ billions) 

Total Managed Expenditure 24.3 24.1 

   Identifiable 19.8 20.1 

   Non-identifiable 2.9 2.9 

   Accounting Adjustments 1.6 1.1 

Revenue 14.8 14.9 

Deficit 9.5 9.2 

In 2012-2013, Total Managed Expenditure (TME)—or total public sector expenditure in Northern 
Ireland—was estimated to be 3.4% of the equivalent UK total; in 2013-2014, TME was roughly 
equivalent to 3.3% of the UK total. For both time periods, Northern Ireland’s fiscal deficit per head and as 
a percentage of GVA was considerably higher than UK figures. In 2012-2013, Northern Ireland’s fiscal 
deficit was equivalent to £5,187 per head, compared to the UK figure of £1,999; as a percentage of GVA, 
the fiscal deficit was 29.1%, higher than the UK equivalent of 8.7%. In 2013-2014, Northern Ireland’s 

                                                 
12 Available at:  https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/publications/northern-ireland-net-fiscal-balance-report-2012-13-and-2013-14. 
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deficit was equivalent to £5,006 per head, compared to the UK per head figure of £1,763, and was 27.1% 
of GVA, higher than the UK equivalent of 7.5%. 

In accordance with UK budget guidance, public expenditure data for Northern Ireland is disaggregated 
into three components: 

• Identifiable expenditure, which can be recognized as benefitting individuals, enterprises, 
or communities within particular regions. Examples include welfare payments and most 
health and education expenditures. 

• Non-identifiable expenditure, which is incurred on behalf of the UK as a whole and 
cannot be attributed to an individual region. For the purposes of analysis, a share of UK 
expenditure is apportioned to Northern Ireland (either as a share of population or as a 
share of GVA). Defense expenditures and debt interest are the largest elements of non-
identifiable expenditure, which also includes international services and EU transactions. 

• An accounting adjustment allows for depreciation of public sector capital. 

The Department of Finance’s fiscal balance report also provides a hypothetical scenario that estimates 
Northern Ireland’s fiscal deficit when non-identifiable spending and the accounting adjustment are 
excluded. Although hypothetical, this model suggests that if these categories were excluded, Northern 
Ireland’s fiscal deficit would decrease significantly; for 2013-2014, Northern Ireland’s fiscal deficit would 
shrink to £5.1 billion and be equivalent to 15.6% of GVA. 

Ongoing Challenges 
Experts note that Northern Ireland has run a fiscal deficit for decades, and many contend that much of 
Northern Ireland’s economic and budgetary situation is a legacy of “the Troubles.” Since the 1970s, the 
UK government has poured money into Northern Ireland in an effort to reduce the violence. Others point 
out that regional within-state transfers are not unusual in international terms and that Northern Ireland has 
limited discretion to raise additional revenue as the bulk of fiscal and tax powers remain with London. 
Some analysts suggest that Northern Ireland has a lower population density than the UK, which may 
partly explain the relative higher cost of providing a given level of public services, particularly in areas 
such as health and education. 

Over the last few years, Northern Ireland has been challenged further by UK-wide austerity measures, 
with Northern Ireland’s block grant reduced by 7% in real terms since 2010. In 2014 and 2015, 
intertwined issues of identity, history, and welfare reform imperiled budget negotiations in Northern 
Ireland and raised questions about the stability of the devolved government. In the years ahead, many 
experts contend that Northern Ireland will continue to face tough budgetary constraints, which could be 
compounded by Brexit. Although many in Northern Ireland pin great economic hopes on the promised 
reduction in the corporate tax rate, analysts contend that lowering it will result in some loss of revenue in 
the short term. Rebalancing the economy away from reliance on the public sector remains a key goal of 
Northern Ireland’s devolved government.13 

                                                 
13 Tom Healy, “Things You Always Wanted to Know About Public Finances in Northern Ireland But Were Afraid to Ask,” 
Nevin Economic Research Institute, November 15, 2014; “A New Kind of Trouble,” The Economist, January 24, 2015; Dan 
O’Brien, “Northern Ireland May Be Normalizing, But Big Risks Remain,” Irish Independent, May 8, 2016. 


