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CEE Revenue Generation in Northern Ireland Seminar 

Introduction 

On 14 December 2015 representatives from the voluntary and community sector, 

political parties, civil service, business and academia met to discuss the issue of 

revenue generation in Northern Ireland. This was a wide-ranging discussion looking 

at issues such as: rates; service charging; prescription charging; asset sales; water 

charges; borrowing; and new taxation. 

 

Dr Esmond Birnie, Chief Economist with PwC in Northern Ireland set the context of 

the discussion.  In his presentation he drew upon on his CEE report Fiscal Powers: A 

review of the fiscal powers of the Northern Ireland Assembly.  

 

Additional contribution came from a panel consisting of Seamus McAleavey (NICVA), 

Glenda Davies (Sandy Row Community Forum), Dr Graham Brownlow (economist, 

Queen's University Belfast), Jenny Ruddy (MS Society NI) and Ian Parsley (political 

and economic commentator). 

General Points of Discussion  

 There was a general consensus that the process by which the Northern  

Ireland Executive agrees its budget is unsatisfactory. Participants expressed 

that the budgets are rushed, and there is insufficient time and information 

provided for interrogation by the public.  

 There was agreement that the public needs to be better informed and educated 

about government spending. For example, several participants noted that rates 

are not well understood by the public, with many not realising that much of the 

money raised is spent by Stormont departments, as well as local government.   

 There was a belief that the spending decisions and budget process in particular 

need to be integrated into the wider vision for Northern Ireland. With the budget 

and Programme for Government more closely linked.  

 There was a recognition that taxation is not solely about raising revenue to 

finance public services, but they it also informs behaviour. For example, the 

plastic bag tax was intended to reduce plastic bag use and this has been 

achieved. However, impacts are not always positive; reintroducing prescription 

charges could see people foregoing medication to fund other necessities such 

as food and housing.  

 Participants agreed that as with Scotland and Wales there should be 

established an independent commission to consider the devolution of taxation 

powers to the Northern Ireland Assembly which would consider revenue 

generation in a holistic way.  

http://www.nicva.org/sites/default/files/d7content/attachments-resources/cee_fiscal_powers_report_2013.pdf
http://www.nicva.org/sites/default/files/d7content/attachments-resources/cee_fiscal_powers_report_2013.pdf
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Revenue Generation Options 

At the CEE Revenue Generation in Northern Ireland Seminar a number of revenue 

generation options were discussed. Below we summarise the options that are open 

to Government and the potential revenue that could be raised. 

1. Rates 

Rates are levied on domestic and non-domestic properties. In the 2010-11 financial 

year £591m (approximately 5% of the Executive’s budget) was raised from the 

regional rate. There are three main ways in which additional income could be 

generated through rates: 

 

 Raising rate levies - Rates on domestic properties have been held in line with 

inflation over the last five years. The then Finance Minister, Simon Hamilton 

MLA, noted in the Assembly that a 1 per cent increase in the rate would collect 

an additional £5million per year; 

 Removing rates cap - The rateable value of a property is capped at £400,000. 

According to a RaISE report removing this cap would raise £4.1m. There was 

support in the room to remove the cap, it was seen as a fair way to raise 

additional revenue; and 

 Removing exemptions - Reliefs are available for non-domestic rate payers and 

revenue is foregone as a result. There is currently a consultation process 

underway by the Department of Finance and Personnel.  

2. Borrowing 

Since 2002 the Executive has had available a borrowing capacity of £200m per annum 

under the Reinvestment and Reform Initiative (RRI). The Stormont House Agreement 

has extended the borrowing available to the Executive. This includes £700m of further 

(RRI) borrowing to fund a Voluntary Exit Scheme for the Public Sector and £350m in 

loans for infrastructure schemes over four years. The 2015-16 Budget was predicated 

on the full drawdown of available RRI borrowing. There is therefore limited scope for 

additional borrowing going forward. The cost of servicing debt in the 2015/16 Budget 

is £57.5m; equating to 0.6 per cent of the Executive’s overall non ring-fenced 

Resource DEL. 

 

In the absence of further direct borrowing, the Executive could use third parties to raise 

additional finance. For example, the transfer of housing stock from the NI Housing 

Executive to Housing Associations is designed to enable the latter to raise additional 

borrowing from the public sector’s balance sheet. NI Water’s heavy reliance on 

government for funding resulted in its designation as a Non-Departmental Public Body, 

as such it is subject to public sector governance, including financial arrangements. 

Self-finance of water and sewerage could offer opportunities for supplementary 

borrowing for long term infrastructure investment.  

http://aims.niassembly.gov.uk/officialreport/report.aspx?&eveDate=2015/02/23&docID=224857
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/Documents/RaISe/Publications/2014/general/11114.pdf
https://www.dfpni.gov.uk/consultations/review-northern-irelands-non-domestic-rating-system
http://www.northernireland.gov.uk/budget-2015-16.pdf
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3. Asset Sales 

The draft Budget for 2011-15 contained an aspiration to raise funds through sale of 

assets. However, there is little detail about which assets could be sold or estimates of 

amounts that might be raised. The Executive has anticipated that the Asset 

Management Unit will deliver £50m of capital receipts in 2015-16 

 

The future of Belfast Harbour, including potentially its sale, is reportedly being explored 

by the Northern Ireland Executive. It remains unclear if such proposals would be 

achievable. Belfast Harbour is a Trust Port and as such Westminster will need to enact 

legislation to carry out any sale and for revenue to be passed to the NI Executive.  

4. Service Charging 

Currently, there is some relatively limited use of charges for public services. The 

report Fiscal powers: A review of the fiscal powers of the Northern Ireland Assembly 

highlights the potential revenue generated by introducing fees or increasing existing 

fees for certain services. Examples given are explored below, costings are as given 

in the report, unless stated otherwise: 

 

 Water Charging: The water industry was privatised in England in the late 1980s, 

Westminster therefore avoids paying for further infrastructure spending on 

water and sewerage from public funds. In Northern Ireland the Executive 

supports NI Water financially, by approximately £300m a year. Self-financing 

NI Water would also lift restrictions on borrowing, which could prove significant 

for funding capital investment projects. 

 MOT charging: Charges for use of MOT centres could be increased. Increasing 

the charge to £100 per car from £30.50 could raise £15m in additional revenue. 

Alternatively, the service could be sold to the private sector to gain a one off 

addition to revenues. 

 Road Tolling: In contrast to either England or the Republic of Ireland, there are 

no examples of road tolls in Northern Ireland. Introducing road tolling could 

raise up to £50m in additional revenue. There was support in the seminar for 

tolling to improve road infrastructure in Northern Ireland. 

 Car Parking: Proposals in DRD, Draft Budget 2011-15 Spending and Saving 

Plans, would generate £14.5m in revenue. Proposals included: an average 15% 

per annum increase to existing car park income; an increase in the penalty for 

parking illegally; introducing on-street charging to approximately 27 towns and 

cities and the extension of charging hours for all car parks and on street Pay 

and Display (P&D) was also considered.  

 Public Transport Fees: It is noted in the DRD Draft Budget 2015-16 Spending 

and Saving Proposals that fare levels in Northern Ireland are well below those 

in Great Britain and the Republic of Ireland. Following this average fare 

increases began in February 2015 increasing ticket costs: 5.3% for Metro, 4% 

for Ulsterbus and 4.5% for NI Railways. However higher fares will only lead to 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-31444070
http://www.nicva.org/sites/default/files/d7content/attachments-resources/cee_fiscal_powers_report_2013.pdf
http://old.nicva.org/sites/default/files/DRD%20Draft%20Budget%20.pdf
http://old.nicva.org/sites/default/files/DRD%20Draft%20Budget%20.pdf
http://www.drdni.gov.uk/spending-and-savings-proposals-draft-budget-2015-16.pdf
http://www.drdni.gov.uk/spending-and-savings-proposals-draft-budget-2015-16.pdf
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higher revenues raised if the demand for public transport is fairly unresponsive 

to the price being charged. 

 Tuition Fees: Northern Ireland has not followed England’s lead in introducing a 

higher level of university tuition fees of up to £9,000. The fees charged to 

students at Northern Ireland universities remain at about £3,500 (increasing 

annually by the inflation rate). One estimate is that the revenues foregone by 

not increasing fees to £5,500 (as recommended in the Stuart Report to the DEL 

Minister in 2011) are £40m annually. 

 Prescription Charging: DHSSPS has recently consulted on the re-introduction 

of prescription charges. The Minister decided against the reintroduction. When 

the policy of free medical prescriptions was introduced, the cost in terms of 

revenue figure was estimated at £12-£13m per year but the actual cost probably 

now exceeds £20m given that free prescriptions have themselves induced extra 

demand. There are concerns that the reintroduction of charges could become 

a barrier to accessing healthcare.  

5. New Taxes 

The NI Executive could introduce other new taxes or seek to devolve further tax 

powers to raise revenues.  The Assembly can introduce entirely new taxes, as 

demonstrated by the Plastic Bag Levy. Some commentators suggested a tax related 

to mobile telephony perhaps on usage, such as per message or on phone masts. At 

the seminar new taxes proposed included a tax of bottled water and a tax on 4x4 cars. 

There was a clear connection between proposed new taxes and a corresponding 

change in behaviour.  

  

The report Fiscal powers: A review of the fiscal powers of the Northern Ireland 

Assembly considers the viability and desirability of devolving further tax powers to the 

NI Executive. Latterly discussion has centred on corporation tax, however there are 

other tax powers which could be considered as beneficial to the Northern Ireland 

economy and potentially raise revenue for public services. This could include: Stamp 

Duty and Land Tax, Landfill Tax as well as Income Tax variation powers similar to 

those held by the Scottish Parliament. 

Conclusion 

As NICVA Chief Executive, Seamus McAleavey, noted in his closing remarks at the 
Revenue Generation seminar, this is the beginning not the end. This seminar has 
proven to be a good start. This issue brought together economists, politicians, 
community and voluntary sector representatives, civil servants and business people 
and led to a respectful debate between numerous points of view. The discussion of 
the revenue generation powers of the NI Assembly will continue.  
 
 

http://www.delni.gov.uk/update-to-independent-review-of-variable-fees-and-student-finance-arrangements.pdf
http://www.nicva.org/sites/default/files/d7content/attachments-resources/cee_fiscal_powers_report_2013.pdf
http://www.nicva.org/sites/default/files/d7content/attachments-resources/cee_fiscal_powers_report_2013.pdf

