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Chief Executive’s Report

Introduction

In November this year, the Elected Members adopted the Meath County Council Corporate
Plan 2024 - 2029. The Corporate Plan serves as the Council’s strategic framework for action
over the duration of the current council term. It encompasses the vision to Make Meath Even
Better. This budget has been prepared with that vision in mind, ensuring that our financial decisions
align with the ambitious goals set out in the Plan.

In recent years, significant international, pricing, and demographic changes have emerged, including
Brexit, the Covid-19 pandemic, and the ongoing war in Ukraine, which have all posed considerable
challenges. Nevertheless, Meath County Council has navigated these macroeconomic conditions
effectively. The outlook for 2024 anticipates a balanced year-end, with the Council expected to
generate a modest net operating surplus. This Budget reflects the resilience of Meath County Council
as it has successfully managed the impacts of the pandemic and adapted to an evolving economic
landscape. Budget 2025 provides for the continuation of and the enhanced services of the Council
without increasing commercial rates (ARV), parking charges or other service charges. However, in
order to deliver on our strong ambition and vision for County Meath, we will explore further
opportunities to increase revenue streams during this Council term.

It is with great pleasure that I, as Chief Executive, present my first budget to the members of Meath
County Council. Our organisation takes pride in serving our communities with dedication and
commitment, and by working together, we will Make Meath Even Better.

Evolution of Budget Expenditure 2020 to 2025

€139,092,906 @ €154,685,723 | €162,310,332 €186,349,110 €208,717,215 €232,057,479

Uncertainty is constant, and there are a number of variables beyond our control. Therefore, we have
had to make several assumptions about the ongoing situation in Ukraine, supply chain issues, and
labour shortages.

In being statutorily required to produce a balanced budget, my key focus for Budget 2025 is:

e  Putting a particular focus on our local county roads across all of our County.

e Ensuring Meath County Council continues to enhance our community and amenity
infrastructure, particularly in our growing urban centres.

e Establish Meath as a leader in job creation and set a benchmark for economic development.

e Delivering the objectives of the Government’s Housing for All Policy and the Meath County
Housing Strategy, including age-friendly housing.

e Enhancing and maintaining our services, including significant additional resources in rural
regeneration.

e Deliver the ambitious goals outlined in our Climate Action Plan and in our nine decarbonising
zones.

Budget 2025 provides for expenditure of €232,057,479 an increase of over €23.3m (or 11.2%) on last
year’s budget. Given the context, this is a very positive position and has been possible through a



continued focus on maximising the use of resources at our disposal, strong budgetary management
processes, and greater effort in securing higher levels of grant funding.

Since 2019 the annual Budget has increased by a staggering 87%, which has brought new services,
enhanced service levels and provided additional human and financial resources in critical and
emerging areas. Staffing levels within the Council have increased and the completion of the Work
Force Plan in February next year will determine our workforce strategic alignment for the next
five years. This review will include a review of the Area Office structures, to ensure we deliver
effective services at the closest level to the community.

Budget Preparation

Budget 2025 has been prepared in the statutory format, in consultation with the Corporate Policy
Group, for consideration by the Elected Members. The process of compiling the budget involves a
number of key stages which include:

e A series of meetings with the Corporate Policy Group to consider Budget Strategy and the
Local Property Tax variation.

e A public consultation process from July 3, 2024 to August 7, 2024 in relation to the variation
of the Local Property Tax rate.

o The meeting of the Council on September 2, 2024 to consider and decide on the variation of
the Local Property Tax rate.

e The submission of a preliminary estimate of current and capital income and expenditure to
the Department of the Housing, Local Government and Heritage by October 15, 2024, to
comply with national budget and EU reporting requirements.

e Notification to the Revenue Commissioners and Department by October 15, 2024 of the
decision of the Council in relation to the Local Property Tax rate.

o Agree overall General Municipal Allocations — the discretionary funding available at Municipal
District (MD) level (six MD meetings in early November 2024).

e Detailed reviews of all aspects of the budget with Directors and Budget Holders, to develop
the draft local authority budget.

The final stage in the budget process is consideration of the budget, as presented, by the Elected
Members at the Annual Budget Meeting on November 25, 2024.

The Elected Members have a number of reserved functions in relation to the overall budget process
as follows:

Local Property Tax - Members have the power to vary the Local Property Tax Rate (Local
Adjustment Factor) by a factor of up to plus/minus 15%.

Adoption of Budget - Members may adopt the Budget with or without amendment and must
approve the sums provided for transfer to the Capital account.

Determination of Rate - A separate motion in relation to the determination of the Annual
Rate on Valuation (ARV) must be considered by the Members at the Budget Meeting.

Rates on Vacant Premises - In accordance with Section 9 of the Local Government Rates
and Other Matters Act 2019, Members have the power to determine the proportion of rates
refunds applicable on vacant commercial premises.

In preparing the budget each year, the Council takes account of the context within which it operates,
identifies particular areas where increased investment is required, and puts in place a targeted
programme to address these needs. It also considers the costs of doing business and the potential



impacts that changes in the economy may have on future income. However, it should be noted that
the significant majority of any local authority’s budget is fixed and non-discretionary in nature.

Context — Economic Outlook

According to the OECD, global output growth has remained resilient, and inflation has continued to
moderate. Recent activity indicators suggest ongoing momentum, especially in the services sector.
Real wage growth is now supporting household incomes and spending, though purchasing power has
yet to fully return to pre-pandemic levels in many countries. Global trade is recovering faster than
expected, but shipping costs remain elevated and export orders have recently moderated.

In addition, recent evidence shows that the domestic economy is strong and has remained remarkably
resilient in the face of a series of major external shocks. As a result, the labour market has experienced
positive developments, with the employment rate reaching an all-time high. The Central Bank believes
that the Irish economy is resilient and is expected to grow between 2% and 3% until 2026 and
unemployment is anticipated to remain low.

We are in a strong position as inflation continues to moderate and employment and activity have
further expanded. However, it is important to recognise that there are elevated levels of uncertainty,
largely driven by persistent geopolitical tensions around the world. These factors create a complex
environment, as they have the potential to impact economic progress and public confidence.

County Meath has also demonstrated significant economic growth, recording the highest population
increase in the country between 2011 and 2022. In 2022, an impressive 59.3% of the County’s working
population engaged in the workforce, highlighting the skillsets and employability of its residents. The
County’s advantageous location and access to broadband infrastructure further enhance its economic
performance, evidenced by the high proportion of households with broadband connectivity.
Additionally, there has been a decline in the outbound commuting rate, suggesting improvements in
local employment opportunities and liveability within the region.

Meath County Council’s revenue budget and capital programme provide services and investment
which aim to improve the county as a place in which to live, work, invest in and visit. It is also worth
noting that the Council’s spending brings an important stimulus impact to the local economy. Local
authorities are hubs for local businesses, communities and other service providers, and they are co-
investors in local regeneration and business and community development programmes.

As a Council, we are committed to striking the right balance among the diverse needs of our
stakeholders, including businesses, community groups, residents, and visitors alike. This budget has
been crafted with a clear focus on tackling our key challenges while aligning with the ambitious
objectives of our Corporate Plan. Guided by both national policies and our local economic landscape,
we aim to foster growth, support economic development, attract future investments, address housing
challenges, nurture sustainable and resilient communities, and effectively respond to the impacts of
climate change.



Sources of Funding

Budget 2025 provides for expenditure of €232,057,479 to fund our services. The main sources of
income available to fund this expenditure are set out here:

Income 2025 2024 2025v 2024 % of Income
€ € € %
Grants & Subsidies 92,626,146 80,229,181 12,396,965 40%
Commercial Rates 55,942,022 50,760,510 5,181,512 24%
Goods & Services 66,301,620 60,782,678 5,518,942 29%
Local Property Tax 17,187,691 16,944,846 242,845 7%
232,057,479 208,717,215 23,340,264 100%

In addition, the rate base has grown exponentially from €37,213,426 in 2019 to €55,942,022 an
increase of over 50%. Multinational companies are transforming the industrial landscape of
the County, bringing in a new generation of employers. Companies such as Primeline, PCl Pharma
and MTM Engineering have created almost 1500 new, high-quality, jobs in Meath in 2024.
Additionally, advocates of agriculture and food see the Boyne Valley as a hub for sustainable
European food technology.

Grants and Subsidies

The Council has over previous years highlighted the legacy of low government grant funding to Meath.
However, we acknowledge and welcome the recent supports given to local authorities. In addition,
2025 will see very significant increases in grant funding to offset the cost of increased activity in areas
such as housing and roads. For example, our expected housing grant in 2025 will be €44,109,687
which is an increase of over €4,171,067 on the previous year. Similarly, the roads grant allocation
continues to grow to €26,120,417 in 2025.

The Council will continue to maximise its drawdown from national competitive grant funding streams,
as it has done in recent years.
Goods and Services

The projected income from Goods and Services has increased from last year, with positive growth in
income from housing rents and recoupments. These growth areas will help to off-set staffing and
service costs.



Budget 2025 has been prepared and balanced without raising commercial rates or local charges.
However, we are encountering rising costs of doing business, increased demands for our services, and
significant challenges to the Council’s revenue streams. We will deliver on our strong ambition and
vision for County Meath and explore further opportunities to increase revenue streams during this
Council term.

Local Property Tax

The Members resolved at their meeting on September 2, 2024 not to vary the basic rate of the Local
Property Tax. This followed consideration of a statutory report covering:

e the financial position of Meath County Council.

e an estimate of the income the Council will receive and the expenditure it will incur in the
period for which the varied rate is to have effect.

o the financial effect of a varied rate.

o feedback from the public consultation held.

This decision has had an impact on the preparation of the 2025 Budget. As Meath County Council has
not varied the basic rate of Local Property Tax for 2025, the budget has been prepared on the basis of
€17,187,691 of Local Property Tax in the revenue account.

The benefits of the Council’s decision to continue to retain the Local Property Tax at its current rate
has enabled the Council to maintain and enhance the financial provision in key service areas such as
housing, roads, the environment and the community.

Commercial Rates

Commercial Rates continue to be a significant contributor to the Council’s budget. In order to apply
the burden of commercial rates in an equitable manner to business owners across the county,
ensuring that all commercial properties in the county are included on the rates records and are
properly rated, remains a focused objective of the Council.

The following table provides an overview of the Rates calculation for 2025 as set out in the statutory
budget tables:

Calculation of Rates 2024

Effective Valuation 2024 288,658,524
Annual Rate on Valuation 0.19382
Total Rates for 2025 55,942,022

Meath County Council currently has the second lowest rate of commercial rates (ARV) in the Country.
It is also worth noting that Meath County Council is one of the top four local authorities in the country
for the collection of rates, with a 96% collection level, up from 85% in 2015. This compares with an
average across the 31 local authorities of an 88% collection rate. The Council will continue to support
our rate payers through the Business Support Grant. This grant was first introduced in 2015 and



approximately 79% of our rate payers will avail of the scheme this year, the cost of which equates to
only 1% of rates accrued. The Council will continue to liaise with rate payers and improve collection
rates, where possible.

In addition, following a public consultation process, with no submissions received, | am recommending
that the rate rebate policy on vacant commercial properties remains unchanged as follows:

e Rate demands less than €100,00 100% vacancy refund
e Rate demands between €100,000 and €250,000 10% vacancy refund
e Rate demands greater than €250,000 0% vacancy refund

The purpose of this approach is to encourage business owners to take advantage of the numerous
vacant building grants currently available. This will help mitigate the decline of our towns and villages
and assist us in delivering our objectives to reduce vacancy and dereliction, which will further support
economic growth.

Budget Objectives 2025

It is worth underlining that Meath County Council is an efficient local authority, in terms of the range
and quality of the services it delivers with a very low, in fact the lowest, expenditure per capita of any
local authority in the State.

Ideally, as Chief Executive, | would like to be in the position of make financial provision to meet the
many and growing expectations of the elected members and citizens alike in terms of more and better
services and enhanced delivery of a range of measures across the county and in all local communities.

The overall objectives of Budget 2025 are:

e  Putting a particular focus on our local county roads across all of our County.

e Ensuring Meath County Council continues to enhance our community and amenity
infrastructure, particularly in our growing urban centres.

e Establish Meath as a leader in job creation and set a benchmark for economic development.

e Delivering the objectives of the Government’s Housing for All Policy and the Meath County
Housing Strategy, including age-friendly housing.

e Enhancing and maintaining our services, including significant additional resources in rural
regeneration.

e Deliver the ambitious goals outlined in our Climate Action Plan and in our nine decarbonising
zones.

Additional financial provision is targeted in order to respond to growing demands and identified
need.

Housing

Meath County Council is committed to realising the ambition of the Government’s ‘Housing for All’
Plan, and continue to exceed the targets in the Meath County Housing Strategy and the Housing
Delivery Action Plan, for the benefit of those in need of social housing support, and those impacted
by the affordability constraints that exist for many in certain areas of the County. The Council was set
a target of delivering 1,525 additional social housing units between 2022 and 2026, through a
combination of construction, acquisition, leasing and through partnerships with Approved Housing
Bodies working in the county. The Council’s Housing Delivery Action Plan (HDAP) covering the period
from 2022 to 2026, has a strong delivery pipeline with a projected delivery of 1664 units up to 2025,
though challenges exist for the delivery of social and affordable units in 2026. To meet these ongoing
challenges the Council will utilise several delivery mechanisms including advance purchase
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arrangements of un-commenced developments, cost rental schemes with AHBs, Part V agreements
and LIHAF funding. However, substantial land bank acquisition will be required in order to secure
future delivery of social and affordable units. To this end, the Council has been actively pursuing land
acquisition and has acquired a number of sites, including a number of derelict sites and further
engagement with developers and landowners will continue. The Council will also examine the
potential to partner with third party providers to maximise the provisions of social and affordable
housing.

We have committed an additional €1.3m for the administration of the homeless service, with a total
budget of €7,945,925. This funding will enhance the support and resources available for those
experiencing homelessness, ensuring that essential services can be effectively managed and delivered.

The Council has approximately 4,300 social housing units and it is imperative that we maintain these
assets to the highest standard and undertake upgrades and refurbishment works to promote energy
efficiency within our housing stock. The Housing Authority has commenced a stock condition survey
as part of our strategic objective to effectively manage our housing assets. This survey will provide
crucial insights into the current state of our housing stock, allowing us to transition to a more
proactive, planned maintenance approach.

So far in 2024 the Council has completed 30 energy retrofit works to existing council units, with 46
more in progress. In addition, 49 voids were brought back into use and work on a further 56 voids is
ongoing. It is envisaged that in 2025 the transition from refurbishing voids to a new
planned maintenance regime will continue. This will be facilitated by a new Asset Management
System. The new system will result in a better planned approach in managing all assets, including
vacant properties thus improving the turnaround time and reducing waiting times.

The 2025 budget for maintaining and improving local authority housing units is €10,318,861,
representing a significant increase of €943,047 compared to 2024. This reflects our commitment to
effectively managing and enhancing our housing stock.

The Council has improved the operation of many of its housing services and advanced a number of its
strategic priorities for homeless services, traveller accommodation, adaptation grants, vacant homes,
and rental inspections. Overall, an additional €5,852,782 has been provided for Housing and Building
(Service Division A) in Budget 2025.

Rural Regeneration

Meath County Council is committed to sustaining our towns and villages, to revitalise local economies
and foster community resilience. To realise this vision, we have developed a Rural Regeneration
Department that will spearhead innovative projects and initiatives across the County. The team is
managed by the Town Regeneration Officer, responsible for working with Town Teams and preparing
Town Plans. This department will oversee a diverse range of funding sources, including the Rural
Regeneration & Development Fund, Town & Village Renewal Scheme, Outdoor Recreational
Infrastructure Scheme, Clar, Failte Ireland schemes, Community Recognition Fund, and all other
potential rural funding avenues.

The Council has reassigned existing staff and appointed new personnel, funded by the Department of
Rural and Community Development, to achieve key objectives. These objectives include improving
project delivery and increasing engagement with elected members and community groups. These staff
possess the right skills to prepare feasibility studies, develop planning applications, secure funding,
and successfully implement projects. The Department has begun a review of the objectives outlined
in the County Development Plan to identify specific actions for towns and villages across the county.
In addition, the team will engage with councillors and community groups to identify other potential
projects. Appropriate projects will be selected to move forward through a feasibility phase and
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funding application process. To support the team an additional €750,000 for Community and Amenity
Regeneration has been provided in this budget.

To further enhance our communities, we will proactively manage vacancies and derelictions, including
increasing the number of compulsory acquisitions, to create viable, vibrant, and attractive locations
for people to live, work, and visit.

Rural Roads

Rural communities need well-maintained roads to improve access to essential services and enhance
safety for all road users, including pedestrians, cyclists, and motorists. Over several years, the Council
has made significant investments in county roads, supplementing funding received from the
Department of Transport. This investment is guided by engineering data, and the strategy is clearly
effective. The most recent NOAC annual statistical returns confirm the excellent standard of the
majority of the roads in County Meath as set out in the table below.

% of total Regional Road with the lowest quality rating 1.77%
% of total Local Primary Road with the lowest quality rating 3.8%

% of total Local Secondary Road with the lowest quality rating 5.48%

In addition, the percentage of our Class 3 county roads with a low rating has decreased from 26.8% in
2020 to 12.59% in 2023.

Investing in rural roads is crucial for fostering sustainable development and enhancing the quality
of life for residents in these areas. | am proposing an additional fund of €3,298,555 from the
Council’s own resources, which will be ringfenced for addressing our local tertiary roads, which are
in need of rehabilitation. Following discussions with the Elected Members and listening to their
concerns, | tasked our roads section to put together a high-level estimate to address this issue. The
total cost would be in the order of €23.4m. Therefore, it will take almost ten years at this level of
investment to address the rural roads issue. | have allocated a total of €11,822,969 for general local
roads maintenance works. It is acknowledged that this network is vital for local communities in rural
areas. Early investment in preventative maintenance will lead to a more resilient road network as we
face the challenges posed by climate change. A total of €34,244,595 has been allocated for local
roads maintenance and improvements.

Meath - 'The place and space to thrive’

Meath possesses the significant economic potential to prosper as a successful, diverse and
vibrant commercial and residential location that is recognised locally, nationally and internationally
as a highly attractive and distinctive place in which to live and conduct businesses. Meath
County Council is committed to driving the economic development of the County and we have
prepared a Strategic Action Plan for delivery, which has been informed by statistics and analysis
available from Census 2022, the recently developed Skills Audit for the County and outlines the
key focus for economic development of the County. | look forward to the opening of the Thrive
Centre for Business Excellence in March next year, which will create a central location for
supporting indigenous businesses and attracting new enterprises to the County.
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The Local Enterprise Office is strategically charged with stimulating economic activity at county level
to develop indigenous enterprise potential within the county. It is a ‘First Stop Shop’ for local
businesses seeking information and support on starting or growing a business within the county. The
LEO team in Meath provides a variety of training, advice and financial support services to small
businesses within the county to encourage enterprise in the region. Its relocation to the Thrive Centre
is critical for a consistent approach in all dealings with our business sector.

The Boyne Valley Tourism Strategy was launched in October this year. Based on comprehensive
research, the strategy identifies 6 key transformative projects to pave the way for an ambitious target
of becoming one of the leading Experiential Destinations in the world. With sustainability, inclusivity
and rural spread at the heart of this strategy, it sets a target to increase dwell time from 29% to 50%
staying at least one night in the destination. Outlining 16 recommendations, the strategy has a clear
action plan to deliver golf, equine, music, walking and cycling experiences and position the Boyne
Valley as the world’s signature destination for the Celtic Festival Calendar, develop the coast and
promote the Boyne Valley as a leading food and drink destination.

A total of €4,556,098 has been provided in Budget 2025 for economic development and promotion,
which represents an increase of €1,069,333 on last year’s budget. The Council will continue to
capitalise on other Government supported schemes and EU funding initiatives.

Climate Change Mitigation and Adaptation

Local authorities are best placed to work alongside communities and businesses to drive the change
necessary to address climate change. We are community leaders, experienced in mobilising the multi-
stakeholder partnerships and relationships required to tackle complex challenges. Meath County
Council’s Climate Action Plan 2024 — 2029 was adopted in January 2024 and outlines ambitious
strategies to create a low-carbon and climate resilient County by delivering and promoting best
practices in climate action at the local level. Central to Meath County Council’s Climate Action Plan is
the concept of decarbonising zones with nine towns identified. These designated zones will serve as
focal points for targeted measures to reduce carbon emissions, improve energy efficiency, and
enhance environmental sustainability. Furthermore, they will provide opportunities for sharing
experiences and learnings between communities.

The people of Meath have been no strangers to the devastating effects of climate change. Floods,
storms, and other extreme weather events have caused significant disruption in many communities
in the county. As such, the local council is committed to supporting the Office of Public Works (OPW)
to deliver flood relief measures across the county.

The Council is committed to embedding decarbonisation, sustainable development and climate
resilience into all aspects of our service delivery programmes. We have developed an Energy
Management System to enable the organisation to follow a systematic approach in achieving
continual improvement of energy performance and we are proud to have received ISO 50001:2018
accreditation in 2024.

The Environment Section is currently facilitating ten Sustainable Energy Communities throughout the
county. With the support of the council, these communities have come together to improve how
energy is used and to develop a sustainable energy system for the benefit of their community.



Other Service Enhancements

The Council will continue to support the Cathaoirleach and the elected members in fulfilling their
reserved roles and will facilitate the range of statutory and other meetings throughout the year. The
Council will enhance the training provided by the AILG with a bespoke training programme for the
Elected Members.

Municipal Districts, which include towns and their hinterland are designed to oversee a large number
of important citizen-focused services. To support the work of elected members in these districts, the
Members' Discretionary Fund is being increased by €40,000, totaling €640,000 which is available to
support local community groups. Additionally, to further support the municipal district model, the
discretionary general municipal allocation has increased by €115,000. A total budget of €2,221,000
has been set aside for various general municipal allocation schemes in 2025. In addition, the Council
will continue to maximise its drawdown for national funding programmes.

Our ability as an organisation to provide the services our citizens require, and also the way in which
our citizens interact with us, is increasingly reliant on technology. The introduction of the new Sugar
Serve CRM is not only a customer service tool, but also streamlines processes throughout departments
and provide valuable information in a timely manner. Through the Elected Members CRM Portal,
members are now in a position to interact with customer service teams and departments and receive
timely updates on representations made to the Council.

The risk of cybercrime is on the increase, added to this is our reliance on cloud-based systems and the
requirement for improved security measures. The Council is committed to mitigating against this risk.

The Libraries Service and the branch network play a crucial role in ensuring access to information,
reading and learning material. They also provide a range of essential services in our communities. |
am looking forward to the opening of the new landmark East Meath Civic Centre, which will have the
first sensory room in the county and offer group study pods to students. 2025 provides an additional
€620,125 for library service and archival operations.

As a public body, there is an obligation on us to engage, inform and communicate with all stakeholders
and the Council recognises the value of effective communications both internally and externally. The
Council has prepared a Communications Strategy to ensure efficient communications to our Elected
Members, customers, staff and other stakeholders, which will further promote engagement with the
public and highlight the work of the Council.

The table below sets out the summary expenditure by service division.

Summary by Service Division

M Housing & Building

B Road Transport & Safety
Water Services

B Development Management

M Environment Services

Recreation & Amenity
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Budget 2025
Expenditure €232m
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Table F - Income

Division B - Road Transport & Safety

2025 2024
Adopted by Estimated by Adopted by Estimated
Council Chief Executive Council Outturn
Income by Source A A A A
Government Grants & Subsidies
Housing, Local Government & Heritage - - - -
TII Transport Infrastructure Ireland 26,120,417 26,120,417 25,166,567 26,470,632
Media, Tourism, Art, Culture, Sport & the Gaeltacht - - - -
National Transport Authority - - - -
Transport - - - -
Rural & Community Development - - - -
Other - - - -
Total Government Grants & Subsidies 26,120,417 26,120,417 25,166,567 26,470,632
Goods & Services
Parking Fines & Charges 1,526,000 1,526,000 1,516,000 1,516,000
Superannuation 667,755 667,755 576,775 576,775
Agency Services & Repayable Works - - - -
Local Authority Contributions 300,000 300,000 200,000 200,000
Other income 3,212,459 3,212,459 2,893,454 2,893,454
Total Goods & Services 5,706,214 5,706,214 5,186,229 5,186,229
Division B Total 31,826,631 31,826,631 30,352,796 31,656,861
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Service Division C
Water Services - Key priorities in 2025

-1
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