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1. Introduction 

1.1. STUDY GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 
 
The Swiss Business Hub (SBH) in London is responsible for exports to the UK and Ireland. Swiss companies in the past have 
mainly looked at the UK to export, but due to the challenges of BREXIT, the SBH wanted to look at the opportunities in 
Ireland.  
 
The Irish government announced €116 billion investment in infrastructure from 2018 to 2027, and the SBH wants to 
understand where that €116 billion is going to be spent. 
 
1.2. INTENDED AUDIENCE 
 
The SBH wants to present to Swiss SMEs a report that shows the business opportunities of the Irish market. The SBH works 
with SMEs that have innovative products/ services/ technologies with a unique selling point. 
 
1.3. LIMITATIONS AND CHALLENGES OF STUDY 
 
The limitations of the study are the unknown impact of COVID-19. When the report was commissioned, COVID-19 had not 
reached Ireland and there was no suggestion that it would impact Ireland so devastatingly. As the report is being finalised, 
Ireland is still in lockdown. Part of the report is based on primary research, butdue to the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
majority of people working from home, it was much more difficult to reach industry experts, especially those focused on 
solving issues caused by the pandemic.  
 
1.4. APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY 
 
The reports are based on primary and secondary research. The primary research was conducted with Key Opinion Leaders 
(KOL) and industry experts. The research focused on finding out the potential opportunities for different sectors (check 
www.s-ge.com to view other sector reports) and trying to understand how the COVID-19 pandemic will affect that sector. In 
trying to understand the impact of the pandemic the reports look at how the 2008-2012 recession affected Ireland and how 
these sectors coped with the recession. A large part of this report is based on primary research. Those involved in the research 
will not be named.  
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2. The Infrastructure Sector in Ireland 

We need to radically change how we deliver infrastructure in this country (source: Enhancing Ireland’s Infrastructure, 
Construction Federation Report August 2017). 
 
The economy in Ireland grew by 4.2% in 2019 and was expected to grow by 3.2% in 2020. In GDP terms, the growth was 6.7% 
in 2018, 4.8% in 2019 and 3.7% in 2020. The labour market in late 2019/early 2020 continued to move towards full 
employment with the unemployment rate below 5% in 2019 and 2020. However, these figures and projections were before the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic which has seen the unemployment rate soar to 16.5% in late March 2020. The OECD has 
projected that the Irish economy could shrink by 15% (Germany -25% & UK -26%). However, this all depends on the 
restrictions and when and how they are lifted. 
 
Figure 1.  Unemployment in Ireland 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the aftermath of the 2008 economic collapse, Ireland’s public infrastructure spending was severely curtailed and capital 
investment was slashed to 2.5% of GDP. The result was an infrastructural deficit which was failing to keep step with the 
country’s rapid growth and potentially hindering Ireland’s competitiveness and performance into the future. 
 
Hence, the Irish government announced €116 billion investment in infrastructure until 2027. The National Development Plan 
(NDP) was created to show where the Irish government would spend this money. 
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Figure 2. Priorities for NDP Expenditure 
 

 

 
 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic will impact this plan. Whether the government has learnt a lesson from the last recession is yet to be 
seen, as the belief that a reduction in public expenditure, as happened in the 2008 recession, was counter-productive and left 
Ireland with inferior infrastructure to other European countries. 
 
The challenge of this report is to try and understand where the government is most likely to invest. 
 
From Figure 2, the priorities for the NDP can be seen but to give a better understanding of the types of projects that are 
underway, please see Appendix. Whilst current investment may not reflect future investment, it gives a good overview of 
exactly what projects Ireland invested in pre-COVID-19. Below in Figure 3 is the breakdown of the live projects in Ireland. 
 
Figure 3. Live Infrastructure Projects Q1 20 
 

 
2.1. CLIMATE ACTION 
 
In discussion with the Key Opinion Leaders (KOLs) in the construction industry, they feel that infrastructure projects would 
undoubtedly be affected. As this report is being written, a government is being formed with the possibility of the Greens 
participating. This participation would come with an understanding that there will be a commitment to reducing the Irish 
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carbon footprint by 7%, which is significantly higher than projected, hence if the Greens do enter into government, a significant 
investment into climate action will be agreed. In Figure 3, live climate action projects are the second largest project group. 
 
2.2. SOCIAL HOUSING 
 
Housing is currently a major issue in Ireland. It is arguably the biggest social and economic issue facing Ireland (pre-COVID-
19). Home ownership in Ireland has dropped, evictions and homelessness have climbed sharply. Surging demand for rental 
units has led to a shortage of rental properties and rents soared over the last seven years. Dublin has become one of the world’s 
most expensive places to rent. 
 
There were 10,148 people homeless (adults and children) in the week of 17th February 2020 across Ireland. The 
number of homeless families has increased by 275% since February 2015 (source: Focus Ireland). 
 
Ireland is delivering 20% less social housing than needed (Dail Housing & Homeless Committee 2018). The housing problem 
was one of the core issues in the February 2020 election. COVID-19 is not going to change the housing problem in Ireland. 
Whether the government will commit to €11 billion to social housing over the next few years is doubtful but what is interesting 
about Figure 2 is that social housing is the number two priority. 
 
2.3. METROLINK 
 
Dublin is one of the few metropolitan cities in Europe with no underground railway. One of the biggest single projects planned 
for Project 2040 was the MetroLink. This is the proposed high-capacity, high-frequency rail line running from Swords to 
Charlemont, linking Dublin Airport, Irish Rail, DART, Dublin Bus and the Luas services, creating fully integrated public 
transport in the Greater Dublin Area. It is a fully automated metro line. 
 
Much of the nineteen-kilometre route will run underground, an exciting innovation for Irish public transport. MetroLink is 
projected to carry up to 50 million passengers annually and hopefully decrease congestion and pollution in Dublin city. €3 
billion has been earmarked for the MetroLink project but the KOLs believe that the cost has been significantly under-
estimated. However, they believe that the building of MetroLink is key to Ireland’s future and should continue to be realised, 
despite COVID-19. Also, during a recession, the KOLs feel that it is a good time to do large projects as contractors are hungry 
for projects, there is a good supply of labour and fewer people are travelling. 
 
There is a good opportunity here for Swiss companies that have metro knowledge and technology, as Ireland has little 
experience in this area and hence there are virtually no companies that specialise in it. The KOLs recommend that Swiss 
companies with metro skills and technology, especially tunnelling - as a considerable part of this project is underground - 
should contact and build relationships with the civil construction companies such as Arup, Atkins, Mott MacDonald, Aecom, 
Balfour Beatty etc. The other companies that are involved in automated metro lines can be found below.  
 
Suppliers of fully automated metro lines: 
 
• Siemens 
• Bombardier 
• Hitachi 
• Alstrom 
• CAF 
• CRRC Qingdao Sifang Co Ltd 
• Changchun Railway 
Please note that all Infrastructure projects must abide by EU rules and regulations. The notice from TII was posted in the 
Official European Journal (OEJ) on 9th November 2019 (TED reference 2019/S 218-536230), but there is still time to 
participate in this stage. 
 
The Department of Expenditure & Reform has a bad track record on productivity on big infrastructure projects (for example 
the National Children’s Hospital), and hence it encourages large infrastructure projects to be done as a joint venture with one 
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company having a very strong track record in construction technology, design or project management. The MetroLink project 
is under the auspices of Transport Infrastructure Ireland www.tii.ie . See Appendix for contacts. 
 
Other companies to contact for this project: 
 
SNC Lavalin – consultants to TII for MetroLink www.snclavalin.com 
 
Jacobs Engineering and Idom (joint venture) – also design of the MetroLink (please see Appendix) 
 
2.4. DART EXTENSION 
 
Another project that the KOLs feel was imperative is the DART extension. The DART is the suburban train that runs from one 
end of Dublin Bay to the other. The DART comes under the auspices of Irish Rail. 
 
The plan is to extend the DART to Maynooth, Hazelhatch and Drogheda. For most of this project, there is no need for new 
railway tracks. The main element of the project is focusing on electrification of the line. Any company that has technology in 
this area could be of interest to Irish Rail. 
 
Irish Rail is also currently reviewing the national maintenance programme for the whole country. Here they will be looking at 
everything from sub-stations to transformers. Irish Rail does have to abide by EU rules and regulations but they like to meet 
with potential sub-contractors, as once the main contract has been awarded they work closely with them and have a big 
influence on the choice of sub-contractors. 
 
Companies that can offer expertise in rail technology and design have a good opportunity to enter the Irish market. 
www.irishrail.ie . See Appendix for contacts. 
 
2.5. ROADS 
 
Roads come under the responsibility of Transport Infrastructure Ireland (TII) and the view is that the Swiss could be well 
placed to supply technology into the road infrastructure projects (cameras, lighting, electric innovation etc.) Figure 2 shows 
considerable investment in roads and whilst that investment will probably decrease due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
investment in Irish roads is necessary as Ireland’s population is set to grow to 5.4 million by 2024 (source: CSO). According to 
the Construction Ireland Federation (CIF), the capital stock of roads has been in decline since 2013. This is clearly an 
unsustainable trend, particularly given Ireland’s strong economic and population growth, which it is hoped Ireland will return 
to post-COVID-19 pandemic. www.tii.ie. See Appendix for contacts. 
 
2.6. AIRPORTS & PORTS 
 
Dublin Port has projected a decline (approx. 5%) in goods coming into Dublin Port, so the Port investment may be delayed. 
However, the second runway at Dublin Airport is well underway and hence the investment will need to be completed; as it is in 
the early phases of development, there could be opportunities. www.daa.ie, www.dublinport.ie 
 
2.7. WATER 
 
Until very recently, Ireland had a different approach to payment for water and wastewater services than every other country in 
the OECD. In every OECD country, water services are paid for partly by public funding and partly by water charges levied on 
households. However, the timing of the move to introducing water charges in Ireland was an issue. Coming at a time of 
austerity, it was easy to depict water charges as a by-product of austerity, just another tax imposed on a weary population. The 
populace felt that they were double-paying a tax on water. The payment for water was such a toxic issue that it nearly brought 
down the government. The importance of this story is that Irish households do not pay for water and hence there has been little 
investment in Irish water infrastructure. This leaves Irish Water (the state agency created when water charges were briefly 
introduced and then retracted) with an infrastructure not fit for purpose and without the real budget necessary to resolve the 
water infrastructure problems. Boil notices in many parts of Ireland including Dublin are not uncommon. Raw sewage entering 
Dublin Bay is a frequent problem. Water infrastructure will have to remain quite high on the list of priorities because of the 
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need to protect the environment, a human right to have fresh water, and because the infrastructure needs to be updated. 
www.water.ie 
 
Reasons why water infrastructure will remain a high priority: 
  
• Ireland loses almost 50% of expensively treated clean water before it even makes it to our taps through leakage. 
• In November 2019, 600,000 people in Dublin were on boil water notices for two weeks. 
• 121 water treatment plants which serve nearly one million people require major upgrading to avoid the risk of 

contamination. 
• More than one in every three Irish water treatment plants have insufficient capacity. They are just not big enough to 

treat all the raw sewage that goes through them. 
• Dublin is operating with 2% spare capacity, and demand for water in Dublin is forecast to increase by 50% by 2050. 

Highly disruptive water shortages in Dublin have recently cost in excess of €78m per day. 
• Two-thirds of the sewer network is in need of repair. 
• On average, Irish water infrastructure is twice as old as the European average and Ireland has pipes dating back to the 

19th century. 
 
The areas of interest for innovation in Irish water are the following: 
 
• Fixing leaks 
• Ensuring drinking water quality / testing 
• Building infrastructure and upgrading current infrastructure / wastewater treatment plants 
• Wastewater 
 
There is no indication that the budget for Irish water is to be cut. However, once the new government is installed, they will look 
at all budgets. The challenge for the new government is whether they continue with the agreed investment in the water 
infrastructure or pay heavy EU fines. 
 
As discussed earlier in the report, Ireland already has a housing issue and housing needs water infrastructure. 
 
COVID-19 should mean that as budgets are curtailed, strategic infrastructure projects will be subject to robust cost-benefit 
analysis and economic modelling. This should help to identify projects that deliver optimal benefits to Ireland’s economy. 
Therefore, water projects should remain on the priority list of infrastructure investments. See Appendix for contacts. 
 
2.8. INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENT 
 
Industry experts & KOLs feel that the government must continue to invest in infrastructure. Infrastructure is a key component 
of Ireland’s success. They feel that it will be an important determinant of economic growth and competitiveness to help Ireland 
move out of the probable recession caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Investment in high-quality infrastructure adds to the 
productive potential of the economy and can boost productivity and reduce inefficiencies, whilst also supporting jobs and 
improving the quality of life for all residents. 
 
 
Hence, it is not easy to foresee what changes the government will make to its National Development Plan. The hope is that the 
government has learned from the 2008-2012 recession and that Ireland must invest in its infrastructure in order to remain a 
strong European economy. With COVID-19, some of the priorities will definitely change. The government will re-prioritise and 
look at the benefits delivered. The KOLs feel that the following areas will remain high on the priority list: 
 
• Climate Action 
• Housing 
• Dart Extension 
• MetroLink 
• Roads 
• Water 
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Figure 4 looks at GDP by sector and it is evident that the construction sector will be significantly hit. In 2020, it is estimated 
that there will be a 15% decrease in GDP in the construction sector. The question is in which construction sector that decrease 
will be most felt. In the recession of 2008 -2012, the public sector new construction output declined by 6% and 12% in 2009 
and 2010 respectively, whilst the private sector change in volume output declined by 60% and 64% respectively. 
 
Figure 4. Estimate of GDP by sector for 2020 (source: Central Statistics Office CSO) 
 

 
 
 
The Top 50 construction companies in Ireland had a turnover of €8.39 billion (please see Appendix). 
 
Below are listed some of Ireland’s top civil construction companies: 
 
• Sisk 
• BAM Ireland 
• John Paul Construction 
• SIAC Construction 
• Murphy International 
• PJ Hegarty 
• Roadbridge 
• John Craddock 
• Collen Construction 
 
In the Appendix, there is also a list of contacts for the top construction companies as well as the civil construction companies. 
 
2.9. PROCUREMENT & SUB-CONTRACTING 
 
Irish companies are very keen to work with innovative and professional foreign companies and it is believed that collaboration 
is the most effective way to ensure projects are finished on time and within budget. 
 
All works and works-related contracts in excess of €50,000 are published on: 
 

https://www.etenders.gov.ie/  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In the discussion with the Construction Industry Federation about sub-contracting, they said that Swiss companies need to be 
aware of the Construction Contracts Act 2013. 
 
The solution for anyone engaging in construction is: 
 
1. Get a copy of your contract and if you need help, get help to make sure that you understand what the terms 

and conditions are. 
2. Check what the requirements are around payment claim notices. 
3. Check what the requirements are around change notification for both time and cost. 
 
Project Life Cycle 
 
Figure 5. Department of Public Expenditure and Reform 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The above diagram explains the various stages of infrastructure projects as they progress through the system. Understanding 
the flow of a project in Ireland will ensure that Swiss companies are in the right place at the right time. 
 
Swiss companies who have relevant technologies/products/services should contact the relevant companies (see Appendix), but 
could also contact entities such as Irish Water, to help point them in the right direction. 
 
2.10. IRISH CONSTRUCTION INTELLIGENCE 
 
www.cisireland.com 
 
CIS is an online service that allows a company to pinpoint and identify where the opportunities are emerging in the 
construction sector. 
 
The search function allows you to identify upcoming projects that are in your sector. A weekly email alert ensures that an 
opportunity is never missed. The service shows planned projects, projects granted, ready-to-go projects and onsite. It shows 
the various organisations involved in the project and the contact details. It costs approx. €1100 for an annual subscription (one 
user). 
 
 
 

3. Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic will probably affect the National Development Plan. Firstly, it all depends on the Irish government 
exit plan and whether they have learned lessons from the last recession. Infrastructure is key to Ireland’s future and all the 
KOLs agree. The issues are: how Ireland emerges from the COVID-19 crisis; how it restarts the economy; and whether it 
understands the need to upgrade its infrastructure in order to repair the economy as fast as possible. 
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Swiss sub-contractors do not have to deal with the inefficiencies of the Irish infrastructure public procurement but they do 
need to be careful when choosing who to work with and have a good understanding of the Construction Contracts Act 2013. 
 
With the two rail projects that should go ahead despite the COVID-19 pandemic, there are considerable opportunities for 
companies with niche/expert skills and technology. Housing will remain an ongoing investment and due to the state of the 
Irish water infrastructure, again there will be opportunities for companies who have innovative technology and niche skills. 
Climate action projects will probably remain on the list of priorities. 
 
The OECD believes that Ireland will have one of the mildest declines in economic activity in Europe, and because Swiss 
companies have technology in the area of rail, water, roads and climate action, there should be good opportunities for the right 
Swiss companies despite the COVID-19 crisis. 
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4. Appendix 

Top 50 construction companies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Turnover 
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Water and other contractors 
 

 
 
 
 
Autometro suppliers 
 

 
 
Infra projects (source: Department of Public Expenditure and Reform) 
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Civil contractors 
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Sector GDP 
 

 
 
Public entities 
 
 

 
 
International contractors 
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Detailed NDP projects
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NDP projects 
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