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Recent Political Highlights 
• President Michael D. Higgins has been in office since 29 October 2011 with Taoiseach Enda Kenny as prime minister since 9 March 2011. European Parliament and local 

elections were held in May 2014. The popular vote was won by the UK Independence Party (UKIP), the first time a political party other than the Labour Party and 
Conservative Party has won the popular vote in a national election since the 1906 general election. It is also the first time a party other than the Labour and Conservatives 
won the largest number of seats in a national election since the December 1910 general election.  The Conservatives, the party currently in governing coalition with the 
Liberal Democrats, were pushed into third place for the first time in a European Parliament election, the same position as Labour in the previous 2009 European Parliament 
election. It was also the first time since 1984 that the largest opposition party failed to win the European Parliament election. 

• Irish elections were last held on 29 October 2011 and the next are scheduled for October 2018.  
• High levels of personal indebtedness, a 12.3% unemployment rate and a looming pension crisis mean economic recovery will remain fragile in 2014. However, recent 

political and economic developments are positive. Voter confidence in a sustained recovery is slowly improving. The government will focus in 2014 on job creation and 
accelerating that recovery. Modest tax cuts are likely to be offered over the next two budget cycles to win back political support. Despite this, there is commitment by the 
main ruling and opposition parties to continue Ireland's flagship austerity and deficit-reduction programme, and this is a positive indicator for government stability in the 
12-month outlook. 

• Ireland's cultural and political links with the US are underlined each year in the high-profile celebrations on St Patrick's Day across the US. Bilateral relations also have a very 
strong commercial dimension because of heavy investment by US multinationals in Ireland, and Ireland is favourable towards free trade negotiations between the EU and 
North America in 2014. Meanwhile, diplomatic relations with China are conducted on a small scale, although the state visit of then-Chinese vice-president Xi Jinping to 
Ireland in 2012, and a reciprocal visit by the Irish prime minister to China, laid the groundwork for a new phase of political and commercial relations. Bilateral contact 
continued in 2013, with Irish authorities granting planning permission for the construction of a Chinese international trade hub in the midland town of Athlone. The 
presence of a permanent Chinese trading space has the potential to become the centrepiece of diplomatic and trade relations between Ireland and China. 

Recent Economic Highlights 
• Ireland has a population of 4,832,765 and a 99% literacy rate. Ireland is a member of the euro-zone and ratified the European Union’s Lisbon Treaty in October 2009. 

Ireland’s modern, highly industrialized economy performed extraordinarily well throughout the 1990s and most of the next decade, encouraged by free-market policies that 
attracted investment capital, but in 2008, a speculative housing bubble burst. A 2010 National Recovery Plan, implemented after the government nationalized several banks 
and accepted a $90 billion European Union–International Monetary Fund rescue package, aims to get the economy back on a solid footing by 2015. In February 2013, 
Ireland reached agreement with the European Central Bank to restructure loans and ease the debt burden incurred when Anglo Irish Bank was nationalized in 2009. 

• Ireland's economy rebounded strongly during the first quarter of 2014, led by exports. Seasonally adjusted figures released by the Central Statistics Office (CSO) show GDP 
rising by 2.7% quarter on quarter (q/q) during the first three months of the year, which is the strongest quarterly increase in activity in five quarters. On a year-on-year (y/y) 
basis, GDP jumped 5.1% during the first quarter. This is the strongest annual increase in GDP since the fourth quarter of 2007.  

• Ireland's national accounts are now compiled using the new European System of National and Regional Accounts 2010. The adoption of the new accounting standards has 
increased the size of the economy by 5.1% in 2013 and by an average of 6.2% since 1997. 

• Inflation sits at an extremely low level, despite a modest acceleration in May according to figures released by the Central Statistics Office. The consumer price index (on the 
national definition) rose 0.4% year on year (y/y), up slightly from increases of 0.3% y/y in April and 0.2% y/y in February. Before May, inflation had ranged between -0.1% 
and 0.3% in the months since August 2013.  

• Domestic demand will make a positive, but modest, contribution to the economy in 2014. Although unemployment remains high, the labour market situation has improved 
in recent months and is expected to continue to do so in the remainder of 2014. The unemployment rate has fallen from a peak of 15.1% during the fourth quarter of 2011 
to a five year low of 11.8% in May 2014.  
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• The 2014 budget aims to strike a balance between reducing the still large fiscal deficit and sustaining the still-fragile economic recovery. The size of the final package is 
below the EUR3.1 billion originally agreed with Ireland's official creditors; the European Union, European Central Bank (ECB), and International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
collectively known as the "troika". 

• Growth in Ireland’s services sector held near a seven-year high in May, easing only slightly as an expansion in employment and new export business moderates. All of the 
services sub indexes showed expansion, but the new export business PMI slipped to 59.1 from 63.2 and the rate of job creation slipped to its lowest level since November. 

• Ireland’s trade surplus increased by just 1% in June on the back of a fall in both export and import levels. On a m/m basis, June saw a 6% increase in export 
value. The main drivers of growth being a 7% increase in food and live animals, a 27% jump in the export of professional, scientific and controlling apparatus 
and a 54% rise in organic chemical exports. The value of imports grew by 4% y/y. 

• Nevertheless, the economy remains vulnerable. Ireland continues to outperform the Euro-zone as it is still far from achieving robust growth rates. This highlights the 
challenges the Irish economy will continue to face in the coming quarters and its vulnerability. Despite its recent difficulties, Ireland’s overall level of economic freedom has 
been consistently competitive, sustained by such institutional strengths as strong protection of property rights, a low level of corruption, efficient business regulations and 
competitive tax rates. 

• Ireland’s economic freedom score is 76.2, making its economy the 9th freest in the 2014 Index. Fitch and S&P’s credit rating for Ireland stands at BBB+ and Moody’s at Ba1.  
Latest Trade Developments  
• Major exports: Machinery and equipment, computers, chemicals, medical devices, pharmaceuticals, food products, animal products. 
• Major imports: Data processing equipment, other machinery and equipment, chemicals, petroleum and petroleum products, textiles, clothing. 
• Main trading partners: US, UK, Belgium, Germany, Switzerland, Netherlands, France. 
• SA exports to Ireland totalled R1.2bn in 2011, R915m in 2012, R850m in 2013 and R501m in Jan-June 2014.  
• SA imports from Ireland totalled R4.3bn in 2011, R5.2bn in 2012, R5.8bn in 2013 and R2.7bn in Jan-June 2014.   


