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Introduction 

 

Despite Ireland and Greece being geographically remote, both countries experienced turbulent 
economic journeys. The global financial crisis that started in the US in 2008 influenced the two 
European countries and created severe socioeconomic problems. However, Ireland managed to 
battle the downward path and recover by adapting innovations, imposing low taxation and 
expanding exports. On the other hand, Greece encountered a deep debt crisis which still has its 
footprint present. Throughout this period, the economy faced multiple hardships including deep 
recessions, strict reform measures, and high unemployment levels.  
 

Through our research, we will examine the two economies before the global crisis, how they were 
affected by it as well as their reaction. This analysis will be based on main macroeconomic 
indicators throughout the period 2005-2016. Specifically, we will use the per capita real Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP), i.e. the GDP which measures income at constant prices to the population 
of each country. In this way the prices are comparable. In addition, the unemployment rate per year 
will be taken into account since it is a size that reflects to some extent the social and economic 
situation of a country. Furthermore, public debt (%GDP), Government Balance, GDP’s annual 
growth, imports and exports will also be considered. 
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The economies before the crisis (2005-2008) 
 

During the period from 2005 to 2008, Ireland and Greece experienced divergent economic trends. 
Ireland witnessed a robust economic expansion fueled by a vibrant export sector, especially in 
technology and pharmaceuticals. In contrast, Greece faced daunting economic challenges, 
including a high level of public debt and a less diversified economy, which made it more vulnerable 
to external shocks.  

 
GDP Per Capita 2000-2008 (Eurostat) 

 

As illustrated by the above graph, Greece’s GDP per capita was relatively low when compared to 
Ireland’s and to the European Union’s as a whole. This characteristic is a result of a combination 
of factors including a bloated public sector, high government debt, and a lack of competitiveness 
in the private sector. This was compounded later by the global financial crisis which further 
weakened the Greek economy. Furthermore, during 2005-2008, Ireland's GDP per capita 
experienced strong growth due to factors such as foreign investment, a booming housing market, 
and low corporate tax rates, which further increased the number of foreign investments in the 
country. However, this growth was largely fueled by debt and unsustainable practices, which 
ultimately led to the country's economic downturn during the global financial crisis. 
 

More specifically, despite the fact that Ireland’s GDP per capita was comparably higher, Greece’s 
GDP per capita was consistently inclining (17,430 – 22,370) whereas in the period between 2007 
and 2008 Ireland’s faced a decline after its peak in 2007 (41,270 – 38,580). Moreover, when 
compared to the European Union’s GDP, Greece’s was relatively inferior, while Ireland’s was 
significantly greater, indicating the country’s strong financial position in Europe before the crisis. 
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Public debt (%GDP) 2005-2008 (Eurostat) 

 

While Greece experienced a significant increase in public debt during 2005-2008, Ireland managed 
to maintain a relatively low debt burden during the same period. More specifically, between 2005 
and 2008, Greece experienced a substantial debt increase caused by several factors, including 
excessive government spending, reduced tax revenues, and a prolonged period of borrowing. 
Ireland's public debt remained relatively low during 2005-2007 due to prudent fiscal management, 
which included adherence to the European Union's fiscal rules and the implementation of policies 
aimed at reducing government expenditure. The country also experienced sustained economic 
growth during this period, driven in part by foreign investment, exports, and a strong tourism 
sector. However, Ireland's public debt increased significantly in 2008 due to the start of the global 
financial crisis. 
 

As demonstrated above, when compared to the European Union’s debt, Greece’s was relatively 
greater while Ireland’s was comparably lower. To be more precise, Greece’s inflated debt was 
steady from 2005 to 2008 while it ranged from 103.1%to 109.4% of the country’s GDP. On the 
other hand, Ireland had a steady debt percentage from 2005 to 2007 ranging from 23.6% to 26.1% 
GDP. until the period between 2007 – 2008 when it faced a detrimental incline from 23.9% to 
42.5%. 
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Exports 2005-2008 (Eurostat) 

 

During the years leading up to the financial crisis, Greece’s exports are significantly lower 
compared to Ireland’s as they are consistently about 70 billion euros less. More specifically, Greece 
had a steady but small-scale incline with numbers ranging from nearly 15 in 2005 to 21 billion 
euros in 2008. On the other hand, Ireland’s export numbers remained relatively steady throughout 
this period with very limited fluctuations at approximately 85,000 billion euros. This shows that 
Ireland's economy was heavily reliant on key exports, such as pharmaceuticals, computer 
hardware-software, and whiskey, while Greece with mostly its shipping services and agricultural 
products could not compete with the Irish export sector. 
 

It should not go unmentioned however that, before the crisis, the difference between the two 
countries’ macroeconomic data had not been fully reflected in society as a whole, as 
unemployment in the two countries did not show significant differences. In detail, in 2008 
unemployment in Greece was 7.8% and in Ireland 6.8%, both low percentages compared to the 
other European countries.   
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First years of the global financial crisis (2008-2012) 
Greece and Ireland both experienced significant economic difficulties immediately after the 2008 
Financial and European sovereign debt crisis began. Greece was particularly hard hit, and was 
forced to seek financial assistance from the EU and IMF, with strict austerity measures and 
structural reforms. Ireland also experienced a severe recession mostly during the period 2008-
2010. The country's housing market collapsed, leading to a wave of defaults, but the Irish were 
able to return to economic growth. Greece's problems were more severe, making the country’s 
economic recovery more difficult.  
 

Already on the third quarter of 2008, Greece’s GDP decreased by 717 million (0.3% in relation to 
the corresponding quarter of the previous year). The downward trend continued with consecutive 
reductions in GDP of 4.3% in 2009, 5.5% in 2010, 9.1% in 2011 and 7.3% in 2012. On the contrary, 
Ireland lost a significant part of its GDP with reductions of 4.4% in 2008 and 5.1% in 2009 but 
then managed to stabilize their economy. 
 

Both countries received financial assistance from the European Union (EU) during the period from 
2008 to 2012, in an attempt to boost their economy. Greece was unable to borrow money from 
international markets, leading to a bailout package of over €220 billion (approximately 110 billion 
in 2010 and 109 billion in 2012). Greece also agreed upon austerity measures, but failed to adjust 
its fiscal policy during the crisis’ first years, maintaining government expenditure at high levels. A 
typical example is the fact that, in the midst of a crisis, spending on public services and on state 
defense as a percentage of GDP remained the highest in the European Union with 12.1% and 3.3% 
respectively for 2009. In spite of that, Greek government managed to increase its total revenue as 
a percentage of the country’s GDP, from 40.7% GDP in 2008 to 46.9% GDP in 2012. In November 
2010, Ireland negotiated a bailout package with the EU and the IMF worth €85 billion, including 
austerity measures and structural reforms. This package was mainly aimed at strengthening and 
supporting Irish banks. The Irish government implemented the measures that were agreed 
effectively, reducing their budget deficit as the economy began to show signs of improvement. 

 
Public Debt (%GDP) 2008-2012 (Eurostat) 
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However, as these bailouts were loans, public debt during these years skyrocketed in both 
countries. Greece’s debt rose from 264 billion before the crisis to 305 billion in 2012 having 
peaked in 2011 at 356 billion and from 110% of GDP in 2008 to 160% of GDP in 2012. At the 
same time, Ireland took on new debt by nearly 40 billion every year, starting from 79 billion and 
42% of GDP in 2008 and reaching 210 billion and 120% of GDP in 2012. An important problem 
regarding the debt’s inflation was that the new debt involved less interest which had accumulated 
and more the needs to cover the deficits of the governments. 
 

 
Unemployment rate 2008-2012 (Eurostat) 

 

The crisis is clearly reflected in the unemployment rates of the two countries. Unemployment in 
Ireland doubled from 2008 to 2010 from 6.8% to 14.6% and peaked in 2012 at 15.5%. At the same 
time in Greece, an even greater increase is observed where the rate was 7.8% in 2008 and it more 
than tripled to 24.5% in 2012, making it second in Europe behind Spain and first among young 
people (up to 24 years old). 
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The aftermath for Greece & Ireland (2013-2016) 
 

By comparing the Irish and Greek economies during the period 2013-2016, it is apparent that both 
economies were faced with big problems that resulted from the economic and social crisis of the 
previous years. However, it is evident that the Irish economy prevailed as opposed to the Greek 
economy.  
 

While both Greece and Ireland were regaining economic stability between 2013 and 2016, their 
recovery processes and particular economic indicators varied greatly. Greece experienced a severe 
debt crisis and enacted austerity measures that caused the GDP to decline, but Ireland saw 
consistent growth and was able to lower its fiscal deficit and public debt, as the country was able 
to return to the markets for their loans. Due to the severe austerity measures that were enacted as 
part of the country's bailout program, Greece's GDP did not see any substantial growth between 
2013 and 2016. On the other hand, Ireland's GDP increased by as much as 50% over that time due 
to consistent growth.  
 

 
Public Debt (%GDP) 2003-2016 (Eurostat) 

 

As the above graph shows, Greece had the highest public debt to GDP ratio in the Eurozone in 
2013, at about 177%. Greece also agreed to a new loan from the European institutions worth 86 
billion in 2015. Consequently, its debt to GDP ratio had risen to almost 180% by 2016. On the 
other hand, Ireland's public debt declined from roughly 118% of GDP in 2013 to just 75% in 2016. 
The GDP per capita difference between Greece and Ireland in 2013 was substantial, with Ireland's 
GDP per capita being more than twice that of Greece. The difference widened over time, with 
Greece's GDP per capita only expanding to about $22,000 while Ireland's GDP per capita rose to 
almost $60,000. This is a strong indication that the financial situation of the Irish people improved 
while the Greek’s economic problems remained. 
 

 



10 

 

The unemployment in Greece was an extended phenomenon which, in fact, peaked in 2013 with a 
total percentage of 27.5. In comparison with Ireland, the average difference in the total percentages 
of unemployment is 14.47 with Greece leading the vast path of unemployment. While 2013 was a 
peak year for unemployment in Ireland for this last period of crisis, since then the percentages 
decreased gradually, reaching 8.4% in 2016. 
 

 
Government Expenditure (%GDP) 2003-2016 (Eurostat) 

 

Even though Greece faced numerous difficulties in the period of crisis, the evolution of Greek 
exports was satisfying. Since 2013 there was a stabilization in the ratio of imports to exports which 
still remains a vulnerable part for the economy. The growth rate of Greece regarding exports 
managed to overcome the ones of other Mediterranean forces such as Italy. Ireland as well, 
continued increasing their rate of exports. In fact, their number of exports increased from 183 
billion in 2012 to 328 billion in 2016. Comparing Ireland in 2016 with the EU average, Ireland's 
exports were at 120% of GDP compared to 43.8% of the EU. In addition, despite its exit from the 
EU and IMF programs, Ireland followed a harsh austerity policy, gradually reducing public 
expenses from 42.1% of GDP in 2012 to 27.7% of GDP in 2016, a fact partly due to the inflation 
of GDP. At the same time, Greece also managed to reduce its government expenses, while still 
being under the supervision of the EU and IMF. Specifically, the percentage of public expenses to 
GDP in Greece from 2012 to 2016 decreased from 55.8% to 49%. 
 

However, there were still enormous economic obstacles to be addressed in both countries. The 
main difference between the causes of Greece's decline and Ireland's GDP growth is that while 
Greece's heavy debt load and lack of competitiveness hampered progress, Ireland's emphasis on 
innovation, exports, and low taxation aided in growth.  
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Conclusion 

 

After completing our analysis, it is apparent that there were many factors that differentiated 
Ireland’s financial recovery as opposed to Greece’s. More specifically:  
 

Economic Performance: Across all of the three time frames (2005-2008, 2008-2012, and 
2013-2016), Ireland consistently outperformed Greece in terms of economic stability and growth. 
Ireland's economy expanded rapidly due to a thriving export sector, while Greece faced significant 
challenges due to its massive public debt and less diversified economy. 

 

GDP per capita: Throughout the examined periods, Ireland consistently maintained a higher 
GDP per capita than Greece, indicating a stronger financial position. Greece's GDP per capita 
remained relatively low and failed to recover from the crisis, while Ireland's gradually increased. 

 

Public Debt: Ireland managed to keep its public debt burden at a manageable level between 
2005 and 2008, but the global financial crisis caused a considerable increase. In contrast, Greece's 
national debt remained persistently high and dramatically escalated during the crisis, reaching 
unprecedented levels. 

 

Export Performance: Ireland's export industry performed well, particularly in technology, 
pharmaceuticals, and other key sectors. Greece, primarily reliant on shipping services and 
agricultural exports, struggled to compete with Ireland. 

 

Austerity Measures: As part of their rescue programs, both nations implemented austerity 
measures. Ireland successfully adopted these changes, resulting in lower budget deficits and public 
debt. Greece encountered difficulties in modifying its fiscal policies and sustaining high 
government spending, which hindered the country's economic recovery. 
 

As a result, in terms of recovering from the crisis and establishing economic stability, Ireland 
demonstrated greater resilience. The country's focus on innovation, exports, and low taxes 
contributed to its success, while Greece's high debt burden and lack of competitiveness presented 
significant barriers to economic progress. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 

 

Bibliography 

 

 

Johnston, Matthew. “Understanding the Downfall of Greece's Economy.” Investopedia, 
Investopedia, 19 Dec. 2022, 
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/070115/understanding-downfall-greeces-
economy.asp.  

“Celtic Tiger.” Wikipedia, Wikimedia Foundation, 21 Dec. 2022, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Celtic_Tiger.  

“Greece's Debt Crisis.” Council on Foreign Relations, Council on Foreign Relations, 

https://www.cfr.org/timeline/greeces-debt-crisis-timeline.  

“Spending Boom Powers Economic Growth in 2005.” The Irish Times, The Irish Times, 30 Mar. 

2006, https://www.irishtimes.com/news/spending-boom-powers-economic-growth-in-

2005-1.777333.  

“IRELAND TRADE AND INVESTMENT STATISTICAL NOTE.” International Trade, 

Foreign Direct Investment and Global Value Chains, OECD, 

https://www.oecd.org/investment/IRELAND-trade-investment-statistical-country-

note.pdf.  

Eurostat: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat 

Blackwell, Richard. “Ireland's crisis explained”, The Globe and Mail, Nov 23, 2010.: 

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/irelands-crisis-explained/article1315217/ 

 

 

 


	Introduction
	The economies before the crisis (2005-2008)
	First years of the global financial crisis (2008-2012)
	The aftermath for Greece & Ireland (2013-2016)
	Conclusion
	Bibliography

