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Preface: 

 

In January 2015 The Committee agreed to appoint Deputy Catherine Murphy as a 

Rapporteur to prepare a draft Report on the topic of ‘Maximising Our Genealogical and 

Cultural Heritage’ to present it to the Committee for its consideration in due course. 

 

Prior to this the Committee had met with all of the stakeholders in this area and covered the 

range of opinions across the broad spectrum of the subject of genealogy. 

 

Following the large range of submissions received it was decided the best way in which to 

advance the topic would be for the Committee to publish a report on this matter and to 

publicise a number of recommendations in this area. 

 

On behalf of the Committee I would like to thank Deputy Murphy for bringing the matter 

before the Committee and undertaking this study with such commitment and dedication. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Michael McCarthy T.D. 

Chairman 

March 2015 

 

 

 

 





This report is based on the fundamental principle that people with an Irish family 

connection, both home and abroad, recent emigrants and third and fourth generation 

diaspora, share a desire to understand their family history and fully understand their Irish 

roots. A central premise of the report is that, in addition to those people living in Ireland 

who are interested in pursuing their family tree research, the global diaspora feel a 

significant affinity with Ireland and a desire to connect with their Irish roots thus embracing 

their innate sense of ‘Irishness’. 

The report surmises that there are opportunities for Ireland in maximising the way in which 

our cultural and genealogical resources are organised and made available in order to further 

attract people to engage in family history research and establish and validate their 

connections to Ireland and for those that don’t live in the country to deepen the affinity 

they feel towards Ireland.  

One of the problems of engaging in genealogical research in Ireland has traditionally been 

the difficulty in identifying which records to use, where those records might be found, the 

fragmented way we present our cultural institutions, the challenges that exist between the 

various stakeholders regarding access to the different record sets, and the changing 

technology which has opened up a public sphere with dynamic demands as to how records 

can be accessed by those both home and abroad.  This report examines some of the key 

issues within those debates and also details the very practical information regarding the 

specifics of each of the main record sets.  

Ultimately, the report is to be considered as a snapshot of the current debate regarding the 

availability and accessibility of genealogical and cultural records and it is hoped that the 

recommendations made herein would help shape future policy decisions in this area.  

 

 

Catherine Murphy TD 

March 2015 
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INTRODUCTION
Ireland’s genealogical and personal heritage opportunities are immeasurable. The affinity that tens 
of  millions of  people across the globe feel with Ireland is immense.  No other country in the world, 
except perhaps Israel, has such a strong relationship with its diaspora.

To put the extent of  our diaspora into context you need only look at the population numbers and 
their shifts over the centuries. In 1840 New York City was inhabited by just 312,710; in 1841, 
England and Wales combined had a population of  15.9 million; while the island of  Ireland had a 
population of  just over 8.1 million. These figures show, very graphically, the impact that emigration 
has had on the population of  Ireland. While it is true that Germany is famed for its large diaspora, 
there is no country other than Ireland that can claim a similar size diaspora when compared to 
the population size.  Ireland really is an outlier when it comes to the sheer scale of  our diaspora. 
Genealogy provides the opportunity to reconnect and put that gene pool back together and the 
approach needs to be an all-Ireland one. 

It is commonly said that when people leave Ireland they take the sense of  ‘Irishness’ with them and 
this transcends generations and physical distance. People worldwide still claim Irish descent many 
generations after the emigration of  their distant ancestor. Many believe this is because we express 
our culture through art, literature, music, dance etc. rather than in the built heritage, a feature of  
our nearest neighbours. This culture needs to be constantly encouraged and fostered so that we 
make it easy for people to feel that connection and cherish that affinity with Ireland. 

Emigration presents a huge lost opportunity in that it was always our most energetic population that 
left. If  we do not provide the opportunity for our diaspora to reconnect to where they come from 
then we are losing yet another opportunity.

The desire for millions of  people around the world to establish that connection with Ireland was 
perfectly highlighted in recent years by the staggering numbers that accessed the 1901 and 1911 
Irish Census records when they were made available online. The records received 940 million hits 
and 19 million visitors. Further evidence, if  needed, of  the extent of  our diaspora’s need to connect 
is, that of  those staggering figures only half  were from Irish IP addresses with the remaining access 
points originating primarily in the UK, US, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the EU in descending 
order. 

The importance of  genealogy, local, and diaspora studies has only recently been fully appreciated 
in Ireland through the pioneering work undertaken by a number of  institutions including University 
College Cork with its Migration and Diaspora Studies; The Mellon Centre for Migration Studies at 
Omagh, Co.Tyrone and the John Hume Institute for Global Irish Studies in University College Dublin 

Year Area Population Year          Area Population
1841 England & Wales 15.9 million 2011 England & Wales 56.1 million

1840 New York City 312,710 2010 New York City 8.1 million

1841 Island of Ireland 
(North & South)

8.1 million 2014 Island of Ireland 
(North & South)

6.4 million
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which hosts an annual Irish Diaspora Forum and brings together academics, politicians, policy 
makers and opinion formers from around the world who identify themselves, in some way, with 
Ireland and the sense of  being Irish.

Of  course, it is not just the requirements of  our diaspora that must be considered when evaluating 
the importance of  our historical records. Genealogy research has increasingly become a hobby 
and indeed a passion for thousands of  people still living in Ireland. Just look at the numbers of  IP 
addresses that accessed the Census records when they were made available online. When people 
begin researching their past they are not just seeking dry dates and bland places and names. They 
want to add colour and they want to add context. They are seeking to draw the picture and write the 
story of  their past and it is a combination of  genealogy and local history that makes this possible. 
These stories will become the future stories that people worldwide will be accessing and thus the 
importance of  an efficient and functioning records system cannot be overstated. 

The destruction of  so much of  our written heritage in the 1922 fire at the Public Records Office 
ensured that genealogical research in Ireland is not as straight forward as it could be however it is 
a common misconception that all records were destroyed. Our genealogical records come in many 
guises, from Land Registry records to Census records and everything in between. The majority 
of  these records are public goods and we have a duty to make them as accessible as possible to 
both citizens and our diaspora in order to allow people to fully understand their history and their 
connection to Ireland and specific locations therein. Technology offers the opportunity to provide 
access to our records in a way that recognises and respects the principle of  public ownership and 
yet, has the potential to make them widely accessible.  There are hundreds of  millions of  records 
that need to be made available and it is vital that we consider the best options for doing this as a 
matter of  urgency. 

There are four main record sets that underpin any genealogical research project;

i. Church records 
ii. Census records
iii. Civil records of  Births, Marriages & Deaths and from 1845
iv. Land & property records

The National Library of  Ireland informed the Oireachtas Committee on Environment, Arts and 
Heritage of  the need to provide online access to these records in order to efficiently answer the 
needs of  Irish and international researchers.  In this way it is envisaged that a person can conduct 
a vast amount of  their research from wherever they are based eventually leading that person to 
organised and informed trips to the relevant repositories to source the original documents or piece 
together the full story of  their ancestry.  The system must be designed with the end user in mind 
to provide maximum simplicity and usability.  Portals such as www.irishgenealogy.ie (which is a 
work in progress) can offer that opportunity. www.irishgenalogy.ie is State-owned, managed and 
funded by the Department of  Arts, however there have been funding and staffing difficulties and it 
is essential that the project is adequately resourced if  it is to become the desired genealogy portal. 

There is also a generational gap that must be considered. Many of  today’s generation are very happy 
to access material online, on mobile devices etc. and expect information at their fingertips while 
there are those people who prefer the physical experience of  engaging with the actual records.
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Recommendation 1: 

It must be recognised that the majority of our genealogical 
records are public goods and public access is the desired 
goal.

As a minimum recommendation we must aim to get to a place whereby all four basic sources – GRO, 
Church Records, Census Records and Land Records available and readily accessible online. 

A point raised during the Committee hearings was the demand for a National Diaspora Centre which 
would be a flagship facility, to be used  (in conjunction with a digitisation programme and with 
professionals on hand) to simplify genealogical research thus making the process of  uncovering 
ones past a modern and pleasurable experience. This facility would be supported by national cultural 
repositories (such as the National Library of  Ireland and the National Archives of  Ireland), Dublin 
City Library and Archive (DCL&A), county libraries and archives and genealogy centres to provide a 
rounded opportunity to engage with the records both digitally and, where required, through human 
interaction with relevant professionals.

Currently the records are scattered in repositories across the land and access can be extremely 
difficult and time consuming for someone based here, not least for someone on a time-limited visit 
to the country wishing to trace their ancestors.  The variety of  repositories and record sets is not 
always understood by amateur researchers. This is why the process must be simplified to suit the 
purpose of  the end-users. 

There have been great strides made with initiatives such as www.irish genealogy.ie however these 
initiatives need to be expanded upon as a matter of  urgency until we reach the point where we have 
a central repository or repositories that allows people access to all the relevant records in one place. 
 

Recommendation 2: 

Explore the possibility of establishing a National Diaspora 
& Genealogy Centre which acts as a central information 
point and helps ensure a better understanding of the many 
repositories across Ireland.

We must also consider the vital importance of  local histories and local historians. County librarians 
and archivists can be the custodians of  a great wealth of  information relevant to the particular 
county or locality. Many local heritage centres across the country contain these local histories that 
can prove invaluable to genealogy researchers. An inclusive system that provides access to these 
local histories both digitally and in a physical space would greatly enhance the pursuit of  genealogy 
research. Local historians, Local authorities etc. must work together with regards cataloguing 
records and facts in an accessible format that can be used by researchers worldwide both now and 
in the future. 
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As far back as 2006 and the publication of  the Genealogy and Heraldry Bill 2006 [no.23], it was 
proposed to establish and maintain a National Inventory of  genealogical records which would be 
made available online to the public.  This function would be assigned to a member of  staff  at 
the National Library of  Ireland who would liaise with Departments of  State and other cultural 
institutions and places of  deposit or custody with the central purpose the creation of  a central 
database of  records. This was considered a mechanism whereby the location, ownership, condition, 
standard of  care and preservation of  these vitally important national treasures could be monitored; 
the originals conserved to the best standard and would ensure there would be no further loss, 
damage or removal from the State. In other words, to recognise and cherish them for what they are: 
public goods of  immeasurable historical value.  

It is important to create a replica set of  records (digitally) in order to avoid a situation like that of  
1922 when almost all records in the Public Records Office were destroyed by fire. Those records 
were irreplaceable and, as a result, invaluable documents where lost forever. We must avoid a similar 
catastrophe ever reoccurring and we must be careful not lose vital records through neglect or 
substandard conservation methods.  

A second benefit of  producing a replica set of  records is that the originals can be stored in a safe 
and suitable environment to prevent future damage caused by excessive handling etc.

Recommendation 3: 

Continue to build upon www.irishgenealogy.ie as a central 
database of digitised public records.

We are incredibly lucky in Ireland; millions of  people around the world feel an emotional connection 
to our Island that other countries can only envy. However, this connection must be nurtured if  it is 
to thrive. It is vital that we not only maintain these connections but that we strengthen them into the 
future. The 2013 year of  The Gathering was an enormous success but the real test of  that success 
will be the legacy we take from it.  

In recent times we have seen a series of  funding and resource cuts to institutions tasked with 
safeguarding and maintaining our cultural institutions. The cuts experienced in this sector have 
been far greater than those experienced elsewhere across the public sector and it is essential that 
these cuts are reversed and that there is an acceptance of  the need for investment to be made in 
this area.  There are hundreds of  millions of  genealogical records that must be made available and 
realistically, this can only happen if  we have an adequately funded cultural sector. It is important 
that we identify the ideal situation and work towards it. An adequately funded and resourced cultural 
sector is essential for all elements of  the genealogy sector, both public and commercial, to thrive.

Recommendation 4: 

We need to accurately quantify and provide the precise 
staffing and resources needs within our cultural institutions 
in order to ensure a functioning & effective system and 
develop a plan towards delivery of this system.  

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 5: 

We must explore private sector income options that would 
add to the income of the cultural sector. This income must 
be in addition to central funding and must be ring-fenced for 
the institutions.

The affinity that is so evident amongst our diaspora opens up a wealth of  possibilities, not least 
the development of  tourism, inward investments, trade and, crucially, economic expansion. Failte 
Ireland has compiled figures relating to genealogical tourism for 2011 when an estimated 92,000 
visitors engaged in genealogical activities within a mix of  public and private repositories. 

The Guinness Storehouse tourism attraction, a private venture, which makes Guinness employment 
record publically available, is increasingly receiving genealogical enquiries from researchers around 
the world. In 2012 alone the Storehouse received 1,087,209 visitors. This staggering figure just 
compounds the opportunities available. 

While the Guinness records are a private collection that are available online via the Guinness website 
free to view (however on presentation at the Guinness archive the actual file on the particular 
individual is accessible only to the direct family descendent), Guinness also chose to partner with 
ancestry.com in order to bring their collection to a wider audience and they have said that they 
noticed that this generated huge interest for them and increased activity in the Guinness Storehouse 
visitor centre. This represents a very tangible benefit and there is no reason why it wouldn’t be 
replicated within our cultural institutions with the rise in popularity of  programmes such as ‘Who 
Do You Think You Are?” which provide the visual advertisement to attract people to the institutions. 

However, for these commercial opportunities to be successful we need to overhaul the current ad-
hoc and disparate way in which we preserve, display and organise our plethora of  vital repositories.  
 

Recommendation 6: 

Explore the possibility of bringing together the public 
and private elements in a way that recognises the private 
custodians but simultaneously acknowledges the public 
ownership of historical records and the need for public 
access.

 
The issue of  ownership has long been considered one of  the fault lines and has been seen as an 
impediment to establishing the public availability of  certain records.  Original  Roman Catholic 
Church records are private records and the public do not have automatic right of  access however 
clearly their value as a public interest item is immeasurable. Indeed, Kevin Kenny’s ‘The American 
Irish’ (Pearson Education, 2000, p.261) notes that church relations were very often used by Irish 
emigrants abroad to keep their connections to Ireland and establish Irish emigrant communities in 
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countries across the world.   
 
“The Irish assimilated into American life, but they did so through the medium of their own institutions, 
most notable the Church and the various nationalist movements….”

The decade of  centenaries is well underway and to accurately explore the history of  Ireland during 
the period 1912-1922 we need to throw open the windows to the past and our archival records are 
those windows. Genealogical records are an important part of  our national collective memory and 
they will play a vitally important role in the debate surrounding the events of  this critical period in 
Irish history. 

Developing a plan to capture the full value of  our genealogical heritage should not be seen purely  from 
an economic perspective or indeed a straightforward archival process. Instead, we need to increase 
State  investment, increase staff  assigned to these repositories, improve the technology used to 
catalogue and display the records and ultimately we need to appoint a Chief  State Genealogical 
Officer who would take full responsibility for making these records as accessible and as useful as 
possible for all purposes either commercial or personal. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 7: 

Appoint a Chief State Genealogical Officer as a matter of 
urgency.

Genealogy is a key resource ( in addition to music, theatre, language, for example) that can initiate, 
engage and successfully maintain a connection with our diaspora to create an affinity with Ireland 
through the promotion of  an awareness, appreciation, and knowledge of  our shared ancestral 
heritage and by providing free public access to that heritage.

There are many fault lines along which the various interested parties agree or disagree, for 
example: certainty regarding ownership of  public records if  these records are to be shared with 
commercial entities, whether or not the records should be available free to view or subscription; 
the relationship between public records and data protection and other such issues. However, these 
are not insurmountable issues and a comprehensive strategy must emerge in a way that would 
accommodate most, if  not all, opinions on how best we can use this wealth of  opportunity available 
to us.

The unique relationship we have with our Diaspora and the affinity with Ireland that millions around 
the world feel means that we have an obligation, for both moral and economic reasons, to make 
genealogy research in Ireland as accessible as possible.
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Free-to-View or Pay-to-View?

In an ideal world all historical records of  genealogical interest would be digitised, placed online 
and made freely available but in today’s world where resources are sorely lacking, and given the 
sheer volume of  records, this becomes problematic and we have to try and find other ways of  doing 
things. The notion that everything must always be free is nice in theory but unrealistic in the current 
climate.  The challenge exists to achieve both objectives – making it free and making it commercial. 
The two are perhaps not mutually exclusive. 

As such, it may be necessary to explore other models to secure revenue, including licensing 
agreements, commercial partnerships, philanthropic support and concession contracts.  Ultimately, 
the more freely available genealogical information is to more sites, be they free to view or subscription, 
the better it is to meet the needs of  our diaspora as well as our cultural and economic needs. In the 
UK for example, The National Archives receives 25% of  its funding from commercial relationships. 
That equates to roughly 80 staff  members. 

The issue of  whether or not historical records should be free-to view or subscription is one of  the 
main topics for debate amongst stakeholders (citizens, public, cultural institutions, commercial 
entities, voluntary groups). Those in favour of  free access argue that it is a cultural right to have 
access to such records while those in favour of  charging feel that even a minimal charge could help 
to alleviate the funding problems in the sector whilst also providing economic incentives to private 
companies. 

The question of  whether or not to charge for access to these records is a difficult one to agree on. It 
is certainly true to say that these records should enjoy the Principle of  Public Ownership and Right 
of  Access as was included in the Report of  the joint Oireachtas Finance, Public Expenditure and 
Reform Committee on the draft heads of  the general scheme of  the Freedom of  Information Bill 
2012. However there is most certainly a very real cost in getting all the required records digitised 
and computerised. To date, a lot of  this has primarily been done through voluntary endeavor, various 
intern schemes, and some piecemeal projects. A real body of  work is required if  the project is to be 
completed to gold standard and that will require funding.

Further, one of  the main advantages of  commercial entities such as ancestry.com, findmypast.ie 
and findmypast.com, is their ability to provide connectivity to the end user. That is, a person can log 
on, type in a name and will find themselves presented with a plethora of  relevant records. This is 
hugely convenient and time-saving. Another advantage of  such connectivity is that the search may 
produce records that an amateur researcher may not have known existed. The disadvantage of  this 
on a subscription model is that the ability to browse; who lived next door, who lived in the town etc., 
is limited because people need to keep paying in order to progress further, whereas on a free site 
that ability to browse can greatly enhance the research. 

www.findmypast.ie in partnership with the national archives has digitised and created a searchable 
database to best practice, of  public records, such as court registers, and prison registers etc.

Technology has also progressed to the extent that people now have an expectation of  being able to 
access the documents at their fingertips and commercial entities can make this happen however 
there is a real need to provide free access to material to those who are not only economically 
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disadvantaged but also technically disadvantaged. People need to be able to walk into their local 
library, without money, sit down, and have the same kind of  experience that someone can choose to 
pay for in the comfort of  their own home. At the moment many subscription websites are available 
free to visitors to county libraries, the Dublin City Library & Archive and the National Library of  
Ireland.  Essentially, people can choose to pay for convenience and access at times that suit them or 
they can browse the records for free if  they are willing to travel and be restricted by opening hours 
etc. 

Technology has changed the landscape and we now have an industry based on genealogical research. 
International giants Ancestry.com have based their European headquarters in Dublin and now 
employ 80 staff  in the city. We must explore options to expand upon this with a view to garnering a 
reputation as a world-class location for genealogical research, in a similar vein to Utah in the United 
States. 

When it comes to free-to-view, most proponents are nervous of  losing public access to the records 
if  everything becomes pay-to view/subscription. The National Archives, for example, are very much 
in favour of  a free-to-view model. It is their belief  that citizens and our considerable diaspora 
deserve unfettered access to their genealogical and cultural heritage and that we should try to keep 
records free to access as far as possible. However, the commercial sector argue that charging small 
fees for such access is international best practice and indeed customers are prepared to pay for a 
convenient, well managed and accessible service that facilitates their research requirements. There 
are concerns that confusion regarding legal ownership may arise for those records that have the 
potential to create revenue. Proponents of  the free-to-view model argue that the ownership needs to 
be very clear so as to ensure that should those records fall into private hands, they would continue 
to be public records at all times. 

On the subscription side, representatives from the Irish Family History Foundation (which operates 
on an all-island basis); local libraries, local historian groups etc., are struggling to survive and they 
believe future developments to the service will only be available if  some charge, even a modest one, 
is in place. Given that these entities are non-profit making, all monies collected are reinvested back 
into the service.   Currently the County genealogy centres rely on subscription income and research 
fees while some receive a level of  local authority support. The combined income is essential to 
maintain the vital local element that the genealogy centres offer.  

It has been argued that while the census records online have proven to be a huge success, the 
introduction of  a small fee for access to these records could have generated millions of  euros in 
income to both the National Archives and the Irish State as it has similarly done in the UK and USA.  
According to the Irish Family History Foundation there is no necessary connection between providing 
a free online service and promoting tourism. Customers are generally understanding of  the need to 
fund the provision of  genealogical services. Many local centres for research would simply not exist 
if  they did not charge even a nominal fee. The importance of  local centres and libraries as conduits 
for genealogical research cannot be overstated, particularly in rural areas where physical access to 
the central repositories is logistically difficult for many wishing to engage in research.  It is essential 
to ensure that funding for such vital repositories is maintained at the very least. 

 

Recommendation 8: 

It is desirable that local research facilities are maintained 
and indeed improved to ensure future growth of genealogy 
research in Ireland.
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One way to address the free-to view versus pay-to view question could be a collaboration model 
between State providers and Commercial entities.  Both sides of  the argument would likely agree 
that the more records we have digitised with the best technology then the more interesting and 
accessible genealogical research will become.  A partnership arrangement between commercial 
publishers and State repositories can have the benefit of  freeing up access to these vital records in 
a way that the state alone simply cannot fund. 

DC Thompson – a Scottish entity that owns several family history sites currently has 26 million 
registered users and their goal is to bring family history to life through the use of  digitisation and 
technological innovation. State sponsored institutions have difficulty in matching these initiatives 
and the lack of  funding contributes to a poorer cousin situation rather than a vibrant State records 
offering.

 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 9: 

Records can be made available across different platforms 
simultaneously to ensure the most widespread access 
possible. 

 

A Partnership between cultural institutions and commercial entities brings with it the advantage of  
things such as marketing budgets and strategies etc. that can allow the cultural institutions to leave 
that side of  things to the commercial partners leaving the institution free to focus on the core work – 
cataloguing records etc.  However, if  these partnerships are to be successful the cultural institutions 
must be able to hire specialist staff  with a commercial background and an understanding of  the 
demands of  the business side of  things.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 10: 

Institutions must be funded to hire specialist staff with 
commercial expertise.

 

It is vitally important that any additional income raised from such commercial partnerships must 
be ring-fenced solely for use by the cultural institutions and, possibly, the local history centres, but 
it must be seen as additional income to State funding, not a replacement.  

 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 11: 

Any funds raised through commercial partnerships must be 
ring fenced and used in addition to State funding.  
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Mr. Brad Argent from Ancestry.com, a subscription site, when addressing the Oireachtas Committee, 
has made the point that providing access to free material actually benefits subscription sites 
because free material gives people an experience of  what it is like to see a record which in turn 
helps them acknowledge the need for a pay wall on certain records and allow them to understand 
the journey they are undertaking but there needs to be a very strong balance between what is 
behind the pay wall and what is free.  It is worth noting that Ancestry.com claim that over 40 million 
searches are done on their website on a daily basis.  The Irish Family History Foundation has over 
1.2 million visitors a year to their site; findmypast.ie have 70,000 registered users from Ireland; 
and the National Archives Census website has had over 850 million hits and 15 million visitors from 
its launch in 2009 up to December 2013. This shows, very clearly, the opportunities that exist to 
extend the reach of  the records through a combination of  free and subscription. 

Models, such as the Danish model discussed in the Census chapter, have become increasingly 
attractive and many similar collaborations have happened in various countries.  The National 
Archives of  England and Wales license online publishers such as findmypast.com to digitise their 
records for public release. In return The National Archives gets full ownership rights to the digitised 
images for resale to other vendors plus a royalty payment.  The National Archives and Records 
Administration (AARA) in the USA digitise their records internally for resale to all vendors. Once the 
images are bought by online publishers then they are free to use them without the need for a royalty 
payment to AARA.  

Here in Ireland, a separate tri-partite agreement between the National Archives, the Latter Day 
Saints (LDS) and Eneclann – a private service provider, has been established to digitise and index 
other record series, not in the first rank of  priority as genealogical resources but very important 
nonetheless. These records (Tithe Applotment Books 1823-1837); Calendars of  Wills and 
Administrations 1858-1920 are online since the end of  2013. The Valuation Office Surveyors House 
Field, Tenure and Quarto and miscellaneous notebooks of  the 1840’s – 1850’s) will hopefully go 
online during 2015. They will be available on a subscription basis from findmypast.com for five 
years after which they will become free on all websites. 
In this way both sides of  the debate can be accommodated. The commercial sector gets subscription 
options for a limited period of  time and after that period expires the State bodies are free to make 
the records available free-to-view having had the costly work of  digitisation carried out and paid for 
by the commercial sector. In this way it can be seen that the commercial sector is not in fact using 
the State, rather the State is using the commercial entities.  

Ultimately cooperation between both public and private representatives within the community and 
the State will be the most critical aspect of  developing a plan to extract the full value of  Ireland’s 
genealogical heritage.
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What records exist and where?

There is a common misconception that all of  the vital records from our genealogical heritage were 
destroyed when the public records office was destroyed in 1922. While it is true that many vitally 
important documents and census records were destroyed at the time, it is important to note that 
alternative records or census substitutes as they are known, exist and they can prove invaluable 
when compiling a genealogical history. 

The four main record sets are:
I. Church Records
II. Census Records
III. General Register Office Records (GRO) (Births, Deaths & Marriages)
IV. Land Records

These records, in conjunction with many other public and private sources, can be used to piece 
together a thorough genealogical history despite the absence of  the records that were destroyed in 
1922. 

Unfortunately, there are issues with the condition of  some of  the record sets and the methods 
of  preservation not to mention the difficulties that can be encountered when trying to access the 
various repositories. 

In the 21st Century, clearly the ideal scenario is to have all these record sets digitised and made 
available online thus freeing them up for the millions of  people worldwide who wish to explore their 
connection with Ireland. In doing so, it may encourage people to take the first steps into creating 
their family tree which is more often than not followed up by a physical visit. In this way we can 
emulate other best practice examples from other jurisdictions such as Public Records Office of  
Northern Ireland and the US National Archives digitisation programme. 

We need to expand the remit of  the Council of  National Cultural Institutions to specifically include 
the digitisation of  our archival heritage and to make recommendations to the Minister regarding the 
acquisition of  important collections.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 12: 

The value of ongoing collaboration between the cultural 
institutions must be recognized and assisted in order that  a 
combined strategic plan is developed.

At the moment we have a situation where some of  the repositories have their collections available 
online, some don’t, others have very fine physical collections, others, particularly the GRO, have 
substandard, unacceptable accommodation that in no way reflects the historical value and 
significance of  the records they hold. 
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Accessing the records, and understanding the process is an extremely complex conundrum and 
most people, when just starting on the journey, are confused as to how and where to begin their 
search. At the moment, an amateur researcher almost needs a degree in history to understand our 
institutions and to try and decipher what records are likely to be where. This is unsatisfactory and 
can be very off-putting for those embarking on research. Every effort must be made to make the 
records available on multiple formats, with the ultimate goal of  simplifying the process for the end 
user.

 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 13: 

The system must be designed with the end user in mind.
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Church Records

Church records (primarily refers to Roman Catholic Church records) are the single most important 
source for the majority of  researchers when compiling a genealogical history. One of  the difficulties 
encountered by researchers is the difficulty in accessing the records of  other denominations 
such as Church of  Ireland, Methodist, Presbyterian, Jewish, etc.  Given the loss of  the significant 
quantities of  archival records in the civil war, church records can be essential because they pre-date 
civil registration records in relation to births, deaths and marriages.  Church records are the only 
surviving micro-demographic material for the whole country from the pre-famine period. 

These records significantly facilitate social history research and are a major source of  social, 
economic, demographic and religious information but there are many problems with Church 
Records. In this first instance, there is a pressing need to gain full access to the original volumes 
and gain an understanding of  their condition so as to ensure the future safety of  their preservation. 
Currently there is little knowledge of  the condition of  parish registers across the country. Some 
are, no doubt, well preserved but equally some are stored in completely unsatisfactory conditions 
putting the records at risk of  degradation.

 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 14: 

Urgently undertake a condition survey of Church Records. 

There has to be an acknowledgment from the Roman Catholic Church that they hold, in these registers, 
an irreplaceable piece of  Irish heritage that is a public good. On securing that acknowledgment, it 
is essential that the Church must make a commitment to the State as to what will happen to the 
parish registers into the future. Interestingly, the Representative Church Body (RCB) of  the Church 
of  Ireland takes the view that its records reflect the publically performed ceremonies and therefore 
they form part of  public information.  The RCB have suggested that a central genealogical agency 
should be established, collecting and administering information at a national level which could then 
be disseminated locally, maybe through the local archives or library network. 

Original Roman Catholic Church records are private records as they are owned by the institutions 
rather than the State. This makes access difficult, and the work of  researchers suffers as a result.  
They are spread across many dioceses rather than one central locus, and while it is true that the 
National Library keeps microfilm of  most parish records generally up to, approximately 1880, 
they are not indexed which makes searching particularly arduous. Microfilm is a 20th Century 
access format. The format for 21st century standard is digitised online content (There are a small 
but significant number of  dioceses whose records are available online on www.rootsireland.ie a 
subscription service run by the Irish Family History Foundation). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 15: 

Church Records held by the National Library must be indexed 
as a matter of urgency with a view to digitising the records 
and making them available online.
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The National Library’s collection only includes the period up to approximately 1880 and this also 
hinders thorough research. The later 20th & indeed 21st century records will need to be made 
available. This will require considerable engagement at senior levels within both the Roman Catholic 
Church and Government. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 16: 

We must extend the records sets to keep pace with the limits 
as set, i.e.: 100 years for Births, 75 years for Marriages and 
50 years for deaths. 

For example, birth records to include 1914 are not yet 
available and this must be rectified.

 

Currently www.irishgenealogy.ie has some of  these church records at a gold standard level (i.e. 
both the index and the original document are available to view) but the collection is incomplete 
and not completed for each county. The largest collection of  the transcripts of  church records 
is available at www.rootsireland.ie which is a subscription website however the records available 
on this site are not accompanied by a digital image of  the actual record, which is generally 
considered today as the gold standard, such an image is now really considered a basic research 
requirement.  The reason for the lack of  images is due to the fact that the IFHF have no 
ownership of  the registers and are therefore not in a position to make such an image available.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 17: 

There needs to be cooperation between the Irish Family 
History Foundation, the Department of Arts, Heritage and 
Gaeltacht, the Church and other stakeholders to index the 
records and make available to gold standard for each County. 

 

Back in 2000 the Teahon Report considered the issue of  access to ecclesiastical records and during 
the Public Consultation Process, representatives of  both the Catholic Church and the Church of  
Ireland expressed the view that access to their respective registers should be made available but 
they diverged significantly on their individual approaches to facilitating such access.  While the 
Representative Church Body (RCB) of  the Church of  Ireland are of  the view that there should be a 
central genealogical agency established, perhaps one that could disseminate information locally, 
through local archives or libraries, the Irish Episcopal Conference (Roman Catholic) expressed 
concerns regarding a centralisation project and would prefer Bishops to retain control of  records 
locally. However in the 1950s and 1960s the Roman Catholic Church in Ireland cooperated with a 
project undertaken by the National Library of  Ireland on microfilming all of  the earliest surviving 
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parish registers of  baptisms and marriages, the cut off-date for microfilming the registers was 
1880.  

There was a view that the Roman Catholic Church would not wish to see any legislative change 
stipulating access and it was suggested that any such actions would be seen as interference and 
would provoke confrontation. 
It would be useful to understand the circumstances that allowed the church transfer the 
records to the Church of  Latter Day Saints, despite them being an outside, non-Roman-
Catholic organisation. Whatever conditions existed for this transfer to take place can 
surely be emulated to facilitate the records inclusion in Irish historical record collections. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 18: 

We must establish the Roman Catholic Church’s viewpoint in 
relation to making their records available, on a free-to-view 
or a subscription basis. 
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General Registrar’s Office Records

The General Register Office (GRO) has custody of  all records of  births, deaths and marriages from 
1864 to present and also holds non-Roman Catholic marriage records from 1845 to 1863. There 
are two forms of  record – both in hard copy. Firstly the ledger containing the indexes of  indexes to 
all births, deaths and marriages and secondly the actual records that corresponds to the indexes. 

The public search room holds copies of  microfilm and scanned images of  all civil births, deaths and 
marriage registrations. As such, the GRO is clearly vital to any genealogical researcher. Currently, 
partial indexes to these records dating from 1845 to 1958 are available free of  charge at www.
familysearch.org – the official website of  the Latter Day Saints.

In 2000 a radical programme of  reform was introduced and included a provision for the introduction of  
modern technology to capture and store all historical paper based records from 1845 electronically. 
This programme of  reform was underpinned by the 2004 Civil Registration Act and by the end of  
2004; the computer system required for this electronic conversion was rolled out nationwide.  A 
separate, but related project required the capturing of  all manual records dating back to 1845 and 
converting them to electronic format also. 

This task was no small feat. It required the conversion of  27 million index records from manual to 
a comprehensive database of  index records – which was only recently completed. 5 million register 
pages were scanned and a quality electronic image of  each page was recorded. Both of  these 
elements of  the project have now completed and are available in hard copy but not  online (100 
years for Birth, 75 years for marriages and 50 years for deaths) but not to the public.  It is intended 
to make the indexes available online shortly (this may have happened just before this report was 
presented).  There is a significant difficulty with the online research opportunities being at variance 
with the ability to research on location.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 19: 

Indexes must be made fully available online as well as 
physically on location. Online researchers should not be 
disadvantaged.

 

The last phase of  the project is the conversion of  all this data to the live CRCS environment. Thus far, all 
births from 1864 to date, all marriages from 1903 to date and all deaths from 1924 to date, have been 
converted. It is estimated it will take approximately 3 years to complete the conversion of  the remaining 
marriage records alone.  A further problem is that the GRO office in Roscommon holds various army/war 
records that are not available for consultation at the Dublin GRO facility and this needs to be rectified.  

Recommendation 20: 

Records held by the GRO in Roscommon must also be made 
available for consultation in the Dublin GRO research office.
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A critical failing of  the GRO from a researcher’s point of  view is the limited digital options open to 
the general public. Frustratingly, the GRO currently has a full digital copy of  all records but these 
are not available to the public. Currently the staff  at the Department of  Social Protection and the 
Health Service Executive has full access to the digital copies of  the records from their start in 1864 
however the public are still required to make do with paper indexes and have no access to the original 
registers.  The Registrar General has interpreted current legislation as an obstacle to making these 
digital records available.  This is an issue that must be addressed urgently. I welcome the recent 
announcement by the Minister that the National Genealogy policy (approved by Government in 
2012) aims to bring coherence to the area of  genealogical research and that there are no plans 
to introduce a fee regime when the GRO records and indexes are made available through www.
irishgenealogy.ie. The Minister has also recently confirmed that there is to be a commencement 
order by the Minister for Social Protection in 2015 which will provide for public access to register 
entries in respect of  births more than 100 years ago, marriages more than 75 years ago and deaths 
more than 50 years ago, through the www.irishgenealogy.ie portal.  The provisions in the 2014 
Civil Registration Act will allow members of  the public the opportunity to search these historical 
registers online for the first time though it is not yet clear when this will happen.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 21: 

The conversion project must accelerate urgently.
Records must be made available incrementally as soon as 
they are completed. 

 

The standard in the General Register office  in Australia, Scotland, and Northern Ireland is to have 
these records fully searchable for births up to and over 100 years old; for marriages up to and over 
70 years old; and for deaths up to and over 50 years old.  The GRO in Northern Ireland has digitised 
its entire collection and introduced legislation to allow it provide online access to genealogists and 
family historians across the world.  There should be consistency between the developments in the 
North and South and an all-Ireland approach must be taken. Both GRO and GRONI charge for copies 
of  entries.

 
 
 

 

Recommendation 22: 

Introduce legislation, similar to Northern Ireland, to facilitate 
an online service that is comparable to that recently launched 
by GRONI. This searchable database should be one that not 
only provides access to the indexes but also to the scanned 
images of the civil records.

 

Physically, the GRO research facility in Dublin has had many homes in recent years and currently 
resides in a facility that is unsuitable for its crucial role in facilitating genealogical research.  The 
current GRO location on Werburgh Street in Dublin 8 is dated, physically unwelcoming, and simply 
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does not reflect the significance of  the records contained within.  There has been widespread 
criticism, from all interested sectors, of  the current GRO location and the detrimental effect it is 
having on genealogical research. The location is poorly signposted; there is only one toilet and a 
shortage of  power outlets, making it difficult for people to work on laptops etc. 

It is vital that the GRO accepts that one of  its core functions is the facilitation of  genealogical 
research. Currently, the capacity for research activities is limited and this must be resolved. The 
GRO is the display window for our institutions that facilitate those researching their family history, 
it is vital that the physical space is reflective of  this role. 

 
 
 
 

Recommendation 23: 

Urgently relocate the GRO to a central location, with modern 
facilities to facilitate research from visitors both online and 
in person.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



22

Census Records

The census records are invaluable to any genealogical researcher and can provide a plethora of  
information not contained on any other document. The first full census was taken in 1821 with 
further censuses taken at 10 yearly intervals up to 1911. No census was taken in 1921 because of  
the War of  Independence and so the first census of  the Free State was taken in 1926.

The original census returns for 1861 and 1871 were destroyed shortly after the censuses were 
taken. Those for 1881 and 1891 were pulped during the First World War, probably because of  the 
paper shortage. The returns for 1821, 1831, 1841 and 1851 were, apart from a few survivals, 
notably for a few counties for 1821 and 1831, destroyed in 1922 in the fire at the Public Record 
Office at the beginning of  the Civil War. This makes the surviving 1901, 1911 censuses invaluable. 

Currently, legislation (The Statistics Act 1993) ensures that only after the passage of  100 years can 
the census records be released for public consumption, as such both the surviving  1901 and 1911 
censuses are now available for examination.  The importance of  these records to researchers can 
be noted by the staggering numbers that accessed these records when they were made available 
online recently. The records received 940 million hits and 19 million visitors. It is now the most 
comprehensive free census website in the world and this is to be commended.  Irish IP addresses 
account for just under half  the hits/users and the remainder are primarily based in UK, US, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand and the EU in descending order.  The free-to-view approach allows users to 
browse rather than be restricted with the subscription scenario. Browsing allows the user to put the 
records into context and meets both the needs of  individual researchers and also historians who 
might be looking for a wider context. 

Despite the success of  the census project it has one major drawback. The 1926 census is vital for 
research purposes given the extremely turbulent historical period between the 1911 census and 
the 1926 record.  Interested parties have long since lobbied for the 100 year embargo to be lifted 
to allow for this ‘special case’.  It is worth nothing that the 1901 and 1911 census had been made 
available by the Fianna Fáil Government in 1961 prior to the 100 year embargo because it was 
considered necessary to release them because the earlier 19th century records had been destroyed 
and as such the 1901 and 1911 censuses were required to throw a light onto the period. In other 
words, they were considered a special case. The same is true of  the 1926 census. 

Eneclann noted in their submission to the Committee hearings that it may be possible to change 
the guidelines and regulations rather than changing the Data Protection Act in order to allow a 
reduction of  the embargo from 100 years to 70 years – which is the norm in most EU countries and 
the United States. 

The Central Statistics Office does not support the reduction of  the 100 year embargo down to a 
70 year release date.  The CSO has been reluctant to engage with the Government on this issue – 
despite a commitment in the Programme for Government to deal with this issue. The CSO have, 
to date, advised the Department of  the Taoiseach against amending the Statistics Act 1993 which 
would allow for the embargo to be reduced.   The APGI (The Association of  Professional Genealogists 
in Ireland) have suggested a compromise in that if  the embargo was to be reduced there could be 
a temporary redaction of  data relating to those born less than a hundred years ago. So far, neither 
the CSO nor the Government have accepted such a compromise.
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It is worth noting that in 1961, the UK had also introduced a 100 year embargo but in 2006 the UK 
Information Commissioner found that no clear promise had been made about everlasting privacy 
in the England and Wales 1911 census and therefore the public had a right of  access. From 2006 
onwards, the UK National Archives began to release (in redacted form) data from the 1911 census.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 24: 

Change the 100 year embargo to 70 years to allow access to 
the 1926 Census records.   

 

There are impediments to making the 1926 records available that will have to be addressed whether 
or not the embargo issue is resolved. The 1926 records are not in the same condition as those of  
1901 and 1911 in that they are only held as the original paper records are not on microfilm; as such 
digitisation will require a major undertaking.  A project of  this magnitude would have to happen 
at the National Archives facility in Bishop Street because it is secure and there would need to be 
provision for the hiring of  technically adept staff  specifically focused on such a project.  

A key issue for the CSO is storage space for census records and there is a need for a longer-term 
storage facility that would cut current storage costs whilst also providing safe and suitable storage 
for these, and other, hugely important records. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 25: 

Consider the current storage costs and conditions of 20th 
& 21st Century census record sets and evaluate alternative 
storage options as a matter of urgency.

There may be merit in a combined approach to storage 
amongst cultural institutions.

 

Digitisation is a significant body of  work and apart from the staffing and physical space requirements 
there is also a cost and timing issue. The National archives have stated publically that they see no 
problem with a commercial partnership for the completion of  such a project. They cite the example 
of  Denmark, where the authorities went to the Market and secured a commercial partner on the 
condition that the contractor digitising the material got the access rights for either five or seven 
years with the stipulation that Danish IP addresses could access the material free of  charge thus 
maximising income from the Danish diaspora worldwide. After the period expires, the database, 
and all its rights, is returned to State authorities. This is a model that has recently been used by 
the National Archive for other projects and one that would definitely have merit in the context of  
the 1926 census records. If  such a model were to be employed the 1926 census could be opened 
with virtually no cost to the State. Genealogy companies are queuing up to invest in such a project.
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Recommendation 26: 

Provide Funding, or allow for commercial partnership, for 
the completion of a specific project on the digitisation of the 
1926 Census records and ultimately deliver online access 
on the same level as 1901 and 1911.
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Land & Property Records

The general term ‘Land Records’ actually applies to three different sets of  records, those of  The 
Land Commission (ca 1590-date); The Land Registry (1891-date); and the Registry of  Deeds (1708-
date).  Between them, these three collections cover most of  the land transactions in Ireland for the 
past 300 years.

 The Land Records are an extremely important resource for genealogical researchers. They tell the 
story of  on what conditions land was transferred, often from parent to child. People can return all 
kinds of  names through a search of  land records that they might not have otherwise considered in 
their search.

The Irish Land Commission was established in 1881 and was the body responsible for redistributing 
land from landlords to tenants under the various land acts. The Commission records are probably 
the best archival source for the Irish population in the 19th Century. There is a misconception that 
the records only contain details of  those with wealth, in fact the records contain details of  rentals 
etc. and ordinary people such as farmers, a portion of  whose rent was covered by their labour. 

 By 1923, 75% of  the land of  Ireland had changed hands under the auspices of  the Commission. 
The records contain not only the Fair Rent books for the entire country for the 1880’s but also the 
original deeds to properties to be transferred, dating back to the 16th Century. The Commission 
also holds a whole subset of  Church Temporalities Commission property records dating to the late 
18th century. As such, the Land Commission is a veritable treasure trove for researchers however 
access is extremely difficult and this needs to be rectified urgently.

The records had previously been stored in a purpose built repository behind what is now the Merrion 
Hotel in Dublin but in 1992 the Government sold the premises and the repository was destroyed and 
the records ended up in the National Archives warehouse on Bishop Street, Dublin 2 with access 
restricted to staff  of  the records branch of  the Land Commission.  In 2010 the records were moved 
from Bishop Street to a warehouse in Portlaoise where access is more difficult than ever. 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 27: 

Relocate & open access to the records of the Land Commission 
as a matter of urgency.   

 

The second set of  land records is held by the Registry of  Deeds. The registry holds records that 
detail the history of  major land transactions since 1708 and therefore fill one of  the yawning gaps 
left by the destruction of  the Public Records Office in 1922.  The records contain vital information on 
the middle-classes throughout the island of  Ireland – school teachers, shop-keepers etc., essentially 
the 30% of  the Irish population who were literate at the time.
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The Registry of  Deeds is currently open to researchers in its original home in the Kings’ Inn in Dublin 
but the records can be quite difficult to use.  These records are in need of  proper conservation and 
would benefit immensely from a digitisation programme.  If  the records were to be digitised it 
would transform them from being large, unwieldy archives into something that can be searched 
as a genealogical tool. Currently, the Registry is contemplating such a digitisation programme in 
conjunction with a commercial operator. 

The final set of  land records refers to those held by the Land Registry. The Land Registry was 
established in 1891 in order to oversee the compulsory registration of  all property sales in Ireland, 
thus largely superseding the registry of  deeds.  The Land Registry files the deeds submitted to 
them and the relevant particulars are entered onto records known as Folios, which, with their 
accompanying maps, are available to the public on payment of  a small fee. However, neither the 
deeds nor the instruments of  transfer are available to the public. This information underlies the 
information in the Folios. They represent hundreds of  thousands of  documents outlining the details 
of  land transfers and are a wealth of  genealogical information as well as a window into our social 
and economic history. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 28: 

The Land Registry instruments – which underlie the 
information contained in the Folios – must be made available 
to researchers.

 

These three great collections, dealing with one of  the most serious issues in Irish history, land and 
its ownership, have a great deal to contribute to our understanding of  Irish history. The continued 
inaccessibility of  two of  them and the limited access to the third constitute another gap in the Irish 
genealogical record.

Griffiths Primary Valuation:
When reviewing Land transactions for the purposes of  genealogical research it would be remiss 
not to mention the Griffith’s Valuation records. The Primary Valuation, more commonly known as 
Griffith’s Valuation, was published between 1847 and 1864. 
There is a printed valuation book for each barony or poor law union in the country showing the 
names of  occupiers of  land and buildings, the names of  persons from whom these were leased 
and the amount and value of  the property held.

Richard John Griffith started to value land in Scotland, where he spent two years in 1806-1807 
valuing terrain through the examination of  its soils. He used ‘the Scotch system of  valuation’ and 
it was a modified version of  this that he introduced into Ireland when he assumed the position of  
Commissioner of  Valuation. In 1825 Griffith was appointed by the British Government to carry out 
a boundary survey of  Ireland. He was to mark the boundaries of  every county, barony, civil parish 
and townland in preparation for the first Ordnance Survey. He completed the boundary work in 
1844. Griffith conducted two major valuation surveys; first was the townland valuation, which was 
completed in the 1840s and which took the townland as the geographical unit of  valuation. The 
second and more extensive, was the tenement survey which valued individual property separately 
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for the first time and which also valued all buildings in the townland for the first time, whereas, 
previously only the larger houses, principally those of  the gentry had been valued in the first 
valuation

The Griffiths record set is the only example of  a complete set being available online.  While the 
physical records are extremely fragmented, with some in private hands for example, the entire 
collection is available to access in one online location; www.askaboutireland.ie. This is a very 
useful example of  how online access can be facilitated even where difficulties exist in maintaining 
a complete physical set in one central location. 

The cancelled valuation books, which are held in the Valuation office, are also a very important 
Census substitute. The Cancelled Books are manuscript copies of  Griffith’s Valuation that were 
updated every 12-18 months to record any changes in the ownership, occupancy and value of  the 
property between Griffith’s Valuation and 1977, when rates were no longer charged on residential 
property. While the Cancelled books are not an immediate go-to for researchers, they can be a 
very useful source of  information. 
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Other Records of Importance

While the four main sets referenced above form the cornerstone of  any genealogical research, there 
are other, less obvious, public and private records which can prove invaluable when piecing together 
a family history. Records of  private industry can be important, in genealogical terms, as official 
State records and should form part of  the debate when considering a plan to capture the full value 
of  our genealogical heritage. 

Employment records can be an abundant source of  information and provide critical details not 
available on other records. The Guinness Records and the Railway Records are perhaps the more 
well-known records but there are also the Public Service and Local Authority staff  records such as 
police and army records for example, which are hugely useful. 

The Guinness Archive has always had a culture and philosophy of  both recognising the importance 
of  the company’s own heritage and its wider role within the culture of  Ireland and the need to 
preserve this heritage. The archive spans over 7000 linear metres of  paper records and holds, for 
example, a large amount of  historical data relating to the First World War in the form of  files relating 
to the 800 men who left the brewery to go and fight in the war.  

In relation to the Railway Records, they are not a complete set; it is a large set of  records and can, 
in some situations, be extremely useful. Today, the main repository for these records is the Irish 
Railway Records Society, which has a library and archive, located at the car park entrance to the 
rear of  Heuston Station in Islandbridge, Dublin.  The archive is open to visitors between 19.30 and 
21.45 on Tuesday evenings only, and is closed during July and August. The Society was founded in 
1946 under the CIE Group and is run entirely by volunteers. Digitisation of  these records would be 
difficult because of  the format of  the records but not impossible.

Unfortunately, the railway records are incomplete.  The greatest coverage is for the Great Southern 
and Western Railway, which operated from this site at Heuston (formerly Kingsbridge).  Coverage of  
the other lines, even for the Midlands Great Western Railway – one of  the “Big Four” networks, is very 
poor.  Similarly, prior to the 1920s there are significant gaps in these records.  And, what employee 
records do survive, mainly relate to train-drivers and guards – there are no records for engineers and 
fitters for example. However, despite these limitations, the records can prove invaluable to someone 
with a missing piece of  their family jigsaw. 

Other lesser known yet important sources of  records include Army registered births and deaths; 
British Consular birth and death records; indices of  Boar War deaths; and indices of  Great War 1 
deaths.  All of  these records are currently held in the GRO office in Roscommon but are not available 
for consultation at the GRO facility in Dublin and this needs to be addressed urgently. 
  

 
 

 
 
 
 

Recommendation 29: 

State Genealogical Officer should work in partnership 
and assist in getting as many of these records as possible 
available online.  
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Resource Issues & Concerns:

The main concern for all the stakeholders that contributed to the Committee hearings, and interested 
parties involved in genealogical research – whether from an institutional or end-user perspective- is 
resources or the lack thereof. 

Staffing:
Funding to the sector has never been what is should be but it was further diminished with the 
onset on austerity budgets from 2008 onwards and as a result resources are suffering critically. For 
example, when you look at comparable institutions in countries of  similar population size such as 
Scotland and Denmark, our National archives have only a third and a quarter of  their staffing levels 
respectively.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 30: 

We must bring staffing levels in our cultural institutions to 
acceptable levels. 

Even if  staffing levels were adequate, training and education is another key concern. Currently 
persons engaged in genealogy and research standards, both in a commercial and State setting 
may have widely different levels of  training and competence based on the range of  courses and 
accreditations available.  This situation should be of  concern to all involved as it has the potential 
to impact on the professionalism and reputation of  the sector. 

In the Genealogy and Heraldry Bill 2006, the Genealogical Society of  Ireland proposed (Section 35 
of  the Bill) that provision be made for the training of  persons in all aspects of  genealogical research 
in conjunction with third level educational institutions and that persons completing such courses 
would receive certification as qualified genealogical researchers. 

We must also look to the appointment of  a Chief  State Genealogical Officer who would oversee the 
entire function and ensure that Ireland continues to benefit from the affinity factor that is nurtured 
and built upon by genealogical research.

Physical Spaces: 
Budgetary constraints have meant that archives and libraries face the challenge of  serving a 
potentially increased physical demand for access to records at a time when finite resources are 
restricting things like opening hours, and the quality of  the facilities. 

There are significant problems with the physical storage of  State records. Currently, for example, 
the National Library has a crisis with regards storage facilities. The current, fragmented, storage 
arrangements make for a very costly, inefficient system that is not friendly to the end user.



 

 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 31: 

Commence a project to maximise the efficiency of both 
storage and retrieval practices within our cultural institutions 
while simultaneously ensuring the condition of records is 
protected to International standards.  

The National Archives faces a similar problem. Currently the NAI have three separate and full 
repositories, at Bishop Street, the Four Courts and an off-site storage facility that is proving very 
costly. This off-site facility is designed to take the spill over from the two on-site locations. Spreading 
records over three locations like this makes little economic sense. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 32: 

A new, state of the art facility, capable of holding the entire 
collection to international standards together with exhibition 
space is required.
For such a facility to operate successfully, both funding and 
staffing would be required.

 

As previously stated, the physical office of  the GRO is simply unsuitable. A centre city modern 
facility is required if  we are to continue to benefit from the affinity factor that draws hundreds of  
thousands to our shores on a yearly basis. We cannot cultivate such affinity by locating our vital 
records in a back street, dingy office that does not even have enough power outlets for more than 
a few visitors at any given time. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 33: 

Immediately move the GRO research office to a more 
suitable premises that reflects its cultural and genealogical 
significance.

 

We should be looking to the future and the possible establishment of  a city centre, flagship, Irish 
Diaspora & Genealogy Centre, with a walk-in service designed to cater to both citizens and the 
visiting diaspora. Such a centre could greatly enhance the affinity factor and boost genealogical 
tourism significantly. 

If  genealogy is to further become an economic stimulus both domestically and in terms of  
international tourism, there is a need to ensure that all repositories are given the necessary supports 
to address the needs and expectations of  an international audience when they arrive in Ireland. 
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Recommendation 34: 

We should aim to become the European centre for genealogical 
industry. This could create employment but for that to happen 
we must also invest in our own cultural institutions.
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Conclusion

Ireland has the potential to become the genealogical centre of  Europe, in much the same way that 
Utah has become the genealogical capital of  the United States. Such a prospect brings with it 
astounding potential from an economic perspective in the form of  job creation and tourism as well 
as hugely significant cultural possibilities within our own institutions.

For this potential to be achieved there must be a significant undertaking in the area of  our cultural 
institutions and our management of  historical records both in public and private collections. 

We must look at ways to access the wealth of  cultural and historical opportunities that are open to 
us. A good example lies in our connection to Hallowe’en. Samhain, the ancient festival celebrated 
to mark the fault-line between two halves of  the year, was at its core, a re-gathering of  clan and of  
kin. It took place at a time when it was believed the natural order of  things was ‘suspended’ for one 
night - the living world mixed with the dead as light gave way to darkness. Tribes and clans gathered 
at the end of  harvest time, campaigns of  war were suspended and enormous celebrations were 
held. The festival is widely believed to have its origins here in Ireland.

We could harness the opportunity to host a global event centered on the festival of  Hallowe’en. It is 
evident that Ireland is missing out on a key cultural and tourism opportunity by not fostering and 
encouraging a much larger and more evolved international cultural festival focused on Irish history 
and mythology. 

The possibility of  creating an International festival similar to St. Patrick’s Day seems to stand out as 
having enormous potential by simply expanding upon the popularity of  the festival whilst asserting 
and promoting the original Irish origins of  Hallowe’en, essentially making Ireland the spiritual home 
for Hallowe’en enthusiasts from around the globe.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 35: 

Develop an international festival, similar to St. Patrick’s Day, 
based around the ancient Irish traditions and the origins of 
Hallowe’en to attract cultural tourism.

 

The importance of  local historians and local history centres cannot be overstated and it is vital that 
we value and encourage a collaborative effort at local level that includes a variety of  stakeholders 
including the local authorities. Many local centres have been in development for the past 25 years 
and have a worldwide audience through www.rootsireland.ie Tracing family history is not easy or 
straightforward and researchers expect assistance and many of  the repositories, both in their online 
presence and at their physical locations, offer guidance and advice on navigating the process. 

The submissions contained in the appendices of  this document go into far more detail about each 
of  the institutions referenced in this document and their own particular difficulties regarding the 
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record sets they are particularly concerned with.  This document should be read in combination with 
those submissions in order to found a rounded view of  the issues at stake for all interested parties.  
This report should also be considered alongside the 2000 Teahon report.

Recommendation 36: 

This report should be considered alongside the 2000 
Teahon Report. 

The entire approach must be a consultative one that runs parallel to developments already underway. 
As pieces of  work are completed, they must be devolved on a continuing basis so as to ensure a 
constantly developing cultural sector that keeps pace with technological developments.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendation 37: 

Plan and design a consultative approach which must run 
parallel to the developments already underway to ensure 
a constant and consistent roll-out of developments in the 
sector.   

 

The recommendations set out in this document may be viewed as the absolute minimum 
undertakings required to begin the process of  establishing a world-class system of  genealogical 
research opportunities for both Irish citizens and our significant diaspora across the world. 

Catherine Murphy TD
February 2015
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Appendix A: List of Recommendations

1. It must be recognised that the majority of  our genealogical 
records are public goods and public access is the desired goal.

2. Explore the possibility of  establishing a National Diaspora & 
Genealogy Centre which acts as a central information point and 
helps ensure a better understanding of  the many repositories 
across Ireland.  

3. Continue to build upon www.irishgenealogy.ie as a central 
database of  digitised public records

4. We need to accurately quantify and provide the precise staffing 
and resources needs within our cultural institutions in order 
to ensure a functioning & effective system and develop a plan 
towards delivery of  this system.

5. We must explore private sector income options that would add to 
the income of  the cultural sector. This income must be in addition 
to central funding and must be ring-fenced for the institutions

6. Explore the possibility of  bringing together the public and private 
elements in a way that recognises the private custodians but 
simultaneously acknowledges the public ownership of  historical 
records and the need for public access.

7. Appoint a Chief  State Genealogical Office as a matter of  urgency

8. It is desirable that local research facilities are maintained and 
indeed improved to ensure future growth of  genealogy research 
in Ireland.

9. Records can be made available across different platforms 
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simultaneously to ensure the most widespread access possible. 

10. Institutions must be funded to hire specialist staff  with commercial 
expertise.

11. Any funds raised through commercial partnerships must be ring 
fenced and used in addition to State funding.

12. There must be collaboration with the cultural institutions to 
determine a strategic plan and decide where the priorities should 
lie.

13. The system must be designed with the end user in mind.

14. Urgently undertake a condition survey of  Church Records 

15. Church Records held by the National Library must be indexed 
as a matter of  urgency with a view to digitising the records and 
making them available online.

16. We must extend the records sets to keep pace with the limits 
as set, i.e.: 100 years for Births, 75 years for Marriages and 50 
years for deaths. For example, birth records to include 1914 are 
not yet available and this must be rectified

17. There needs to be cooperation between the Irish Family History 
Foundation, the Department of  Arts, Heritage and Gaeltacht, the 
Church and other stakeholders to index the records and make 
available to gold standar  for each County. 

18. We must establish the Roman Catholic Church’s viewpoint in 
relation to making their records available, on a free-to-view or 
a subscription basis, as they similarly do with the Irish Family 
History Foundation.

19. Indexes must be made fully available online as well as physically 
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on location. Online researchers should not be disadvantaged.

20. Records held by the GRO in Roscommon must also be made 
available for consultation in the Dublin GRO research office.

21. The conversion project must accelerate urgently. Records must 
be made available incrementally as soon as they are completed. 

22. Introduce legislation, similar to Northern Ireland, to facilitate an 
online service that is comparable to that recently launched by 
GRONI. This searchable database should be one that not only 
provides access to the indexes but also to the scanned images of  
the civil records.

23. Urgently relocate the GRO to a central location, with modern 
facilities to facilitate research from visitors both online and in 
person.

24. Change the 100 year embargo to 70 years to allow access to the 
1926 Census records.  

25. Consider the current storage costs and conditions of  20th & 
21st Century census record sets and evaluate alternative storage 
options as a matter of  urgency. There may be merit in a combined 
approach to storage amongst cultural institutions.

26. Provide Funding, or allow for commercial partnership, for the 
completion of  a specific project on the digitisation of  the 1926 
Census records and ultimately deliver online access on the same 
level as 1901 and 1911

27. Relocate & open access to the records of  the Land Commission 
as a matter of  urgency. 

28. The Land Registry instruments – which underlie the information 
contained in the Folios – must be made available to researchers.
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29. State Genealogical Officer should work in Partnership and assist 
in getting as many of  these records as possible available online. 

30. We must bring staffing levels in our cultural institutions to 
acceptable levels.

31. Commence a project to maximise the efficiency of  both storage 
and retrieval practices within our cultural institutions while 
simultaneously ensuring the condition of  records is protected to 
International standards.

32. A new, state of  the art facility, capable of  holding the entire 
collection to international standards together with exhibition 
space is required. For such a facility to operate successfully, both 
funding and staffing would be required. 

33. Immediately move the GRO research office to a more suitable 
premises that reflects its cultural and genealogical significance

34. We should aim to become the European centre for genealogical 
industry. This could create employment but for that to happen we 
must also invest in our own cultural institutions.

35. Develop an international festival, similar to St. Patrick’s Day, based 
around the ancient Irish traditions and the origins of  Hallowe’en 
to attract cultural tourism

36. This report should be considered alongside the  2000 Teahon 
Report 

37. Plan and design a consultative approach which must run parallel 
to the developments already underway to ensure a constant and 
consistent roll-out of  developments in the sector.  
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