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Chairman, Senators, Deputies  
 
On behalf of ONE’s 9 million members, the tens of thousands of ONE members in Ireland 
and the vibrant active community of ONEs youth ambassadors here in Dublin, thank you for 
inviting me to address this historic issue.  
 
As you can see from my Mayo GAA wrist band, it’s a deep honour for me to be here as a 
proud member of the best diaspora in the world: Ireland’s.  
 
This submission will explore some strategic arguments for Ireland’s leadership in global aid 
and development policy, and outline some specific areas and sectors where Irish aid, 
expertise and political capital could contribute in a significant way to break-throughs in 
global cooperation. I want to make 3 broad points: 
  

 Firstly this commitment is affordable;  

 Secondly, Irish Aid gets massive results – and can leverage far more; 

 And thirdly this investment is profoundly consistent with Irish values, and is in the  
interests of Irish citizens. 

 
Let me address each of these: 
 
Smart Irish Aid is affordable 
 
Firstly, it won’t actually cost as much as some fear and there could be innovative ways to 
raise some of the funds. Today, Ireland gives 46 cents a day per citizen in smart government 
aid. At 0.7% of GNI, it would be at 1.10 euros a person a day. And for comparison with other 
countries: the UK gave 318 Euros per person in 2016 in aid, Germany 295 Euros per person, 
compared to the average in Ireland of 170 Euros per person.    
 
Let’s also remember the point of 0.7 is it is linked to the performance of the economy – so it 
is not ok to say we can’t afford it in bad times because the economy is doing badly, and then 
say we also can’t afford it in good times because the economy is growing too fast.  
 
Smart Irish Aid gets massive results – and can leverage far more 
 
To date, Irish Aid has helped save 13 million lives through the Global Alliance for Vaccines 
and Immunisations, 22 million lives through the Global Fund for AIDS, TB and Malaria, and 
helped get 64 million children get in to primary education through the Global Partnership 
for Education.  
 
Now, if the increase from 0.3% to 0.7% was split evenly between these mechanisms, and 
Ireland’s leadership could leverage investment from other donors, it would contribute to 
more than 300 million more children being immunised by 2020, 19 million additional 
children completing primary school (including 9.4 million girls and over 10.8 million children 
in countries affected by fragility or conflict) and 14 million lives being saved.  
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However, we think the returns will be even bigger because of the leverage it gives Ireland 
with other countries programs. Let me explain: I’ve been campaigning for development on 
the global stage for a long time. I’ve seen how, when a nation like Ireland steps back up in 
terms of quantity and quality of aid, it forces others to up their game. This move will help 
stiffen the resolve of France and Germany to go back towards 0.7% and stay there, and it 
will also nudge others like Netherlands, Canada, Belgium, Italy, Spain, Switzerland and 
Austria, and helps us fight potential aid cuts elsewhere, like the USA. So Ireland’s move in 
this direction helps put a spring back in the step of the global movement for better and 
more effective development cooperation. It may also bolster Ireland’s case for a UN Security 
Council seat. 
 
Also, a thought in terms of quality of aid. Ireland has a good reputation at quality and a 
great, great reputation at focusing on the poorest people in the poorest counties, and that 
is something to be treasured. These locations continue to represent the primary sources of 
instability and contributors to human displacement worldwide, and are where, on current 
trends, the world will find the last pockets of extreme poverty in the lead up to 2030. 
 
Nations like Germany don’t do this as much, and the UK’s leadership role in this area is 
under threat. So you can stand up for this quality and focus at a time when others in Europe 
– including the UK - will be stepping back. 
 
Smart aid that is in Irish interests and consistent with Irish values 
 
The world faces extraordinary challenges. The rise of inequality and populism. Threats of 
greater global food insecurity, global climate change and global pandemics which for 
example Pope Francis, Al Gore and Bill Gates have spoken passionately and eloquently 
about. But we also face some fascinating, new, 21st century challenges, in particular a global 
education emergency.  
 
I’m sure you don’t need education on the education emergency, but in short it’s a STEM 
subjects’ shortage in the west, which becomes more acute in emerging markets where 
learning is more by rote. This is further compounded in developing countries, not just by the 
wrong skills being taught, but by kids not even going to school, or learning nothing in school 
even if they are there. All this is particularly true for girls in Africa. As leaders like PM 
Trudeau, Malala and Melinda Gates have declared: Poverty is Sexist. 130 million girls 
globally are out of school who should be in, and 500 million women cannot read or write. 
This is clearly a crime against them, but these women are raising a generation who are also 
missing out, and this is a part of what’s breeding anger, resentment and inequality around 
the world. A decent, quality education is not only the first step on the ladder to equality ; it 
is also part of the vaccine against instability and extremism. 
 
Initially, leadership to solve the global education emergency requires supporting the Global 
Partnership for Education. This has a key summit on February 3rd 2018 in Senegal, where the 
world is looking for $23m from Ireland, in addition to a broader push for reforms of that 
mechanism so it can leverage better domestic policies in the poorest countries. But beyond 
that, it would require a partnership with bodies like the OECD, EU and AU and G20 to agree 
improved metrics to measure learning outcomes, especially of subjects and skills relevant to 
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the 21st century. It would also provide a fascinating opportunity for Ireland to partner with 
the global tech community, who are acutely focused on the 21st century education 
emergency and skills shortage. Given how Ireland is a major home to so many of the major 
technology companies, a deeper partnership with them on improving the quality of data 
and metrics in education, as well as other sectors, could grow into a real area of 
comparative advantage for Ireland and Irish aid. The country could be not just the land of 
saints and scholars of old, but of silicon and of software, a beacon of open ideas, open 
economies and open societies when others want to get more inward, closed and opaque.  
 
A unique opportunity for Ireland: 
 
As someone who has worked for global social justice through movements for debt 
cancellation, fighting AIDS, hunger and corruption for many years all over the world – and 
with my own  roots in Ireland – I can say without qualification that Ireland is a small but 
mighty nation that speaks with a strong moral voice on the global stage.  Many partners in 
the Global South are aware of, and identify with, Ireland’s history of fighting famine and 
colonial oppression. This places Ireland in an ideal position as a leader not only in fighting 
poverty and hunger, but also in increasing trade investment, improving security, fighting 
corruption and promoting good governance. As such, Ireland’s voice is heard in the tone of 
partnership, not patronage.   
 
Irish Aid has long had a special focus on partnering with Africa. Africa’s population is set to 
double by 2050 to 2.5bn, and by then the region will have given birth to 40% of the world’s 
youth. By this point, the continent’s youthful population will be ten times the size of 
Europe’s. Ireland must invest in this demographic boom - for if we fail, there will be deep 
demographic division and instability, with downside for Ireland’s partners across Africa, 
across Europe and for the global economy and security. This is not just the morally right 
thing to do, it is the economic and strategically smart thing to do. It is the Irish thing to do.  
 
Conclusion: 
 
The international community is relying on Ireland to reach its 0.7 commitment by 2025. On 
top of increased resources to the poorest, Ireland can promote a forensic focus on gender, 
on citizen-led accountability, on improved data, and innovation in areas such as education 
outcomes measurement and digital financial  inclusion. This would positively impact not just 
Irish aid programmes, but catalyse improvements in the global aid programme, currently 
worth about  $143bn a year. Smart, strategic and catalytic aid can, like Ireland, punch well 
above its weight on the global stage. Ireland’s leadership, during this time when global 
cooperation and multilateral leadership are under attack, would be a warmly welcomed and 
needed change.  
 
Across the world, there are leaders whose aim is to threaten and close down the space for 
civil society, oppress minorities and reduce citizens’ rights. Through increased quantity and 
more strategic quality of aid, Ireland will not just be part of, but lead, the global drive for 
inclusivity, openness and progress. The globalisation of human rights, of democracy, of 
peace and stability is not guaranteed; Ireland’s leadership in this fight is needed now more 
than ever. 


