
 

Submission on Dail and Political Reform by Seamus Healy TD 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The record of the out-going government provides probably the worst example 

of anti-democratic behaviour by a parliamentary majority. Over a whole range 

of measures , the Dail enacted legislation which had the opposite effect to the 

measures promised by the government parties in the 2011 general election. 

The previous Fianna Fáil-Green government had no mandate for the 

emergency measures it introduced following the bank crash which was caused 

by the entire Irish elite and their institutions which were driven by the 

prioritisation of greed over human well-being. This was clear from the Report 

of The Banking Inquiry 

Proposals for  Dáil reform, such as control by Dail itself rather than the 

government of Dáil business, abolition of the guillotine and provision for 

speaking rights of deputies without restriction by political 

parties  are  necessary and welcome and should be introduced 

immediately.  But, in themselves they are insufficient to prevent blatant abuse 

of democracy  by a parliamentary majority. 

Unless drastic political reform is introduced in tandem with Dail reform, FF-FG-

Lab are sure to load the burden of any new recession on low and middle 

income families as they have done before.  

Citizens must come centre stage with an ongoing input into the democratic 

process. 

There is little accountability to the citizens if a Dáil deputy, having been 

elected, cannot be required to face the electorate for as long as five years. 

There is no accountability whatever, if the deputy has no intention of seeking 

re-election.  

Accordingly, I am asking this Dáil as a matter of urgency to introduce a 

measure in the Dáil to amend the constitution so that citizens are enabled to 



recall a deputy at any time if a sufficient number in the constituency consider 

that election promises by the deputy are being broken.  

Such mechanisms exist elsewhere in the world. There are 15 states in the 

United States that have the recall in place for elected representatives though 

the term of office is normally 2 years!  It would, of course, be necessary 

that any such measure include the protection of deputies of 

minority parties and independent deputies from being unfairly 

unseated by bigger parties in our multi-seat constituencies. 

Other measures of political reform which should be introduced include the 

placing of a provision in the constitution which would enable citizens to 

instigate referenda to make changes to the constitution. The first constitution 

of the Irish Free State contained such a provision. Citizens should also have a 

mechanism by which they can initiate or amend legislation. 

Mechanisms such as these exist in other jurisdictions. 

Another matter of serious concern, is the current power of ministers to 

irreversibly transfer assets out of the ownership of the state including the sale of 

state assets at very unfavourable prices. The concern is deepened if the transfer 

takes place without explicit Dáil approval. Currently members of this house are 

contending before the Supreme Court that the issuing of €31 billion promissory 

notes in favour of Anglo Irish Bank and other financial institutions by  Minister 

for Finance, Brian Lenihan in 2010 involved an unconstitutional allocation of 

public money without a Dáil vote.  

If this is held not to be unconstitutional, the constitution must be altered to make 

it so. 

 

I also have in mind the sale of state assets in Bank of Ireland to Wilbur Ross.  As 

the state had designated BoI as a “pillar bank”(could not be allowed to fail), Mr 

Ross was able to make a risk-free investment and walk off with 500 million 

Euro in profit following the re-sale of the assets 3 years later. 

There is also concern about the sale of NAMA  Assets in Northern Ireland 

including the method of sale and the price received. In 2014, assets originally 

http://www.irishtimes.com/search/search-7.1213540?tag_company=Anglo%20Irish%20Bank&article=true


valued at 6.3 Billion were sold to a single remaining  bidder for 1.8 billion Euro 

after other bidders pulled out. Assets were appreciating at the time! 

Appearance before an Oireachtas sub-committee on which government has a 

majority of members is not sufficient to deal with such concerns. 

Hence a new and effective mechanism must be devised. 

Proposals for Political Reform 

 

1 Dail Eireann calls on the incoming government to introduce legislation to 

enable   constituents to recall and replace deputies elected in a general 

election from Dáil Éireann while protecting independent deputies and deputies 

of minority parties from challenges by the larger parties. This legislation must 

provide for the appropriate changes to Bunreacht na hEireann and the holding 

of a referendum on these changes. 

2 Dail Eireann calls on the incoming government to introduce legislation 

to  enable citizens to initiate referenda to make changes changes to Bunreacht 

na hEireann. This legislation must provide for the appropriate changes to 

Bunreacht na hEireann and the holding of a referendum on these changes. 

 

3  Dáil Éireann forbids the transfer of assets directly or indirectly owned by the 

state out of state ownership  without explicit approval of the Dáil for each 

transaction. 

Dáil Reform 

I recommend the following measures: 

4. That Dail deputies be given the right to propose amendments to the order of 

business for each day on which the Dáil sits. Permitted amendments must 

include proposals that any particular item on the order paper be taken. 

 

 



Recognition of groups 

5         In recognition of the changed political landscape which has seen the election of smaller 

parties and groups as well as a larger number of independents we believe the rules on 

the recognition of groups need to be reformed including the lowering of the threshold of 

the number of TDs for the recognition of groups and the recognition of more than one 

technical group.  

 Dáil business 

6         Currently the various stages of legislation can be rushed which results in less time for 

research, consultation with interested groups and more scrutiny from the public in 

general. The time between stages in legislation should be extended. Except in 

demonstrably exceptional circumstances, a timeline that should be considered is two 

weeks between pre legislative scrutiny and 2nd stage, and then a week between other 

stages.  

7         The Dáil schedule for any given week is published on the previous Thursday. This allows 

very little time for preparation for opposition TDs and groups. It also allows little time 

for interested groups and the public generally to contact TDs about upcoming 

legislation. The agenda should be drafted further in advance in consultation with the 

opposition. The Constitutional Convention recommended a Dáil Business Management 

Committee headed by the Ceann Comhairle and made up of the various whips to set the 

Dáil agenda; we support this proposal. This Committee should meet in public or have its 

minutes published. 

8         All items on the government legislative programme should have a target time for 

consideration in the Oireachtas. 

9         Late sittings of the Dáil are not family friendly for elected representatives or Oireachtas 

staff. With appropriate provision for genuinely exceptional cases, late sittings should not 

take place.  

10     There should be no guillotines on legislation unless in demonstrably exceptional 

situations. 

11     There should be the ability for the opposition to put amendments that bring a charge on 

the state. 

12     The use of software to facilitate and ease the writing and submitting of amendments 

should be explored. 

 Committees 



13     More resources need to be put into the committees, with agendas decided in advance 

to allow sufficient time for preparation, research for TDs, interest groups and the public. 

Committee meetings clashing with the plenary session is a major difficulty. We propose 

a regular ‘committee week’ where committees would meet. However we believe it is 

important that the government still answer Oral parliamentary questions, Taoiseach’s 

Questions, Leaders’ Questions and that PMB time is taken in those weeks. 

14     We support the allocation of committee chairs by the D’Hondt or another similarly 

proportional system. 

15     Ministers should appear before their relevant committee on a regular basis. 

16     Bills should normally commence in Committee. However this mechanism should not be 

allowed to prevent opposition Bills from being then later progressing to 2nd stage in a 

plenary session.  

17     If PMB legislation is passed at 2nd Stage the government should not be able to prevent 

the legislation from progressing further. 

18     In recognition that many smaller groups and independents may not have representation 

on all committees there should be a mechanism to allow for amendments to be put at 

report stage without the issue contained in the amendment necessarily having to have 

arisen at committee stage.  

Voting 

19     There are often complex pieces of legislation, motions and amendments that cannot 

always be voted on with a straightforward yes or no vote. We propose allowing for 

abstentions. 

20     We propose that there should be the facility for ‘written explanations of vote’ which 

would allow TDs/Groups to explain and to put on the public record the reasons they 

voted in a particular way on a given vote. This is a facility that exists in other 

parliaments. It is particularly important for TDs from smaller parties and independents 

hat may not get an opportunity to intervene in a debate to explain their position.  

21     The practice of calling divisions at any time and votes then been taken directly can lead 

to TDs missing votes. It is also disruptive to committee meetings, meetings with 

constituents and other parliamentary work. It also forces long days on TDs and 

Oireachtas staff which is not family friendly. We propose that all divisions should be 

taken in block at a set time in the day. This is done for divisions that are called on Friday 

sittings. 



22     Currently TDs must be in the chamber in order to call a division. This can mean that if 

the Dáil schedule is progressing slower or more quickly than anticipated that TDs can 

find it difficult to be in the chamber for divisions they wish to call. There should be 

provision to allow for the calling of divisions in advance. 

Leaders’ Questions and PQs 

23     The current way in which Taoiseach’s questions is organised is resulting in a huge delay 

in having questions answered. Often questions are replied to many weeks or even 

months after they were submitted. This results in many of the replies to questions no 

longer being topical or relevant to the current situation. There should be consideration 

given to changing the format of Taoiseach’s Questions to ensure the questions are dealt 

with more quickly, including having more time allocated to Taoiseach’s Questions and 

time limits on the replies. 

24     The practice of referring parliamentary questions to state agencies who then in turn 

write directly to TDs rather than answering on the public record needs to end. Ministers 

should reply to all Parliamentary Questions. Where there needs to be a more detailed 

reply from a government agency then this reply should be put on the public record.  

25     Parliamentary Questions seeking information should have the same weight as a 

Freedom of Information Requests. 

26     The Chair should require a Minister to answer a direct question of fact.  

27     In order that Oral Parliamentary Questions are more topical, we propose that the 

deadline for the submission of priority oral questions to be moved to 2 days rather than 

6 days. 

28     Time for Oral Parliamentary Questions should be extended to an hour and a half.  

Topical Issues 

29     The Minister responsible for the issue raised should be the Minister that takes topical 

issues.  

30     There should be a better balance between local and national issues in topical issues 

debates. There should be a consideration given to a minimum and/or maximum number 

of local or national issues to be taken on a given day.  

Private Members’ Business (PMB) 



31     End practice of the government voting down a PMB motion with an amendment rather 

than having to vote on the motion itself. Any amendment must not be the direct 

contrary of the motion as is normal in common debating rules 

 

 


