
Brian Stanley TD, 
Chair, 
Committee of Public Accounts. 

10 November 2020 

Dear Chair, 

I am writing to the Chair of each Committee in relation to the conduct of Committee business 
in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic and particularly the placement of the entire country 
on Level 5 restrictions on 22 October for a period of 6 weeks. 

As you will be aware, a key element of Level 5 restrictions is that people have been asked to 
work from home unless providing an essential service for which their physical presence is 
required. Movement outside of 5 km of a person’s home is prohibited unless for essential work 
and essential purposes. The focus therefore is on essential work and minimising the movement 
and congregation of people, particularly in indoor settings where the risk of transmission of the 
virus is increased. Equally however, the functions performed by members of the Houses of the 
Oireachtas are recognised as essential public administration services in the context of these 
restrictions. 

I know that Committee Chairs met on 23 October in the light of the move to Level 5 and 
emphasised the essential nature of Committee business and the importance of Committees 
having flexibility to determine their business. I’m also aware that the Working Group of 
Committee Chairs at its first meeting in September agreed a weekly meeting schedule based 
on the allocation of one two-hour slot per week to each Committee, with the exception of the 
Committee of Public Accounts which has two two-hour slots. The schedule also provides for 
a number of additional meeting slots which are intended to be used for additional meetings to 
deal with business referred to Committees, such as legislation, estimates or motions.  

Since their first meetings in September when Dublin was at Level 3 restrictions, Committees 
are already taking a number of measures to ensure the safe conduct of business in the interests 
of members, staff and witnesses, namely: 

 adherence to 2m social distancing in Committee rooms;

 sanitisation of each Committee room after each meeting and before the next Committee
uses the room;

 face coverings are worn unless speaking in the meeting, and wipes and hand sanitiser are
provided to members to clean seats and desks shared during Committee meetings; and
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 each Committee meeting is limited to 2 hours to avoid the risk of close contact designation 
of Chairs, members and staff in the event of a positive case of Covid-19 in the room. 

The Business Committee, at its meeting on 5 November, was briefed by the Secretary General 
of the Houses of the Oireachtas Service on the measures necessary to ensure the safe and 
sustainable conduct of Committee business in the context of the move to Level 5. The 
Committee noted that it is important to strike a balance in – on the one hand - allowing 
Committees the flexibility to conduct their business and – on the other hand – ensuring that the 
activity linked to Committee business is absolutely essential. The Committee was advised that 
each Committee meeting has an impact in terms of the movement and congregation of people 
in Leinster House, including the use of facilities. In this regard, the ancillary services required 
for each Committee meeting may not always be visible but they do require additional staff to 
be present on the premises. Each Committee meeting also requires the support of our 
Broadcasting, Sound, ICT, Editor of Debates and Superintendent staff with additional duties 
for our cleaning staff. 
 
In this context therefore, the Secretary General recommended that, for the duration of Level 5 
and in addition to the measures already in place, each Committee should limit itself to one 
meeting per week in public session which should not exceed two hours. The exception to this 
recommendation is PAC which has two meeting slots, and any additional Committee meetings 
which are necessary to consider legislation or estimates. 
 
I trust that you will understand the importance of conducting our business in a manner that 
protects all of us who have a role in the essential business of the Houses and their Committees. 
I plan to convene a meeting of the Chairs of all Committees this week in order that the Secretary 
General can brief you on this matter in more detail.  
 
I would appreciate if you can circulate this letter to the members of your Committee for their 
information. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
Seán Ó Fearghaíl TD 
Ceann Comhairle. 
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