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By 
Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, Simon 

Harris, T.D. 
 

8 October 2020 
 
 

CHECK AGAINST DELIVERY 
 
I want to thank the Chair for the invitation today and I want to congratulate all the members 
for their appointment to this important committee.  I very much look forward to working 
closely with all of you.   
 
I want to focus my opening comments today on two topics.   
 
First, I want to draw the Committee’s attention to the key issues of relevance in the Brexit 
legislation and second, as this is my first opportunity to appear before the Committee, I want 
to highlight some of my key priorities for my new Department.  
 
Brexit legislation  
 

Starting with Brexit, with less than 100 days to the end of the transition period, the 
Government remains focused on delivering its readiness programme. 

 

New legislation is required to underpin these readiness measures.  I would like to thank the 
Committee for allowing this early opportunity to discuss the legislation.   

 

As Members may recall, last year the 2019 Brexit Omnibus Act was enacted.   

The 2019 Act sought to provide contingency measures to address issues arising in a no deal 
cliff-edge scenario.  As the Withdrawal Agreement was concluded, the majority of the 
provisions in the 2019 Act cannot be commenced. 

 

By contrast, the proposed 2020 Bill is intended to deal with permanent change that will arise 
at the end of the Brexit transition period.   It forms a vital part of our national Brexit readiness 
preparations.  

 

The legislation aims to address the wide range of complex issues that could arise for citizens 
and businesses post transition. It will seek to protect citizens and consumers, facilitate the 
sound functioning of key sectors, and ensure our businesses are not disadvantaged.   

The Bill is also intended to support aspects of the Common Travel Area and North/South 
cooperation. 
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I expect that the final version of the Bill will be brought before the Oireachtas later in Autumn. 
I look forward to working with members in progressing this legislation and minimising 
uncertainty for business and citizens. 

 

The matter of particular interest to the Committee relates to the treatment of SUSI grants.  
The provisions in the legislation are essentially of a technical nature. 

 

Grant assistance for students participating in further and higher education is provided for 
under the Student Grant Scheme and Student Support Regulations which are published under 
powers contained in the Student Support Act 2011.  

 

The student grant scheme administered by SUSI, provides grants to students who meet the 
prescribed conditions of funding, including those relating to nationality, residency, previous 
academic attainment and means.  

 

A number of provisions contained within the 2011 Act and associated secondary legislation, 
will be affected by Brexit and need to be amended before 1 January 2021 when the current 
transition period ends.  

 

Part 7 of the ‘Withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union (Consequential 
Provisions) Bill 2020’, will make amendments to the Student Support Act 2011. The key 
amendments proposed are in respect of definitions regarding approved institutions, 
approved courses and student interpretation.  

Under the current legislation, eligibility regarding approved courses and institutions is limited 
to courses and institutions located in Member States. The proposed changes will widen these 
definitions post-Brexit to encompass the UK as a third country.  

 

Each year, circa 1,500 students studying in the UK and circa 200 UK nationals studying in the 
State, qualify for SUSI grant support. Without the proposed amendments, these students will 
not meet the current statutory based eligibility criteria. The provisions in Part 7 will address 
this problem by amending the Student Support Act 2011 to enable these students to continue 
to qualify for grant support post-Brexit. 

 

 

 

 

Ministerial priorities  
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This is my first opportunity to address the committee since being appointed as Minister and I 
wanted to discuss my priorities for this new role. 

 

This Department was the initiative of Taoiseach Micheal Martin and something he 
championed as leader of the opposition.  

 

I strongly believe this Department’s establishment couldn’t come at a more important time. 

 

The pandemic has upended life for many people. Many have had to rethink the assumptions 
that they have made about their futures, they may have lost their jobs, or be in need of a new 
direction. 

 

This Department has a responsibility to give people the best possible chance of a good future 
through education, either by providing a solid and resilient further and or higher education 
foundation or by helping people get people back to work, reskilling and retraining people. 

 

We have started that work through the July stimulus package by offering 35,000 additional 
further and higher education. 

 

This week, we also announced a new initiative through the Skillnet Programme where we will 
retrain or reskill people who have lost their job as a result of Covid-19. 

It is expected 2,000 people will benefit from this initiative by the end of the year.  

We will be focusing on those in retail, tourism and hospitality and helping them retrain in 
areas where there is potential future employment. 

 

As colleagues know, we also launched a new Apprenticeship scheme where we pay 
businesses to take on apprentices. This has been very successful so far with over 800 
apprentices taken on and plans to do much more. 

 

There is so much more we need to do in this area. A college degree is no longer a pathway to 
secure employment. 

 

We must all continue to upskill and learn and ensure we are upskilling in the areas of potential 
and future employment. 

My Department must future proof the economy and ensure people have the right skills to 
protect our workforce. I can assure you Minister Collins and I are driving this agenda among 
our Government colleagues. 
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The other twin driver of this Department is to promote social inclusion and to ensure that 
every individual, regardless of where they came from, their gender, or who they or their 
parents are, has an opportunity to reach his or her full potential through a variety of education 
and training routes supported by the right access interventions.  

 

We have such a huge body of work in this area, particularly in the area of literacy. 

Colleagues will know I have secured Government approval to develop a new adult literacy, 
numeracy & digital skills strategy. 

Ireland describes itself as a knowledge economy but more than 500,000 people have 
problems reading and understanding information, or doing simple math. 

 

For the first time ever, we will work across Government to develop this new strategy and I 
will host the first meeting of the cross-departmental group next week.   

We have only just begun but we have had some success since establishing: 

 

• Put in place a major support package to support the higher and further education and 
training sector through the Covid  crisis and putting in place new supports for students 
including additional funding for the student assistance fund and digital devices for 
disadvantaged learners; 
 

• Significantly expanded training places in further and higher education to support 
people to reskill and upskill as part of the July Stimulus. 
 

• Provided support for the sector in re-opening in the context of the national plan for 
living with Covid-19, which will be a continuing part of our work; 

• Increased student supports including a doubling of the Student Assistance Fund and a 
new digital access scheme; 
 

• Introduced changes to the Student support scheme for people living in Direct 
Provision; 
 

• Introduced mandatory consent classes for incoming students; 
 
 

• Secured Government approval to go to tender for the PPP bundle of 11 major capital 
projects in Technological University and Institute of Technology Sector. 

But we have much more to do. We must continue to deliver on the:  
 

• Skills agenda: An immediate challenge is to continue to contribute to our national 
recovery and equip those seeking employment or upskilling with future skills.  Over 
the medium term, implementation of the FET strategy will position us to address the 
economic and societal challenges which we will face in the years to come. 
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• Innovation and research: I also want to achieve a coherent and strategic approach to 
research funding as a key national platform for innovation and addressing societal 
challenges.   
 

• Regional focus: We will have a strong regional focus, supported with a strong regional 
network of Technological Universities and the work of the National Skills Council and 
the regional skills fora.   
 

• North/South and International: I want to drive forward North/South co-operation on 
research and higher education and I also want to develop an overarching approach to 
position Ireland globally to compete as a knowledge economy on post-secondary 
education and research outcomes.  
 

• Social cohesion and inclusion: I want to achieve improved inclusion in higher and 
further education, including through a review of the SUSI scheme, a new National 
Access Plan and actions on gender equality and consent programmes. 
 

• Funding, governance and capital investment: I also want to make progress with a 
clear policy direction on funding model for higher education, supported by reformed 
and modernised governance in the higher education sector.  I will also be working with 
Government colleagues as part of the mid-term NDP  review to ensure that our capital 
investments are aligned with national priorities in skills and innovation.  

 
I look forward to working with this Committee as a partner in this work over the coming years, 
and I’m happy to engage with members this morning about the Brexit omnibus legislation, 
my priorities and any other questions members may wish to raise.   

 

ENDS 

 

 
 
 
 
 


