
Page | 1 
 

 

Oireachtas Joint Committee on 
Education, Further & Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science 

 
Opening Statement – 03.12.20 

 
 

Chairman, members of the Committee, thank you for inviting us to address you today. 
You have requested us to address issues on the impact of Covid-19 on admissions, re-
opening universities and delivery of courses as well as funding and future reforms. 
 
Effects of and Response to Covid-19 
The universities represented by the IUA responded quickly and nimbly as the Covid-19 crisis 
unfolded last spring. We rapidly moved all teaching online in response to public health 
restrictions. Despite the challenges, we successfully completed the academic year and 
graduated final year students including doctors, nurses and other essential workers. It is 
reassuring that QQI, in its August 2020 Report on the COVID-19 impact, confirmed that the 
quality and integrity of teaching and exams were upheld in the shift to online teaching and 
assessment in higher education.   
 
University staff and facilities have also been deployed in the frontline fight against COVID-19 
in relating to testing, contact tracing and other key activities. Our research also made a 
significant contribution to the societal response to COVID-19 in areas such as, for example, 
adapting medical technologies, infection control, health and safety, mental health and well-
being and changing work practices. Many of our colleagues have also contributed to the 
national effort through, for example, NPHET, the Epidemiological Modelling Advisory Group 
and the HSE as well advising on national-level communications.  
 
Following the initial restrictions from March, the on-campus research work in our 
universities was restored and detailed plans were made for maximising in-person teaching 
in the new academic year. These plans were curtailed to a large extent in late September 
when, on the advice of government, on-campus activity was restricted to essential teaching 
and research only, that could not be done online. Since the start of the new term, most 
classroom activity has been done online with laboratory and practical sessions and small-
scale tutorials on-site where possible. 
 
We wish to acknowledge the huge effort of our staff to adapt to the most challenging of 
circumstances over the last 9 months. Their focus, and ours as university leaders, has been 
to ensure that the experience of students is as good as it can be despite the restrictions. 
Students have shown remarkable resilience overall but we know how challenging COVID-19 
is for them.  
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All of our universities have provided a range of extra welfare and mental health supports for 
students with a particular focus on targeting more vulnerable groups. However, we do 
realise the heavy toll on student well-being that moving activities online has meant for some 
students and wish to support them on their educational journey with us. 
 
Despite the challenges of COVID-19, our universities have stepped up to the mark this 
autumn by providing more than half of the 5,000 or so extra college places funded by the 
new Dept. of FHERIS. 
 
Our students tell us that they want more on-campus activity and we wholeheartedly agree. 
We have outlined to the Minister and his officials that we can safely provide some more on-
campus activity and we would ask that, in support of overall student well-being, public 
health guidance facilitate us in providing that in the New Year. This includes, not just 
classroom activity, but also some additional extracurricular activities to enable students to 
have at least some limited level of on-campus experience in order to protect their welfare 
and mental health. 
 
COVID-19 Funding 
COVID-19 has had a very significant impact on university funding.  The most recent estimate 
is that our seven universities will run a combined deficit between this and the last academic 
year of €102m.  

• Ancillary and commercial revenues have been devastated by COVID-19 and this is 
likely to remain throughout much of 2021; 

• Student accommodation revenues have reduced significantly with average 
occupancy rates reduced to 65%; 

• Costs have increased with greater online and digital investment required and to fund 
the substantial public health measures on-campus; 

• The interruption of research work has necessitated the provision of cost extensions 
to research contracts. 

 
The provision of extra funding by government in the July COVID-19 package and in the 
recent Budget is warmly welcomed and we would like to record our thanks to Minister 
Harris and his team in the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science, and to members of this Committee for your support. However, the 
COVID-19 funding only extends to the end of this year so we would ask for your support in 
seeking additional funds in 2021 through a Supplementary Budget package to cover the 
additional known costs and unavoidable revenue losses arising from COVID-19. 
 
Core funding 
The chronic underfunding of higher education remains to be tackled. We welcome the 
commitment of Minister Harris to this Committee that he will act promptly on the funding 
issue once he receives the EU study on the issue early in the New Year. We note particularly 
his comments that this issue has been, and I quote, “shirked for far too long” and that “2021 
needs to be the year in which we settle this question”.  We look forward to the Minister 
delivering on that promise and to the support of the Committee in delivering a sustainable 
funding solution for higher education.  
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There is no dispute as to the fact that there is a funding crisis in Irish higher education for 
some time. Now, we must move rapidly to agree and implement a solution. While student 
numbers have increased by about one-third in the last decade and continue to rise, State 
funding per student in the form of the core grant has fallen by almost 40%. This is 
unsustainable. 
 
Future Reforms 
The university sector has shown itself to be remarkably agile in its response to COVID-19. 
Our academic staff and researchers have joined in the frontline response. COVID-19 has 
shown clearly the value of knowledge and research to our economy and to our society. 
More than anything, COVID-19 has shown that our talent and innovation capacity is the key 
resource for Ireland in a post-COVID-19, post-Brexit world. 
 
We are committed to ensuring that our universities continue to provide the pipeline of high-
quality talent and research and innovation to for the benefit of the Irish economy and Irish 
society overall.  

• We will continue to adapt to the changing skills needs of the country through a more 
flexible range of courses. The recent funding of the IUA’s Multi-Campus Micro-
Credentials programme which is setting out to build a suite of accredited short 
courses across all seven universities is evidence of that. 

• In addition to core funding, there is a need for sustained additional investment in 
research and innovation to enable Ireland to compete effectively with other small 
open economies in Europe. The Committee’s support in securing that strategic 
investment is sought. 

• The promised revision of the HEA Act and other related legislation is eagerly 
awaited. The new legislative framework must be based on a model of strong 
accountability with a capacity for autonomous universities and other HEIs to remain 
agile and responsive to the changing needs of society. 

• The Employment Control Framework which has capped the number of permanent 
staff we can employ despite the rapid growth in student numbers must be replaced 
with a devolved structure whereby universities can manage their own workforce 
within a defined budget. 

 
We look forward to discussing these and other issues with the members of the Committee. 
 
Dr. Patrick Prendergast, Chair, IUA and Provost TCD 
Prof. Ciarán Ó hÓgartaigh, Deputy Chair, IUA and President NUI Galway 
Jim Miley, Director General, IUA 
Lisa Keating, Director of Research & Innovation, IUA 
 


