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Executive summary: 

 

This submission highlights the following key points: 

 

▪ The overall weaknesses of Irish local government in comparative terms to 

other European countries. 

 

▪ The opportunity this legislation presents for enhancing devolved powers 

and functions for Limerick local authority. It presents the opportunity for 

Limerick to act as the catalyst for the rest of the country. 

 

▪ Outlines the tremendous forward thinking and progressive initiatives 

spearheaded in Limerick since the 1950s. 

 

▪ The need to ensure that Limerick County does not become dominated by 

the City as an unintended consequence of this legislation. 

 

▪ In overall terms, this submission includes five key recommendations. They 

are primarily focused on empowering local democracy for the benefit of the 

citizen and provide counsel around the funding and cost savings, which 

should be made part of these new arrangements. 

 

▪ These cost savings include a reduction of the number of Junior Ministers 

by five, which would save at least €900,000 per annum, together with a 

saving of €110,000 per annum on the costs associated with the office of 

directly elected mayor. Cumulatively, these figures will provide a 

potential taxpayer saving of over €1 million per year. 

 

▪ Considering these identified savings, the central government must ensure 

the future long-term funding of the office of the directly elected mayor, so 

that local services are not negatively impacted.  

 

▪ This legislation can provide new horizons and enhanced opportunities for 

Rural Ireland by rechannelling government away from silo departments 

based in Dublin and through local authorities.   
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Introduction: 

 

It is welcomed that the government have published the General Scheme of the Directly 

Elected Mayor of Limerick Bill. 

This legislation will have a profound impact on the future social, cultural, and economic 

development of Limerick.   

As such, in my capacity as a Teachta Dála for Limerick County, I am pleased to make 

a formal submission to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Housing, Local Government 

and Heritage, to feed into the pre-legislative scrutiny pertaining to the General Scheme 

of the Bill.  

It is important to acknowledge at the outset that we are at this point because the 

citizens of Limerick voted to directly elect their mayor through a plebiscite held in 2019.  

On the same day, the plan for directly elected mayors, in both Cork and Waterford, 

was rejected by their citizens. 

The democratic decision of the people of Limerick in May of 2019, opting for a directly 

elected mayor with executive powers, was not just an important one for Limerick, but 

also a defining moment for the future of local government in Ireland.  

Local government represents the point of contact for public services closest to the 

people. Therefore, its importance cannot be overstated. As a former local Councillor, 

I am acutely aware of the need to decentralise powers and functions away from the 

silo-style government departments through a radical overhaul of local government 

throughout Ireland.  

It is important to acknowledge that local government in Ireland is extremely weak when 

viewed comparatively through the lens of other European countries. For instance, 

Ireland is ranked in last place among the EU27 and 43 out of the 44 countries on the 

continent of Europe (represented in the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities), 

in terms of relative powers and functionality. In fact, only in Moldova does local 

government have a less elevated position than in Ireland. 

Concurrently, given the lack of powers and functions held by local government in 

Ireland, funding is also amongst the lowest in the EU. Alarmingly, key research and 
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data from the OECD on Local and Regional Governments in the EU, highlights that 

only in Greece, Cyprus and Malta does local government receive a lower share of 

national expenditure than here. 

The negative cooperabilities do not end there however, as local government in Ireland 

is an outlier in two other respects. Firstly, Ireland has the fewest elected 

representatives per head of population in Europe and secondly, we are the only 

country in the EU that uses the council-manager system (outside of the EU, the only 

places in Europe to still use this system are Scotland and Northern Ireland). Every 

other country has either long vested executive power at local level in elected 

representatives or has recently moved strongly in that direction. 

The democratic deficit at the centre of our local government system is clear. However, 

the failings to effectively deliver state service through local government is further 

highlighted in our over centralised state. In fact, many of the perceived failings of the 

state to deliver on key public services, from housing, public transport, healthcare, and 

crime prevention are all areas that fall within the remit of local government in other 

countries. 

The overall scope for reform, therefore, is immense, but reform is possible, and I 

believe Limerick is the ideal place to trial such reforms.  

As a Limerick TD, I am proud to highlight that Limerick and the mid-west have a proven 

history of state-led innovation stretching back to the establishment of Shannon 

Development in the 1950s. That forward-looking initiative acted as the catalyst for 

Ireland’s foreign direct investment global journey. More recently, our local authority 

has managed the successful merger of Limerick city and county councils, city, and 

county development boards, the northside and southside regeneration companies and 

the city and county enterprise boards. 

Furthermore, Limerick was also the pilot local authority for the rolling out of the national 

Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) programme.  

Through all these changes, locally elected councillors and management have 

demonstrated an ability to work with one another, with national government and with 

the wider community. Accordingly, the Limerick Charter initiative, undertaken by 

former chief executive officer, Mr Conn Murray, brings together the three universities, 
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the port company, the airport and the local authority to revitalise the city centre and 

serves as a strong model for what can be achieved locally. 

Therefore, this legislation should be viewed and backed up in a manner that empowers 

local government and brings services, functions and powers closer to the people, while 

developing the roll-out of state service through the local government channels as 

opposed to the silo mentality currently in operation from government departments and 

agencies. 

Ultimately, the issue of directly elected mayors raises fundamental questions about 

local democratic accountability, leadership, and local service provision, all of which lie 

at the heart of local democracy.  

As such, I believe it is essential to ensure this opportunity is not lost to fully empower 

local government in Ireland, so that rural areas and our regions can obtain a much 

more cohesive level of state level attention and support. 
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Local Government in Ireland over the last decade: 

Due to the narrow remit of this paper, it is not possible nor plausible to provide a deep-

level dive into the various local government changes in Ireland over the last century. 

However, it is worth briefly looking at the past ten years, to garner a picture of how 

truly weak the Irish model compares to other European countries. 

For instance, Ireland must meet a range of local government obligations as set out in 

the European Charter of Local Self Government, which we formally adopted in 2002 

(Council of Europe). This charter obliges all signatories to ensure that local 

government is properly funded and resourced, and in so far as practicable, that local 

authorities are free to make their own decisions. 

Nevertheless, much of the reformation agenda within Irish local government over the 

last two decades, including Constitutional recognition and payment for councillors, has 

been brought about either by the obligations we were required to meet before signing 

the charter, or by the recommendations made as part of the regular inspection reports 

carried out since 2002 by the Council of Europe under the charter.  

This indicates that government support and reform of local government here has been 

reactive rather than proactive. 

In October 2013, the latest inspection report found that although Ireland made some 

progress, it has not yet met its obligations and must devolve further powers, functions, 

and funding to local government to do so. 

This calls into question now, in the context of this legislation, the need to further 

devolve power and functions to local level in Ireland. The Local Government Reform 

Act of 2014 failed to address these issues. Bringing additional functions within the 

remit of the local authority provides an immense opportunity for coordinated service 

delivery across departmental areas. 

It is, therefore, crucial that the devolution of power - when it happens - is real and 

substantive, accompanied by both the mandate to take decisions and the funding to 

implement them. 
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By following this path, Ireland can pave a new path to empower and support rural 

communities across the country by having crucial decision-making powers vested in 

the county, as opposed to the Dublin-based central government department. 

The Irish public deserve to have an effectively resourced and functioning local 

government sector, as set out in the European Charter of Local Self Government, 

which affirms the role of communities as the first level for the exercise of democracy.  

The General Scheme of the Local Government (Directly Elected Mayor with Executive 

Functions in Limerick City and County) Bill 2021 provides for an opportunity to re-

evaluate some of these issues during the pre-legislative scrutiny stage and beyond.  

This Bill, which allows for a directly elected mayor of Limerick to exercise executive 

powers, is a step forward in empowering Irish local government. However, it must be 

viewed as the beginning of a journey rather than as a destination. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/45a69-general-scheme-of-local-government-directly-elected-mayor-with-executive-functions-in-limerick-city-county-bill-2021/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/45a69-general-scheme-of-local-government-directly-elected-mayor-with-executive-functions-in-limerick-city-county-bill-2021/
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Limerick Mayor with executive functions: 

Directly elected mayors can provide strong and effective leadership. Research 

indicates that in terms of cities, they can be a powerful force in driving economic 

development and progress, while in suburban or more rural areas, they can ensure 

their community is not overlooked. It will be crucial in the Limerick case that rural 

Limerick is not left behind or overtaken by the city. 

Equally, it is crucially important that the job of the elected council shall be to hold the 

mayor to account, provide scrutiny, oversight, and raise local concerns. This 

represents a crucial component and will act as a barometer for this project’s success 

or otherwise. 

This is important as the directly elected mayor will have responsibility for most of the 

executive functions currently carried out by the Chief Executive, including, at a 

strategic and policy level, in the areas of: 

 housing and building; 

 road transport and safety; 

 water services; 

 strategic management; 

 environmental services; 

 recreation and amenity; 

 agriculture, education, health, and welfare; and, 

 miscellaneous services. 

The directly elected mayor will be responsible for the local authority’s revenue and 

capital budgets. S/he will have the ability to develop a ‘Programme for Local 

Government in Limerick’, setting out the mayor’s vision and ambitions for Limerick City 

and County, and crucially present it to the elected council for approval. This 

programme will also set out the directly elected mayor’s objectives for their term in 

office. 



 

10 | P a g e  

 

RICHARD O’ DONOGHUE TD – SUBMISSION: P.L.S. MAYOR OF LIMERICK BILL 

Furthermore, the directly elected mayor will possess the responsibility for drafting the 

local authority's annual budget and then be required to present it to the elected council 

for adoption. The adoption of the annual budget, by a simple majority of the elected 

council in the normal manner, is an important counterbalance from both a democratic 

and oversight standpoint. 

As constituted, the directly elected mayor will be responsible for most of the duties 

currently vested in the Cathaoirleach outside of the council chamber. S/he will be an 

ex officio member of the council and will be able to vote in relation to all matters, except 

where the vote relates to the council's oversight role in respect of the directly elected 

mayor.  

Nonetheless, it is important that the new directly elected mayor will not undermine the 

elected council, as such a balance is needed. Therefore, it is crucial that the reserved 

functions of the Council would not be diminished. In fact, they should be enhanced 

where possible.  

The provision to elect a new mayor as a democratically legitimate and politically 

accountable leader, as well as an executive one, certainly increases the capacity of 

local government for pro-active policy-making and co-ordinated action. This must be 

welcomed and viewed as an opportunity to devolve power from Dublin and to the 

counties.  

The directly elected chief executive / mayor, possessing a combination of political 

legitimacy and administrative clout, can become the key local networker exercising a 

pivotal role in horizontal as well as vertical coordination of Limerick. 

The directly elected mayor’s functions include: 

• Any function previously exercised by the chief executive of the local authority, 

• New functions, arising because of additional powers, tasks and responsibilities 

being placed on the mayor, and 

• New executive functions, arising due to additional powers and responsibilities 

being vested in the local authority of the mayoral office. 
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Recommendations: 

Several key recommendations are outlined below. 

 

Recommendation 1:  

Crucially, as a political leader with executive powers, it is imperative that the directly 

elected mayor’s relationships with both the council members and the director general 

are tightly defined, so that the role of elected councillors is not undermined.  

It is recommended that the current role and most of the duties currently vested in the 

Cathaoirleach outside of the council chamber should continue, in tandem with the 

more ex-officio role envisaged for the mayor. 

 

Recommendation 2:  

This legislation should be used to drive a new pilot project on enhanced powers, 

functions, and services to be provided at local level through the Limerick local 

authority. This would have the impact of strengthening the role of the local councillor 

and providing services closer to the public. The potential transfer of additional 

functions by government departments to local authorities should be pursued and 

incorporated within this legislation. 

 

Recommendation 3:  

Parallel to the scrutiny, assessment and passage of this legislation, each Government 

Minister shall assess and draft proposals on how the new potential assignment of 

additional powers and functions, under the aegis of their department, can be devolved 

within a time-bound timeframe, to both the directly elected mayor and the Limerick 

local authority.  
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Recommendation 4:  

The election for the post of directly elected mayor is expected to be held before the 

end of 2021. The first term of the new Limerick mayor will run until the local elections 

of 2029.  

The new Limerick mayor will be responsible for drafting the annual municipal 

budget (currently worth EUR 401 million) and present it for approval by the elected 

Council.  S/he will also be tasked with developing a 'Programme for Local Government 

in Limerick', a document laying out the mayor’s vision and ambitions for the area.  

These represent significant and far-reaching changes to local government in Limerick. 

Thus, care, consideration and adequate time must be devoted to teasing out the 

details of the governing enabling legislation. 

However, a major concern, which my colleagues and I in the Rural Independent Group 

hold, is that this crucial legislation, like other important Bills before the Oireachtas, will 

be rushed through by the government without giving all elected TDs the opportunity to 

carefully scrutinise, to the fullest extent possible, all of its contents. 

The people of Limerick should not be let down by rushed legislative scrutiny of this 

Bill. The citizens of Limerick and local councillors deserve the opportunity to have 

important matters of concern, in respect of this legislation, carefully debated and 

teased out on the floor of the Dáil openly and transparently. Thus, I am calling for 

considerable time to be allocated in the Dáil to debate this legislation.  

The all-too-familiar option of a government-imposed guillotine, to curtail the 

debate, must not be allowed to occur with this Bill.  

 

Recommendation 5: 

The directly elected mayor will be paid an annual salary of €135,000 plus expenses of 

around €16,000 or the equivalent of a Junior Minister’s salary, which stands at 

€134,976, and will have a staff of five individuals, including two special advisors with 

a salary of over €66,000 each.  
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Meanwhile, the future director general of Limerick City and County Council is to be 

paid around €171,000, up from the €162,000 salary for the current job of chief 

executive, despite having less responsibilities.  

Minister of State for Local Government, Peter Burke, has articulated that the reason 

the new director general is to be paid more than the mayor is to reflect the “greater 

scope” of the job. However, the new director general role involves less responsibility, 

not more, while continuing to hold functions such as managing and accounting for the 

council’s finances, as well as HR and local authority staffing matters. 

Furthermore, the proposed salary of a personal driver for Limerick’s directly elected 

mayor will be more than what councillors earn annually. It has been reported that the 

driver would earn €34,580. 

Ultimately, the Department of Public Expenditure will have the final say on salary levels 

for both jobs, but I believe the parameters must be included in this enabling 

legislation. 

It is my firm view that the salary for the position of mayor is excessive. For example, 

the directly elected Mayor of Manchester with a population of around 2.5 million is 

£110,000, while the Mayor of Ottawa with an urban / rural population of around 1.1 

million earns the equivalent of €110,000. 

Therefore, considering the substantial costs associated with this endeavour, I 

recommend the following: 

a. That the new mayoral salary would be capped at €100,000. This would 

result in an annual saving of €35,000. However, the local councillors 

could be empowered to provide an annual bonus based on performance 

and delivery. 

 

That the new mayor does not require the services of two special 

advisors. In fact, as observed with the plethora of advisors available to 

government ministers, it only serves to act as a shield for the voice that 

matters most – the voter or the citizen. Therefore, I suggest that only one 

advisor be provided for. This provides a cost saving of at least €66,000. 
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b. That the new role of director general would have the same salary as the 

exiting chief executive officer. This would result in an annual saving of 

€9,000. 

 

c. That central government, as opposed to the local authority, shall 

fully fund the role and office of directly elected mayor. Thus, in so 

doing, this can be fully cost-neutral to the taxpayer, as set out in 

(d) below.  

 

d. Reducing the number of Ministers for State from 20 currently to 15. This 

would bring about a total saving to the taxpayer of at least €900,000 

annually (calculated conservatively and excluding expenses, by: MOS 

salary of €40,000 times 5; 2 drivers each on €34,580; and 1 advisor each 

on at least €66,000 for each minister). 

 

Thus, by adopting this strategy, the taxpayer and the local citizen are prioritised, 

while value for money is also achieved, as outlined in the box below. 
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Conclusion: 

The potential exists to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of local government 

across Limerick and Ireland, thereby stimulating growth and employment. 

History and research tell us that the success of directly elected mayors in British and 

US cities has driven the current proposal to have one for Limerick. Mayors in 

international hotspots, including Manchester, London, Boston, and New York, have 

become the influential “face of their city” at home and abroad. 

This new opportunity for Limerick must be part of an overall modernisation of Irish local 

government.   

While it is anticipated that the system of elected mayors will be extended to the whole 

country, Limerick will be the standard bearer. Thus, it is crucial that time and careful 

consideration is given to assess the views of all stakeholders, including those being 

raised by all TDs, during the legislative process, so as to carefully examine the 

legislation which provides for this new paradigm.  

It is unknown what impact this new form of executive leadership will have on the 

prevailing system, where heretofore the chief executive officer (formerly the city and 

county manager) is dominant. One of the key components must be to strive for a clear, 

unambiguous and value for money of the mayoral model.  

Thus, my recommendations have endeavoured to encompass this theme. Ireland 

needs stronger voices across the country and more power devolved to local 

communities. Rural Ireland can be a winner under such a policy shift. 

For too long, Ireland has had far too centralised a system of government. We need to 

see a power shift from Dublin to local authorities. This is long overdue. 

Conversely, it is imperative that this issue is debated without restraint or obstacles 

within the Oireachtas. 


