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DAIL EIREANN

Dé Mairt, 16 Bealtaine 2006.
Tuesday, 16 May 2006.

Chuaigh an Ceann Combhairle i gceannas ar
2.30 p.m.

Paidir.
Prayer.

Ceisteanna — Questions.

Programmes for Government.

1. Mr. J. Higgins asked the Taoiseach if he will
report on the progress to date in implementing
An Agreed Programme for Government.
[14275/06]

2. Mr. Kenny asked the Taoiseach if he will
report on progress to date on implementing An
Agreed Programme for Government; and if he
will make a statement on the matter. [16017/06]

3. Caoimhghin O Caoliin asked the Taoiseach
if he will report on progress in the implemen-
tation of the programme for Government; and if
he will make a statement on the matter.
[16086/06]

4. Mr. Sargent asked the Taoiseach if he will
report on the implementation of An Agreed
Programme for Government. [16186/06]

5. Mr. Rabbitte asked the Taoiseach if he will
make a statement on the implementation to date

of An Agreed Programme for Government.
[17141/06]

The Taoiseach: I propose to take Questions
Nos. 1 to 5, inclusive, together.

Progress on the implementation of the Govern-
ment programme is kept constantly under review.
Deputies will be aware that for every full year
Fianna Fdil and the Progressive Democrats have
been in Government, we have published an
annual progress report. The third annual progress
report of the current Administration was pub-
lished on 25 July 2005. Work has commenced on
the fourth annual progress report and it is
intended to publish this later this summer.

The progress reports set out the progress to
date in implementing every single commitment
contained within the programme for Govern-
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ment. It is the responsibility of each Minister to
ensure that the commitments in the programme
that fall within his or her portfolio are fully
implemented.

The Department of the Taoiseach derives its
mandate from my role as Head of Government.
As such, it is involved to some degree in virtually
all aspects of the work of Government. It pro-
vides support to me as Taoiseach and to the
Government through the Government secretariat
and the Cabinet committee system and through
its involvement in key policy areas and initiatives.

The current key strategic priorities of the
Department are set out in its strategy statement.
They include Northern Ireland, EU and inter-
national affairs, economic and social policy, social
partnership, public service modernisation, the
information society and e-Government. I and the
Ministers of State in my Department answer
questions in the House on these issues. In all its
work, my Department works closely with other
Departments and offices. Individual Ministers are
answerable to the House in respect of their spec-
ific areas of responsibility.

The key areas for which my Department is
responsible in terms of An Agreed Programme
for Government can be broadly summarised as
follows: supporting the development and imple-
mentation of social partnership, working with the
British Government and the parties in Northern
Ireland to achieve the implementation of the
Good Friday Agreement in all its aspects, co-
ordinating the e-Government initiative to bring
about an expansion in the range and quality of
on-line Government services and ensuring that
Ireland’s key objectives in the European Union
are carried forward in the context of my role as a
member of the European Council.

Mr. J. Higgins: Does the Taoiseach accept that
as he moves towards the fifth year of a second
term in Government the vast bulk of An Agreed
Programme for Government should have been
implemented at this stage? How does he explain
to the people who watched the RTE “Prime
Time” special last night that a senior doctor in
the British health service would compare with the
Third World some of the conditions in a world-
class health service the Taoiseach promised to
deliver in An Agreed Programme for Govern-
ment? Elderly people were slumped on chairs in
accident and emergency departments——

An Ceann Combhairle: A brief general question
is in order but if the Deputy has a detailed ques-
tion on health, it should be submitted to the
Ténaiste and Minister for Health and Children.

Mr. J. Higgins: The question asked if the
Taoiseach would report on the progress to date
in implementing An Agreed Programme for
Government.
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An Ceann Comhairle: Yes, but not to go into
detail.

Mr. J. Higgins: I am anxious to establish with
the Taoiseach, in view of what the people wit-
nessed last night, what timescale he is setting for
the achievement of the health section of An
Agreed Programme for Government and to put
to an end the disgraceful position of elderly
people begging that they would not be sent to
hospital—

An Ceann Combhairle: I have to rule the
Deputy out of order.

Mr. J. Higgins: ——which should be a place of
healing but which they were afraid would Kkill
them.

An Ceann Comhairle: We cannot have an
omnibus question——

Mr. J. Higgins: I recognise the tremendous
dedication of health service staff——

An Ceann Comhairle: Detailed questions on
any Department should be sent to a line Minister.

Mr. J. Higgins: The Taoiseach must answer
when the world class health service will be deliv-
ered, which is the first sentence in the health
section of An Agreed Programme for
Government.

The Taoiseach: Generally, in many aspects

of health we have seen enormous
improvements——

Ms McManus: Enormous what?

The Taoiseach: ——in cardiac surgery and the

cardiovascular and maternity areas of which this
country can be proud and which are second to
none.

Caocimhghin O Caoldin: Not the maternity
section in Monaghan, with respect.

The Taoiseach: 1 am sure Deputies would
agree with that. On the issues pointed out in the
“Prime Time” programme which showed the dis-
tress of patients and their families about the con-
ditions and the waiting times in some accident
and emergency departments in some acute
hospitals, I understand the distress. That is why,
with the Health Service Executive, we are deter-
mined to reduce the unacceptably long waiting
times for patients. No stone is being left unturned
to address these problems when they occur. All
the necessary funding is being made available and
this has been acknowledged by the Health
Service Executive. The HSE has drawn the atten-
tion of management to this as never before. We
will support the commitment of the doctors,
nurses and staff to improve patient care continu-
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ally and ensure that the accident and emergency
departments of many hospitals work well. We are
confident that the improvements we seek will be
achieved. It is for all of us — the Government,
the Department and the HSE — to work to
achieve that.

Mr. Kenny: Does the Taoiseach regard as dis-
graceful what has occurred in recent days where
hundreds of thousands of commuters have been
discommoded? They cannot meet appointments,
attend for interviews or attend college because of
the disruption to the transport system.

An Ceann Comhairle: A general question,
Deputy, please.

Mr. Kenny: Will the Government’s improve-
ments to mainline rail services and rolling stock
continue?

An Ceann Comhairle: That is a question for
the Minister for Transport.

Mr. Kenny: This matter has to do with the
programme for Government and obviously there
are complex, well-tested mechanisms in place to
deal with such issues. Because this is a wildcat
strike, does the Taoiseach have a view on how it
can be settled?

An Ceann Combhairle: The matter does not
arise.

Mr. Kenny: It does in terms of implementing
the Government’s programme.

An Ceann Combhairle: It does not arise.

Mr. Kenny: Is the Taoiseach aware there are
trawlers to the value of €400 million tied up in
Killybegs for the past few months because——

An Ceann Combhairle: That matter does not
arise.

Mr. Kenny: It does in terms of the marine and
natural resources programme.

An Ceann Combhairle: That is a matter for the
Minister for the Marine and Natural Resources.
Successive incumbents in this Chair have ruled on
these matters.

Mr. Kenny: In case the Ceann Combhairle has
not read Question No. 2, it asks if the Taoiseach
will report on progress to date on implementing
An Agreed Programme for Government, and if
he will make a statement on the matter.

An Ceann Combhairle: Yes, it deals with
general questions, but questions appropriate to
the line Minister should be directed to the line
Minister.
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Mr. Kenny: I am simply asking the Taoiseach
to report on progress on implementing the prog-
ramme, which is signed by the Taoiseach and
the Ténaiste.

An Ceann Combhairle: The specific issue raised
is entirely one for the line Minister.

Mr. Kenny: I am not sure where the precedent
exists from the Chair.

An Ceann Combhairle: The Deputy should read
the Standing Orders. Such rulings date back from
the foundation of the State.

Mr. Kenny: I am asking a question about An
Agreed Programme for Government, which was
signed by the Taoiseach and the Téanaiste. Will
the Taoiseach give an update in terms of imple-
menting the Government’s programme for the
development of the marine industry, in view of
the fact that trawlers valued at €400 million are
tied up in Killybegs for the past three months?

The Taoiseach: On the first matter, without
going into detail, the Government’s programme
on rail transport shows that €177 million has been
invested in the supply of new rail cars this year.
Most of these are now coming on stream and var-
ious discussions have been taking place since 2000
to make provision for them. Those discussions
were concluded last January and I understood
everything was resolved, but clearly there is a
small group of people who do not agree. Before
the action was taken yesterday, there were sched-
uled meetings to take place between the official
union representatives and the Department of
Transport. From the point of view of the prog-
ramme for Government, I hope the implemen-
tation of a large capital expenditure programme
to improve public transport, with mainline rail,
the national work on the safety of the lines and
the work on a number of rail routes such as the
Kildare route will be allowed to proceed speedily
without unnecessary disruption. Such improve-
ments are for the benefit of the customers.

Regarding marine matters, Deputy Kenny is
aware of the difficulties in Killybegs. During the
lifetime of this Government and the last one we
invested major capital expenditure to finish work
on the pier and the infrastructure in the Killybegs
area. There are some difficulties with which the
Minister for Communications, Marine and
Natural Resources will deal, but from a Govern-
ment perspective we put in much needed facilities
that were sought for 20 years in terms of marine
capital infrastructure. I do not know for how long
the current problems will continue. Some serious
matters are involved, but they are not related to
the programme for Government because, to the
best of my knowledge, the capital expenditure
programme for Killybegs is concluded.
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Caoimhghin O Caoldin: Can the Taoiseach
confirm that the programme for Government,
which came about following the general election
in 2002, was agreed between the Taoiseach and
the Téanaiste, Deputy Harney, and that both of
you signed off on it? If that is so, can the
Taoiseach confirm that the programme commits
the Government to the core objective of
developing, among other things, a world-class
public health service? Is that one of the stated
core objectives? Can he confirm that the prog-
ramme commits the Government to provide 3,000
additional public health beds? That was set out in
the Government’s health strategy of 2001, which
predated the programme for Government. Can
the Taoiseach confirm that the programme states
the Government “will implement” a full range of
measures to provide accident and emergency
services——

An Ceann Combhairle: The Deputy is going
into detail.

Caoimhghin O Caoldin: I am simply citing an
agreement to which the Taoiseach and the
Ténaiste are party.

An Ceann Combhairle: If the Deputy wants a
detailed reply, he should submit a question to the
appropriate Minister.

Caoimhghin O Caoliin: The programme states
with regard to accident and emergency
services——

An Ceann Combhairle: It may well do that but
it is still a matter for the line Minister.

Caoimhghin O Caoldin: ——that this will be
done by significantly reducing waiting times and
having senior doctors available at all times. Does
the Taoiseach agree that is stated in the
programme?

If the Taoiseach accepts all that, and the evi-
dence strongly supports the questions I am ask-
ing, can he explain why the Ténaiste, who is the
co-signatory to this agreement, speaks and
acts——

An Ceann Combhairle: The Deputy should sub-
mit a question to the Tédnaiste and Minister for
Health and Children.

Caoimhghin O Caoldin: ——as if it was only
in recent weeks that she became aware of these
important elements in addressing the problems
within the health services?

An Ceann Combhairle: The Deputy must obey
the ruling of the Chair like everybody else.

Caoimhghin O Caoliin: Of course, a Cheann
Combhairle, I always do. Is the Taoiseach aware
that my constituency, which I share with the



815 Ceisteanna —

[Caoimhghin O Caoldin.]

Ceann Comhairle, now has no intensive care
beds?

An Ceann Combhairle: I am sorry, but I must
ask the Deputy to resume his seat.

Caoimhghin O Caoldin: You are not as sorry
as the people I represent.

An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy must obey
the rules of the House like everybody else.

Caoimhghin O Caoldin: The Taoiseach must
answer the questions we put.

An Ceann Combhairle: The Chair has told the
Deputy that these questions should be submitted
to the line Minister.

Caoimhghin O Caoldin: We are discussing the
programme for Government and——

An Ceann Combhairle: Yes, Deputy, but the
Chair has ruled, as have several incumbents of
the Chair in the past, that questions for line Mini-
sters should be submitted to line Ministers.
Deputy Joe Higgins and Deputy Kenny have
accepted that and you must also accept it.

Caoimhghin O Caolsin: With respect, I do not
accept that they have accepted it——

An Ceann Combhairle: There cannot be a
special Standing Order for the Deputy.

Caoimhghin O Caoldin: ——because nowhere
does it state that the question must be in broad,
brush-stroke terms. This is the programme for
Government, including its details

An Ceann Combhairle: Yes, and the details are
a matter for the line Minister.

Caoimhghin O Caoldin: ——and the Taoiseach
is one of those who negotiated and signed it.

An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy must
resume his seat. The Taoiseach will answer his
first two questions.

Caocimhghin O Caoldin: On the implemen-
tation of the programme for Government, how is
the Cabinet currently addressing the issues I have
raised, which were committed to in the prog-
ramme for Government? What role does the
Cabinet health committee have, if any?

The Taoiseach: Obviously, the commitments
have been laid down so I need not refer back to
them. The Cabinet committee on health operates
with the relevant Ministers, the HSE and the
Department of Health and Children, reviewing
current issues such as accident and emergency
services, the capital programme, negotiations

16 May 2006.

Questions 816

with doctors, nurses and general practitioners,
out-of-hours services and so forth. That is how
the system works.

With regard to our commitments, we are pro-
viding our health service with resources. We are
working for a better service across the board.
There are large numbers of additional staff. Most
of the resources have gone towards providing the
additional staff required to provide an improved
service. There are an additional approximately
7,000 nurses, several hundred extra consultants
and a large number of paramedical staff in the
health service. The capital programme each year
is approximately €500 million. All this is improv-
ing the service.

Total health expenditure has increased. Ireland
has the fastest rate of growth among OECD
countries in spending per capita on health. There
are approximately 32,000 extra staff in the health
service. There are more than 2,000 medical staff
and 7,000 other professionals. There are various
initiatives with regard to public and private beds
and day care beds. There has been an enormous
increase in the number of day care cases, up to
approximately 500,000, which is a much better
utilisation of the acute hospitals than the old
system. Some 1,000 new beds have been put into
the system. This year, we have a large capital
programme——

Caoimhghin O Caoldin: We need 3,000 beds.

The Taoiseach: That is argued by the medical
professionals. We will see what figure they will
come up with in their review.

Caoimhghin O Caoldain: It is what the
Taoiseach admitted.

An Ceann Comhairle: Allow the Taoiseach to
continue.

The Taoiseach: The medical card system has
been extended. We have worked to get the out-
of-hours doctor system resolved. We have used
the National Treatment Purchase Fund to lower
acute waiting lists. The waiting lists are lower
than they have ever been, as seen in recently pub-
lished figures. A programme of more than €900
million has been provided to improve services for
people with disabilities.

I referred previously to the work done in the
one area that continues to create many difficulties
in 13 to 15 acute hospitals. Several initiatives are
being taken simultaneously to get on top of that
problem.

Caoimhghin O Caoliin: Do we still have a
national emergency?

An Ceann Combhairle: The Deputy should
allow the Taoiseach.

The Taoiseach: It will have to remain until we
get on top of the situation in those hospitals.
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Caoimhghin O Caoldin: There is still a
national emergency.

The Taoiseach: It is accepted that a range of
issues must be dealt with and interaction must
take place between a large number of different
groups to resolve this problem. I appreciate the
commitment from the various medical and nurs-
ing professions to work to resolve this problem.

Mr. Sargent: Has the Taoiseach ensured there
are no typographical errors in the programme for
Government? When one reads the line “a world
class health system”, one wonders whether the
word “third” should be before “world”. Is that
what the Government meant to say, given the evi-
dence? Last night’s television programme was
more clear evidence of the problems in the
health service.

I must take my hat off to the Taoiseach. In the
late 1980s, the then Fianna Fail Government cut
bed numbers from 18,000 to 12,000. The
Taoiseach now makes a virtue of trying to put
back in some beds. That takes the biscuit.

An Ceann Combhairle: Is there a question?

Mr. Sargent: Will the programme for Govern-
ment deliver any of the measures to which it is
committed? Given time is so short, is any mech-
anism in place to ensure action from the prog-
ramme for Government is based on meeting the
areas of greatest need? Is a mechanism in place
to prioritise commitments made? Alternatively is
it just a matter of business as usual and ensuring
every issue gets the same attention?

Energy resources have become a key issue.
People now pay more for fuel than in 2002 when
the Government took office, yet the Government
has taken no action to respond to it sufficiently.
Farmers continue to have the legs cut from under
them owing to mislabelling. The programme for
Government contains a commitment for the
introduction of a distinctive green label for Irish
food produce. Will this ever happen? Teagasc
claims only 10,000 people will be employed in
agriculture by 2025, yet the Government has not
put in place the review of small rural enterprises.
Will it be delivered? Agencies identify the prob-
lem areas. They scream out for action but do not
get it. Is there any mechanism for prioritising the
raft of measures in the programme for Govern-
ment? Although all will not be met, will the
urgent ones be addressed?

The Taoiseach: Priority has been given to pro-
viding resources for the health service. The lion’s
share of the increasing annual budget is given to
health services. Resources have been given for
additional staff, which last year increased again.

Mr. Sargent: What about progress?

The Taoiseach: There has been progress in
every area in the health service.
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Mr. Sargent: Did the Taoiseach see last night’s
television programme?

An Ceann Combhairle: The Deputy should
allow the Taoiseach to continue.

The Taoiseach: There are problems in some
areas. | have pointed out many times on Leaders’
Questions that 3 million people a year use
inpatient and outpatient facilities. The operations
performed in Ireland are probably as sophis-
ticated as in any other country. To state that it is
Third World is totally——

Mr. Sargent: I did not do so. This was stated
by doctors.

The Taoiseach: An English doctor would be
best advised to look after his own medical
services as the British have experienced and con-
tinue to experience many problems.

Mr. O’Dea: Indeed.

The Taoiseach: I do not need such advice.
While I will take advice from the Deputy, I will
not take advice from such a doctor.

Some 3 million people use the service and the
in-patient services in our hospitals work effec-
tively. Problems exist in approximately 13 of the
53 acute hospitals and we must try to get on top
of them. However, there is greater understanding
as to how we must do so. There must be more
home care and palliative care packages, as well as
more people working in the community to
prevent the necessity for patients to go to hospital
in the first place.

In addition, we must try to provide better
services for the elderly and for those who cannot
return home on completion of their acute treat-
ment. While there are pressures involved in trying
to do so, we are working on them and are putting
major efforts into this issue. Many people in the
accident and emergency task force are working to
do that. This matter is complex, not easy. I have
attended meetings in this regard and it is a diffi-
cult issue. If the problem were simply a matter of
resources, this would be an easy matter to
resolve.

Every week, there are approximately 50 new
cases in acute hospitals of patients who could
leave but cannot go home owing to various cir-
cumstances. While such people may not have a
medical condition, they might have difficulties in
managing on their own or whatever or may be
too elderly. We must provide step-down facilities
for such people.

Mr. Neville: It is a lack of beds.

The Taoiseach: Perhaps a different type of bed
is needed. I have accepted that before. This is
why we must try to take up more beds. There
have been many initiatives which have worked
very well in many hospitals. For example,



819 Ceisteanna —

[The Taoiseach.]

Kilkenny, Waterford, Limerick and other
hospitals have a superb record of dealing with
such issues.

As for out of hours general practitioner
services, I hope the discussions, which are now
making good progress, will facilitate them in the
regions. In particular, I refer to the northern part
of west Dublin, where an out of hours GP service
for 500,000 people will be opened up. The nego-
tiations aimed to achieve this goal by the end of
last week. Hence, these are important issues.

As for all the issues raised by the Deputy in
respect of energy, the Minister has already stated
that he will issue a paper dealing with all of them.
I am unsure of the date.

We have a very good system here in respect of
food labelling and traceability. While I am not
familiar with the status of all commitments, our
traceability is good and food product standards
are very high. They match European and inter-
national food standards. This is why——

Mr. Sargent: What about the mislabelling?

The Taoiseach: This is why we have an enor-
mous export market in the food ingredients
sector.

Mr. Sargent: It is very important.

The Taoiseach: I accept that. Many people are
employed in that sector. It is of a high standard
and quality and the food industry and the Depart-
ment intend to maintain such high standards.

Mr. Rabbitte: Has An Agreed Programme for
Government been renegotiated at any stage since
it was promulgated? Can the Taoiseach be satis-
fied with the progress of implementation of the
programme for Government given the spectacle
on view last night in an excellent “Prime Time
Investigates” television programme? Is he satis-
fied to be the Head of a Government which has
stood idly by for nine years while the degradation
and humiliation of older citizens, who have paid
taxes all their lives, was presented in such circum-
stances as were on view last night?

A core commitment in An Agreed Programme
for Government states clearly that: “We will
expand public hospital beds in line with a prog-
ramme to increase ... capacity by
3,000 during the period of the
Strategy”. Has that commitment
been renegotiated? Is that no longer part of An
Agreed Programme for Government? Is that no
longer Government policy? Has the commitment
to put 3,000 beds back into the system been
dropped? Is it not true that the only conclusion
one can draw from last night’s “Prime Time
Investigates” programme and the following prog-
ramme is that we are now talking in a purely
managerial context and that any reforms intro-
duced will be purely concerned with manage-

3 o’clock
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ment, deployment of resources and operation of
the process?

An Ceann Combhairle: That question is a matter
for the Tanaiste and Minister for Health and
Children.

Mr. Rabbitte: I am trying to establish whether
the agreed programme we thought we had is
still valid.

The Taoiseach: The agreed programme has not
been renegotiated. It is still the programme to
which the Government is working. Every year,
we produce a report on the updated position and
Ministers answer questions every day. The indi-
vidual cases reported in last night’s “Prime Time
Investigates” programme on the accident and
emergency services were very distressing for the
individuals concerned, their families and the
public. I understand we have provided approxi-
mately 1,000 additional public beds.

Mr. Sargent: 500.

The Taoiseach: A considerable number of beds
are being brought into operation in a number of
hospitals under the capital programme and this
year’s capital programme continues this work.
We have introduced step-down beds and beds for
the elderly hired from the private sector.

Ms McManus: The Government has reduced
the numbers.

The Taoiseach: An initiative by the Ténaiste
and Minister for Health and Children takes
private beds out of public hospitals to designate
them as private hospital beds. There is a debate
within the HSE, which is the reason it is carrying
out this re-examination. Senior figures in the
HSE and the Department of Health and Children
would argue that it relates more to the operation
and use of acute beds and ensuring that discharge
and admission policies are improved because
500,000 day care cases arise every year. When the
last bed capacity review was carried out, the
number of day care cases was very small.

I do not know how many acute beds are
needed and I will not be drawn into guessing. I
accept that our procedures and processes for
admissions and discharges, where discharges
sometimes do not take place for several days, are
light years behind those of other countries.
Resources could be better utilised. I do not know
how many additional beds could result from
better admissions and discharges procedures. In
last night’s programme, the HSE argued that the
amount of lost capacity is approximately 150,000
bed days per year. The HSE will carry out this
study but in the meantime, the Government will
continue with its sizeable capital programme for
health. More than €508 million will be provided
in capital funding this year. We will continue our
work in respect of the step-down beds that we
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have negotiated with the private hospital sector,
the work carried out with the diagnostic services
and private hospitals and the national treatment
purchase fund.

A considerable degree of State funding will go
towards procuring beds in all of these areas. The
question of what is the cheapest way to carry out
measures if all these beds were brought into oper-
ation is academic because the most important
matter is to procure these beds. We will need
more beds for elderly people because it has been
predicted that this country will have 1 million
people over 65 within the next 30 years. This is
not the position at the moment. The HSE calcu-
lates that we probably do not need any more
acute beds but an analysis of this issue is being
carried out. I have doubts about this argument
but I am not the expert charged with carrying out
this statistical analysis. Others are carrying out
this analysis and the figures will be produced
soon.

Mr. Rabbitte: Is the Taoiseach not the head of
Government? After five years in Government,
did he not decide with great fanfare that 3,000
additional beds would be put into the system?
Was this not the cornerstone of the health prog-
ramme? He now states he is not an expert and
does not know the answers and that people are
carrying out studies. The previous Minister for
Health and Children, Deputy Martin, carried out
113 consultancy studies and there is now another
study taking place.

An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy should ask
a question.

Mr. Rabbitte: Were the scenes of acute distress
that we saw on television last night and the state-
ment by a senior citizen that he would rather die
than go back into——

An Ceann Combhairle: That is a matter for the
Téanaiste and Minister for Health and Children.

Mr. Rabbitte: It is a general question.

An Ceann Combhairle: It is a direct question to
the line Minister.

Mr. Rabbitte: I am merely illustrating the acci-
dent and emergency department situation via the
experience of the man who said he would rather
die than return to it.

An Ceann Combhairle: The Deputy is allowed a
brief question. It is not necessary to make
statements.

Mr. Rabbitte: Is it not the case that there is no
point in confusing day care patients with people
who present at accident and emergency units?

16 May 2006.

Questions 822

An Ceann Combhairle: That is a matter for the
Minister for Health and Children, not questions
to the Taoiseach.

Ms McManus: It is in the programme.
Mr. Sargent: The Minister for Funerals.

Caoimhghin O Caolin: It seems the matter has
nothing to do with the Minister at all.

An Ceann Combhairle: I have allowed the
Deputy to ask a general question, with which I
have no difficulty, but detailed questions must go
directly to the line Minister.

Mr. Rabbitte: Yes. The question all Deputies
sought to ask today is whether the core commit-
ment to provide additional bed capacity is still
Government policy. To anyone listening to the
Ténaiste last night and various public statements
on behalf of the HSE, it would seem perfectly
clear that it is no longer Government policy to
provide those beds. While there was a commit-
ment to provide community care or step-down
beds, it has not been done commensurate to
demand. It remains a commitment only.

In the broadest terms, is the Government still
in charge of health service policy or has it been
ceded to an agency that has diagnosed the prob-
lems as being purely managerial? The prog-
ramme announced with such fanfare by the then
Minister, Deputy Martin, and the Ballymascanlon
House Hotel brouhaha in advance of it——

An Ceann Comhairle: Allow the Taoiseach to
answer the question.

Mr. Rabbitte: Did it mean anything? Was
promising 3,000 additional beds a con on the Irish
people? Nine years later——

An Ceann Combhairle: The Deputy is becoming
repetitive. He should allow the Taoiseach to
answer his question.

Mr. Rabbitte: If anything is repetitive, it is the
failure year after year to correct the accident and
emergency situation.

An Ceann Comhairle: These are questions to
the Taoiseach. The Deputy has other ways to
raise the matter and will have more time to be
repetitive if he wishes.

Mr. Rabbitte: The failure of the Government
to deal with the accident and emergency situation
is repetitive.

An Ceann Combhairle: The Deputy is being
disorderly.

Mr. Rabbitte: I am trying to establish whether
there is a commitment to honouring the pledge
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of 3,000 more beds in the system given to the
Irish people.

An Ceann Combhairle: That is approximately
the tenth time the Deputy has repeated his
question.

The Taoiseach: I would like to believe that if
we had every one of the beds today, it would sort
out all of the problems in accident and emergency
units, but that is not so and Deputy Rabbitte
would not believe that either. The Government
has provided and built new high-cost acute beds
and will continue to do so in the capital prog-
ramme for this year in respect of a number of
new units.

I was making a point on day care beds. I am not
confusing the issue with accident and emergency
units. When one has more day care cases, with
which our medical profession is doing well — we
have 500,000 day cases whereas we used to have
10,000 or fewer not that many years ago — it
takes away the need to have as many acute beds.
We have provided——

Ms McManus: It does not.

The Taoiseach: If the Deputy knows more than
the doctors, that is fair enough, but this is what
they say.

Ms McManus: I know what is and is not the
truth.

An Ceann Combhairle: Allow the Taoiseach to
answer the question, please.

The Taoiseach: The truth is we have 500,000
day care cases.

Ms McManus: It does not mean we do not need
more beds.

The Taoiseach: Those people do not need to
hold acute beds on a weekly basis. That is the
argument. The HSE argues that we need to get a
far better utilisation of our current number of
beds. This is one issue. We need more step-down
beds for the elderly and for people who have fin-
ished their acute care and are required to be dis-
charged to a suitable setting. We do not have
enough of those beds and that is why——

Ms McManus: The Government closed them
down.

An Ceann Combhairle: I ask the Deputy to
allow the Taoiseach to continue.

Ms McManus: We have fewer now.
The Taoiseach: I am dealing with the problems

of the past few years, I am not talking about what
happened in previous years.
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Ms McManus: I am talking about the time
since 1997.

An Ceann Combhairle: I ask the Deputy to
resume her seat and allow the Taoiseach to con-
tinue without interruption.

Ms McManus: Let him tell the truth. He has
closed down community beds since 1997.

An Ceann Combhairle: The Deputy’s leader was
afforded the courtesy of being heard without
interruption.

Ms McManus: He is more courteous than I am.

An Ceann Comhairle: Allow the Taoiseach the
same courtesy.

The Taoiseach: Those step-down beds are
crucial and we have hired them from the private
sector because they are not available in the public
system. Last year the Tanaiste announced that
1,000 beds in acute hospitals that are designated
private will be redesignated as public beds to
improve the flow of public patients in our
hospitals.

These are just some of the issues concerning
beds but there is a whole range of other issues
that will help the flow of patients through our
accident and emergency departments, who
number 1.3 million every year, or 3,300 per day,
and ensure they have better services. A small pro-
portion of patients, although it is still too many,
wait for long periods for a bed. The idea is that
nobody will wait, initially, for over 24 hours in
accident and emergency units or over six hours
once it has been declared that he or she should
be admitted. That is the policy set down by the
HSE and the requirement is to get on top of the
problem. In the meantime, to give more dignity
to patients, we provided additional resources last
year and again this year to provide reception
wards for people who will be admitted but for
whom a bed is not immediately available, to
improve the services for them.

These are good initiatives. We require the co-
operation of everyone in the health service to
improve matters. I welcome comments made in
recent days and weeks at various health con-
ferences about people working together to do
that. It is not a question of resources. The
Government has shown, by increasing resources
by over €1 billion per year, that it is prepared to
invest in health and will continue to do so.

Let us remember that there are 53 acute
hospitals in this country, 35 of which are involved
with accident and emergency services in a major
way and 13 of which are experiencing difficulties.
We must work to overcome those difficulties but
that should not take away from the extraordinary
work, of a world-class nature, that is being done
in our hospitals on a daily basis by the skilled
people who are employed in our health services. I
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accept there is an accident and emergency service
problem. We must do our utmost to resolve it as
quickly as possible and with the resources, staff
and policies, we can do that.

Mr. Naughten: One of the key objectives in the
programme for Government is ensuring balanced
regional development. In light of the fact that
there is not 50% of greenfield foreign direct
investment in the BMW region, there are serious
energy and infrastructural deficits in the west, the
tourism sector is on its knees and decentralisation
is being abandoned by Government, what is the
Government doing to ensure that its target is met
and that we reduce, rather than widen, the gap
between the east and west coasts?

The Taoiseach: Deputy Naughten will
acknowledge that the Government was right to
fight for balanced regional development. He will
recall it was not a popular issue when I fought for
the division of the country into two regions to
obtain greater resources for the Border, midland
and western regions.

Mr. Naughten: There was a lot of support for
that from this side of the House.

The Taoiseach: There is now, but there was not
at that time. Deputy Naughten will be glad that
those regions have done better than the eastern
and southern regions, according to all analyses, in
terms of employment, investment and other
areas. Hopefully, in the period of the next
national development plan, we can maintain
those improvements by giving positive incentives
through grant aid and greater expenditure on
infrastructure. There are difficulties, as the
Deputy said, with energy but we will try to
address all the infrastructural issues, including
rail, road and local airports to achieve balanced
regional development. Decentralisation will also
improve matters in many of the regions. The
Government will continue to implement these
proposals even if, as I said the other day, we will
be a bit slower in achieving it.

Priority Questions.

Combhairle na Tuaithe.

63. Mr. McGinley asked the Minister for Com-
munity, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs if he is satis-
fied with the progress made to date by Combhairle
na Tuaithe in developing a national countryside
recreation strategy; his views on the need to
develop such a strategy; when this task will be
completed; and if he will make a statement on the
matter. [18385/06]

Minister for Community, Rural and Gaeltacht
Affairs (Eamon O Cuiv): I appreciate the work
carried out by Comhairle na Tuaithe over recent
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years. I established Comhairle na Tuaithe in 2004
to address the three issues of access to the
countryside, developing a countryside code and
developing a national countryside recreation
strategy. This decision followed consideration by
the rural agri-tourism advisory group of a report
presented by the consultation group on access to
waymarked ways. The establishment of a
countryside council was the key recommendation
of the report.

Comhairle na Tuaithe comprises representa-
tives of the farming organisations, recreational
users of the countryside and State bodies with an
interest in the countryside. Combhairle na
Tuaithe’s established separate working groups,
which report at regular intervals to the full comh-
airle, to address the three specific areas of its
mandate.

In its work to date, Comhairle na Tuaithe has
identified and agreed a set of access parameters
to the countryside, which it believes will serve as
a basis for conflict prevention and which inte-
grates a variety of needs and responsibilities.
Combhairle na Tuaithe has also agreed the key
features necessary for countryside code develop-
ment, with a focus on the potential application
of the internationally recognised leave no trace
initiative. Leave no trace is an outdoor ethics
programme, which explains to visitors their role
in caring for the countryside, others and them-
selves while visiting the countryside, forest or
other areas of outdoor recreation.

Details of the access parameters and the
countryside code are available in a booklet which
I launched last September and are on my Depart-
ment’s website at www.pobal.ie. Comhairle na
Tuaithe works in partnership with stakeholder
organisations to develop a national countryside
recreation strategy. Its strategy working group
heads up this work. All members of Combhairle
na Tuaithe have been actively involved in the
development of the strategy and I appreciate that
they have devoted time from their busy schedules
to carry out this important work.

The purpose of the countryside recreation
strategy will be to define the scope and vision for
countryside recreation as agreed by Combhairle na
Tuaithe. It will se