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Chuaigh an Ceann Comhairle i gceannas ar 10�30 a�m�

Paidir.
Prayer.

21/03/2013A00100Leaders’ Questions

21/03/2013A00200Deputy Michael McGrath: Thousands of individuals and families throughout Ireland are 
this week receiving letters from Revenue detailing estimates of their local property tax liabili-
ties�  Many families are struggling on low incomes and cannot pay their mortgages, yet they are 
none the less expected to pay the property tax�  The Government has decided that families with 
a gross weekly income of anything above €480 are not allowed to defer their liabilities�  Anyone 
who genuinely cannot afford to pay will be hit with a penalty interest of 8% per annum�

This tax is deeply unfair and fails in any meaningful way to take an inability to pay into ac-
count.  Today, we learned that seven out of the eight people living in unfinished housing estates 
who were exempt from last year’s household charge would be required to pay this property tax�  
The number of people in unfinished developments who are exempted has dropped spectacularly 
from 43,000 to 5,000 simply because the Minister for the Environment, Community and Lo-
cal Government instructed local authorities to visit every unfinished development and identify 
which houses should pay�

What people want above all else is fairness and consistency�  A family that lives in an un-
finished housing estate and is lucky enough to have a footpath outside the door and a working 
public light must pay the property tax, yet another family around the corner in the same estate 
will be exempted because its house looks out onto a heap of rubble that should have been a 
green area�  This is a ridiculous scenario�

The Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government is using the National 
Housing Development Survey 2012 report to justify the dramatic drop in the number of people 
who will be allowed to avail of an exemption�  According to it, there are approximately 1,100 
unfinished developments that are in a “seriously problematic condition”.  The report outlines 
what must be wrong in an estate for it to fall into this category�  The estate would need to be in 
a bad condition to qualify�

21/03/2013A00300An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy has gone over time�  Could we have a question?
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21/03/2013A00400Deputy Michael McGrath: Not all of the 1,100 estates will be exempt�  The Minister for 
the Environment, Community and Local Government has decided that exemptions will only ap-
ply to certain homes in a little over 400 of the estates in question�  That is blatantly unfair�  Can 
the Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, justify the 
significant discrepancy between the number of estates that have been cited as being in a “seri-
ously problematic condition” and the number of exemptions granted?

21/03/2013A00500Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources (Deputy Pat Rabbitte): 
This relates to two factors, those being, the improved performance in finishing previously un-
finished estates-----

21/03/2013A00600Deputy Timmy Dooley: Where?

21/03/2013A00700Deputy Pat Rabbitte: -----and the application of a standardised nationwide methodology 
of assessment�  Deputy Michael McGrath well knows the background to the property tax�  He 
ought to, given the fact that his party authored it�

21/03/2013A00800Deputy Timmy Dooley: The question is on the derogation�

21/03/2013A00900Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The tax’s purpose is to broaden the tax base so that the Government 
can avoid putting additional taxes on income and people at work�  In terms of fairness and con-
sistency, I am sure that the Deputy will agree that it would not be fair to require some citizens 
to pay while exempting others�

The Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government assures me that 
it has gone through the estates one by one and taken decisions on their standards�  I presume 
that the Deputy will accept that, if phase 4 of an estate is not commenced and probably will not 
be in my lifetime, whatever about his, it is wrong to categorise it as an unfinished estate.  The 
established criteria, which are available for viewing on the website and set out the essentials 
that must be complied with, are transparent�  As the Deputy stated, they reduce the number of 
unfinished developments that will be exempted to 421.

The application of the tax across the board must be efficiently collected.  For this reason, 
the Government, having regard to the efficacy of previous collection systems, has allocated that 
responsibility to Revenue, which will enforce the law�

21/03/2013A01000Deputy Michael McGrath: I will not use my limited time to go into the politics of this is-
sue or of the promises made by Labour and Fine Gael on taxing the family home�

21/03/2013A01100Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: Go on�

21/03/2013A01200Deputy Emmet Stagg: What about Fianna Fáil’s promises?

21/03/2013A01300Deputy Michael McGrath: The promises are there for all to see�  I raised the-----

21/03/2013A01400Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: Deputy Finian McGrath will help�  He knows�

21/03/2013A01500Deputy Finian McGrath: Remind the Minister�

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013A01700An Ceann Comhairle: Deputies, please�  A limited amount of time is available�
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(Interruptions).

21/03/2013A01900Deputy Dinny McGinley: This is another legacy issue�

21/03/2013A02000An Ceann Comhairle: Please, quieten down�  Deputy Michael McGrath only has one 
minute�

21/03/2013A02100Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: I am sorry�

21/03/2013A02200Deputy John Browne: Deputy Durkan should keep his blood pressure down�

21/03/2013A02300Deputy Eric Byrne: Has Deputy Michael McGrath ever asked himself why there are un-
finished estates?

21/03/2013A02400An Ceann Comhairle: Hold on�  This is the debating Chamber-----

21/03/2013A02500Deputy Eric Byrne: Why do they always stand up and-----

21/03/2013A02600An Ceann Comhairle: -----and Deputy Michael McGrath is entitled to his point of view, 
whether Deputies agree with it or not�

21/03/2013A02700Deputy Finian McGrath: Deputy Eric Byrne is getting a bit upset�

21/03/2013A02800An Ceann Comhairle: The Minister will have a chance to respond�

21/03/2013A02900Deputy Michael McGrath: This morning, we have again seen why it would be futile to 
elect another Government back bench Deputy in Meath East next week�

21/03/2013A03000Deputy Eric Byrne: All of Fianna Fáil’s buddies in the construction industry�

21/03/2013A03100Deputy Michael McGrath: This is what we get every morning when we ask legitimate 
questions�

21/03/2013A03200Deputy Finian McGrath: Hear, hear�

21/03/2013A03300Deputy Eric Byrne: Does Deputy Michael McGrath not like history?

21/03/2013A03400Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Neither does Deputy Eric Byrne�

21/03/2013A03500Deputy Michael McGrath: I raised a specific question with the Minister, Deputy Rabbitte.  
It concerned the decision of the Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Govern-
ment to disregard the report that he is using as a basis�

21/03/2013A03600Deputy Jan O’Sullivan: That is not true�

21/03/2013A03700Deputy Michael McGrath: According to it, 1,100 unfinished developments are in a “seri-
ously problematic condition”.  It cites issues of lighting, water supply, wastewater, roads not 
being of at least base course level, footpaths and open spaces�  It is not easy to get into a cat-
egory described as “seriously problematic”.  The report is based on the returns from the local 
authorities, yet the Minister has cut the 1,100 estates to 400�  Within each of those 400 estates, 
only certain houses will be exempt�

The Minister, Deputy Rabbitte, cannot claim that this decision is based on the report when 
it clearly is not�  Grave inconsistency and unfairness are running through the way in which the 
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property tax is being introduced�  This morning has provided yet another example, given the 
way that those who are living in unfinished estates are being treated.

21/03/2013B00100Deputy Pat Rabbitte: I do not see how Deputy McGrath thinks he can leave politics out 
of it�

21/03/2013B00200Deputy Michael McGrath: I do not see how the Minister can either�

21/03/2013B00300Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The reason we have the unfinished estates is because of the chronic 
mismanagement that went on under the Fianna Fáil-led Government�

21/03/2013B00400Deputy Michael McGrath: It is because of Government party councillors�

21/03/2013B00500An Ceann Comhairle: Members, please�

21/03/2013B00600Deputy Jan O’Sullivan: Our councillors did not do anything wrong�

21/03/2013B00700Deputy Timmy Dooley: Why do the Government party Members not keep digging?

21/03/2013B00800Deputy Pat Rabbitte: That is the reason-----

21/03/2013B00900Deputy Ray Butler: What about the Galway tent?

21/03/2013B01000An Ceann Comhairle: Hold on a second�  The Minister is entitled to respond to Deputy 
McGrath�  Will Members please afford him the opportunity to do so?

21/03/2013B01100Deputy Willie O’Dea: We would if he answered the question he was asked�

21/03/2013B01200Deputy Pat Rabbitte: That is the reason we have the legacy of unfinished estates.

21/03/2013B01300Deputy Michael McGrath: Government party councillors control all the councils�  They 
have for the past ten years�  That is true�

21/03/2013B01400Deputy Pat Rabbitte: It is difficult to listen to Deputy McGrath bleeding for the citizens 
when his Government authored the property tax-----

21/03/2013B01500Deputy Arthur Spring: They were the executioners�

21/03/2013B01600Deputy Joan Collins: It is a family home tax�

21/03/2013B01700Deputy Pat Rabbitte: -----and made it a condition that must now be implemented to com-
ply with troika funding�  It was a Fianna Fáil proposition�  The party was in favour of property 
tax then and now because it is in the middle of a by-election it pretends to be opposed to it�

21/03/2013B01800Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: Hear, hear�

21/03/2013B01900Deputy Michael McGrath: That is not true�

21/03/2013B02000Deputy Ray Butler: Fianna Fáil is living in the past�

21/03/2013B02100Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The report from which Deputy McGrath quoted is out of date�  It was 
completed last summer-----

21/03/2013B02200Deputy Michael McGrath: It is dated November�
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21/03/2013B02300Deputy Pat Rabbitte: -----and the situation worked out since between the Department of 
the Environment, Community and Local Government and local authorities focused on estates 
one-by-one on the basis of certain criteria, for example, the installation and commissioning of 
public lighting, provision of potable water supply, provision of wastewater collection, treatment 
and disposal systems, access roads to at least base coarse level, including where required provi-
sion for parking, provision of access to the dwelling by constructed footpath, provision of open 
space capable of serving as amenity needs of permitted developments�

21/03/2013B02400Deputy Michael McGrath: They are the criteria for getting into the problematic category�

21/03/2013B02500Deputy Pat Rabbitte: They have gone through the criteria and decided that 421 develop-
ments do not comply with the standards�

21/03/2013B02600Deputy Michael McGrath: The report states there are 1,100�

21/03/2013B02700Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The 421 developments in question will be exempt but, otherwise, the 
local property tax, which Fianna Fáil introduced, will be implemented-----

21/03/2013B02800Deputy Michael McGrath: It was introduced by the Government�

21/03/2013B02900Deputy Pat Rabbitte: -----because it is a requirement of the funding arrangement with the 
troika�

21/03/2013B03000Deputy Charlie McConalogue: The Minister, Deputy Rabbitte, is in government�

21/03/2013B03100Deputy Finian McGrath: It is a home tax, not a property tax�

21/03/2013B03200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: When the household charge was levied - the €100 flat 
charge on people’s homes - more than 1,300 ghost estates which were not completed were ex-
empt from the charge�  What the Minister is asking the Dáil to accept – apart from setting aside 
the report which identifies 1,100 incomplete estates – is that in less than a year the number of 
unfinished estates has more than halved.  He also asks us to accept that even within those estates 
which are still incomplete that some households enjoy proper services and facilities while oth-
ers do not�  It is a bit rich for the Minister to make claims of consistency and fairness when his 
argument is as patchy and ridden with contradictions as it is�

Will the Minister address himself to the thousands of people and families who live in those 
estates, who have had the stress and inconvenience of living in what in many cases amount to 
little more than building sites?  Could he explain to them how it is fair for the Government to 
make a demand on them for a payment on their family home?  He might also consider in his 
response whether it is reasonable that a single person, for instance, earning a gross income of 
€16,000, would be faced with a demand for payment on his or her family home, or that a couple, 
for instance, with a gross income of €30,000, should be asked to pay the charge on their family 
home�  When he responds the Minister should bear in mind that those categories of person are 
not mutually exclusive�  Many families and individuals live in ghost estates – building sites – 
who earn modest incomes�  What about the Minister’s argument for fairness?

21/03/2013B03300Deputy Pat Rabbitte: Sinn Féin is clearly disappointed that progress has been made on 
unfinished estates but that is the case.

21/03/2013B03400Deputy Brian Stanley: That is rubbish�
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21/03/2013B03500Deputy Pat Rabbitte: When the local household charge was introduced it was a holding 
arrangement and was announced as such at the time and a broad-brush approach was taken to 
the exclusion of unfinished estates.  Since then, based on the criteria to which I have referred, 
and in arrangement with local authorities, the estates have been addressed one-by-one�  I am 
sorry Sinn Féin is disappointed that the improvements have been recorded but that is the case�  
The exclusion of 421 developments is considered fair in terms of one neighbour being required 
to pay property tax and another being exempt�  As Deputy Michael McGrath said, fairness and 
consistency must be applied�

21/03/2013B03600Deputy Willie O’Dea: Why is that not happening then?

21/03/2013B03700Deputy Timmy Dooley: Except by the Labour Party�

21/03/2013B03800Deputy Pat Rabbitte: I hope Deputy McDonald will also welcome the exclusion of estates 
built by developers who used pyrite and who built homes that resulted in extraordinary hardship 
and misery for householders�  In terms of criteria that warrant exemption, they have been gone 
through with a fine-tooth comb and I regard what the Department of the Environment, Com-
munity and Local Government has now published as fair�

21/03/2013B03900Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: The disappointed people will be not just those living in 
ghost estates – the Minister chose to discriminate between households even in those develop-
ments he argues ought to be exempt – but will be broader than that�  The Government has ap-
plied a broad brush in levying the tax�  It is the view of the Government that even people on 
social welfare and small incomes will be forced to pay the tax on their family home�  The Gov-
ernment fails the fairness test.  The Government seems to have a rather perverse definition of 
what constitutes fairness, but it is consistent because it has consistently gone back to the same 
set of people and consistently put its hand in the pockets of low and middle income families, 
people who are struggling just to get by and those living in unfinished ghost estates – polite lan-
guage for building sites�  It is perverse for a Minister, in particular one from the Labour Party, 
to offer in the Dáil rhetoric of fairness and fair play in that regard�

How does the Minister imagine families will pay the tax?  He should put himself in the shoes 
of a family living in an incomplete housing development whose annual income is €30,000�  
Where will it get the money to meet the tax?  How could the Minister suggest that in any way 
it represents fairness or equity for those people and their families?

21/03/2013B04000Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The purpose of the tax-----

21/03/2013B04100Deputy Joan Collins: It is not a fair tax�

21/03/2013B04200Deputy Pat Rabbitte: -----is to broaden the tax base and to bring property taxation in this 
country partially into line with the experience across Europe�  We are virtually the only country 
in the OECD that does not have a property tax�  What Deputy McDonald is concealing is her 
complete opposition to the property tax, which is remarkable given that up the road there is a 
property tax in Newry three times as large as the property tax being introduced here�

21/03/2013B04300Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: It is a system of rates to pay for services�

21/03/2013B04400Deputy Eric Byrne: Could Sinn Féin have introduced that?

21/03/2013B04500Deputy Brian Stanley: It pays for services�
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21/03/2013B04600Deputy Pat Rabbitte: This kind of partitionist mentality on behalf of Sinn Féin is difficult 
to understand�  How is it that it is alright in one part of the island but not alright in another part 
of the island?  The Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government con-
sulted carefully with every local authority, told them the purpose of what it was engaged in and 
asked them to assess the estates against the criteria I outlined and we are aware of the result�  
The opposition of Sinn Féin to any measure that seeks to rectify the difficulties into which the 
country has been plunged-----

21/03/2013C00200Deputy Dara Calleary: Is just like the Labour Party in opposition�

21/03/2013C00300Deputy Pat Rabbitte: Deputy McDonald, in particular, is very good at describing the prob-
lem-----

21/03/2013C00400Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: The Government is very good at compounding the prob-
lem�

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013C00600Deputy Pat Rabbitte: -----but she is not very good at coming up with solutions�  What we 
need, in these circumstances, are solutions�  I would be careful if I was a member of Fianna Fáil, 
given the legacy of the problem we are discussing�  It is remarkable that Fianna Fáil Deputies 
are prepared to put their heads above the parapet, given their connections to this problem�

21/03/2013C00700Deputy Timmy Dooley: The Minister should remember that we did get elected�

21/03/2013C00800Deputy Dara Calleary: Is the Minister going to talk about his own connections?

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013C01000Deputy Pat Rabbitte: Of course, all one has to do is go out to the north side of Dublin and 
have a look at the pyrite-affected houses and one understands the Sinn Féin link to the issue�

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013C01200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: The Minister should answer my question�

21/03/2013C01300Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: The Minister is trying to throw down the gauntlet�  That 
is the oldest trick in the book�

21/03/2013C01400Deputy Pat Rabbitte: We are dealing with a legacy issue and we are seeking to deal with 
it in as fair and consistent a manner as we can�

21/03/2013C01500Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: It is a dirty trick�

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013C01700Deputy Pat Rabbitte: I would hope that at least the party that authored the property tax 
would now support it�

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013C01900An Ceann Comhairle: If those Deputies in the side show would stay quiet when someone 
is speaking, it would be a great help�



Dáil Éireann

326

21/03/2013C02000Deputy Mattie McGrath: I wish to continue in the same vein because the people are be-
wildered and are becoming more so by the hour�  After all of the Government’s bluster, reports 
and examinations, eight times fewer people will be exempt from the property tax this year�  I 
can only speak for south Tipperary, where none of the unfinished estates has been completed.  
We did not get enough money from the Government even to put up hoardings around them to 
make them safe�  This is a total farce�

People are reading this morning that if they are struggling with their mortgages, they will 
have to give up their health cover and their second car in order to do a deal with their bank�  
People are hearing that the lenders are going to get tough�

The Minister for Finance chaired an EU meeting last week concerning the situation in Cy-
prus and we saw how uncaring the response was�  The Cypriots are standing up-----

21/03/2013C02050An Ceann Comhairle: Which topic is Deputy McGrath discussing now?

21/03/2013C02100Deputy Mattie McGrath: I am discussing the topic of the Government’s recklessness and 
uncaring attitude and I am referring to the Labour Party in particular�

21/03/2013C02200Deputy Arthur Spring: Deputy McGrath voted for a fair amount of recklessness in his 
time�

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013C02400Deputy Mattie McGrath: The year 1913 was the year of the Lock-out and 2013 will be the 
year of the great kick out�  That is what the Government is doing - putting people out of their 
homes - and it should be ashamed�  I read an article in a newspaper today which detailed how 
a couple were locked into their home in Dublin, near the Minister’s house�  A bunch of heavies 
boarded up the house with galvanised steel while they were inside with a small child�  What 
next, Minister?  Is there no new low to which the Labour Party will sink?  The party has now 
become not the mud guard but the mud flap and the mud is sticking.  The situation is appalling.  
The Minister can wax lyrical-----

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013C02600Deputy Arthur Spring: This is Leader’s Questions�  When is the Deputy going to ask a 
question?

21/03/2013C02700An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy McGrath, do you have a question?

21/03/2013C02800Deputy Mattie McGrath: When is the Minister going to stand up for the people he prom-
ised to defend?  There is no point in blaming everybody else, including developers-----

21/03/2013C02900Deputy Arthur Spring: Fianna Fáil and Deputy McGrath himself can take some blame�

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013C03100Deputy Mattie McGrath: There are people in negative equity now�  There are people who 
need a second car�  I need a second car, as do many in my constituency-----

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013C03300An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy McGrath, please put a question to the Minister�
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21/03/2013C03400Deputy Mattie McGrath: When is the Minister going to look after the ordinary people 
and stop putting them into penury?  Will he allow them to have their second car to bring their 
children to school or does he want their children to remain uneducated?

21/03/2013C03500Deputy Pat Rabbitte: I feel like the people of south Tipperary after that because I, too, am 
bewildered�  I am very hurt that Deputy McGrath should make such charges against me and the 
Government�  The fact of the matter is we are trying to protect ordinary people�

21/03/2013C03600Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: The Minister has a funny way of showing it�

21/03/2013C03700Deputy Pat Rabbitte: We are trying to put this country back on the road to economic re-
covery�

21/03/2013C03800Deputy Willie O’Dea: The Government is doing a great job so far�

21/03/2013C03900Deputy Pat Rabbitte: There cannot be any social services or nurses, teachers and fire ser-
vice personnel in their posts unless we get the economy right�  I do not think it is fully under-
stood how grave the situation was when this Government took over�  We were on the edge of the 
abyss�  That is how serious it was at the time�  Deputy McGrath referred to Cyprus and what is 
playing out there at the moment�  I could not believe my eyes when I saw the leader of Fianna 
Fáil on television last night, standing on the plinth and talking about what the Euro group ought 
to have done in the case of Cyprus, in the context of the proposal with regard to private bank 
accounts�  He seems to have forgotten that his Government gave away the National Pensions 
Reserve Fund when the troika came in here�  Fianna Fáil gave away the National Pensions Re-
serve Fund�  Deputy Martin’s party gave away the Irish people’s future pensions-----

21/03/2013C04000Deputy Timmy Dooley: This Government has raided private pension funds�

(Interruptions).

21/03/2013C04200Deputy Pat Rabbitte: -----as a condition of the bailout�  There was no statutory measure 
accompanying that action�  There is an awful lot of hypocrisy associated with this�

21/03/2013C04300Deputy Dara Calleary: Deputy Rabbitte wrote the book�

21/03/2013C04400Deputy Pat Rabbitte: There is always an element of theatre about Parliament and I under-
stand the posturing�  However, at the end of the day, we have to get the economy right�  We are 
seeking to spread the tax burden as equitably as we can�

21/03/2013C04500Deputy Timmy Dooley: It is more than the tax burden the Government is spreading�

21/03/2013C04600Deputy Pat Rabbitte: Some colleagues representing Dublin constituencies would say that 
people from south Tipperary and other provincial constituencies get a better deal under the 
valuation system than Dubliners�  However, there had to be a valuation methodology settled on 
and the one chosen is based on market value.  It is right that the efficacy of the collection system 
should not be in question and that everybody who is able to make a contribution does so�  There 
is a system of voluntary deferral for those who cannot make a contribution as well as a system 
of exemptions�  Those Deputies who followed the progress of the Bill through the House will 
know the details of that�

21/03/2013C04700Deputy Mattie McGrath: I am merely trying to explain the situation�  We all accept we 
must try to get out of the abyss�  That is what we were told we were doing on the night we 
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voted for the bank guarantee, but how much worse would the abyss have been?  That is why I 
mentioned Cyprus and the uncaring attitude of this Government, which holds the Presidency of 
Europe at the moment�  The Government does not care about what is happening to the Cypriots, 
whose private savings are to be robbed�  Deputy Rabbitte referred to Fianna Fáil robbing the 
National Pensions Reserve Fund but his Government imposed a levy of 0�6% on the private 
pensions of ordinary people�  Bankers such as Mr� Richie Boucher are getting away with mur-
der�  This Government promised to face up to them but has not done so�  It seems that the big 
guys are escaping and the ordinary people are suffering�  The Minister’s party was founded 
in my home town of Clonmel and was supposed to represent ordinary people�  It did so, ably, 
for many decades but now it has abandoned them and left them behind�  I have not seen many 
Labour Party members canvassing in County Meath�  They are afraid to meet the people but 
they will have to meet them�  Ordinary people cannot take any more�  They cannot afford health 
insurance, never mind being told to get rid of it�  They cannot afford to get sick�  The charges 
for buses have trebled and-----

21/03/2013C04800An Ceann Comhairle: Does Deputy McGrath have a supplementary question?

21/03/2013C04900Deputy Mattie McGrath: When is the Minister going to act on the mandate that he got 
from the people of this country?  When is he going to fulfil the promises he made to look after 
the ordinary people, to burn the bondholders and to cut the obscene wages of former politicians 
and bankers, as well as serving bankers, as we found out this week?  When is he going to live 
up to his reputation for being a hard man?  I remember seeing the Minister on a television pro-
gramme with the former Deputy Pat Carey, who is a gentleman�  He had all of the answers that 
night but has had none since�  He is an abject failure�

21/03/2013C05000Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The fundamental answer I had that night was that what Deputy Pat 
Carey and his colleagues had done would put the subsequent Government into a straitjacket in 
terms of its freedom to make economic decisions for this country, and so it has turned out to be�

21/03/2013C05100Deputy Timmy Dooley: Can we see the transcript of that programme?

21/03/2013C05200Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The fact of the matter is that from the time of the bank guarantee in 
2008 to the general election in 2011, 250,000 of our people were made unemployed�  A quarter 
of a million of our people lost their jobs and the first priority of this Government is to put those 
people back to work.  This is the first priority.

21/03/2013C05300Deputy John Browne: There is no sign of that happening�

21/03/2013C05400Deputy Pat Rabbitte: In order to do that, we have to get the economy back into balance�

21/03/2013C05500Deputy Timmy Dooley: Two years later and we are no further on�

21/03/2013C05600Deputy Pat Rabbitte: That is the first challenge and that is what we are working on.  There 
is no comparison between giving away the proceeds of the National Pensions Reserve Fund and 
levying 0�6% on pension funds as a contribution to the jobs initiative introduced by the Minister 
for Finance in the summer of 2011�

21/03/2013C05700Deputy Mattie McGrath: There is every comparison because it involves robbing ordinary 
people�

21/03/2013C05800Deputy Pat Rabbitte: That initiative has produced results in the tourism and hospitality 
sector and elsewhere and it must be remembered that the same pension funds had been the re-
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cipient of enormously generous tax reliefs�  There is simply no comparison�

11 o’clock

We are trying to do exactly what the Deputy claims to aspire to, which is to look after the 
interests of the average citizen of this country-----

21/03/2013D00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: It is a funny way of doing it�

21/03/2013D00300Deputy Pat Rabbitte: -----to give sons and daughters an opportunity to work in their home-
land again�

21/03/2013D00400Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: Hear, hear�

21/03/2013D00500Order of Business

21/03/2013D00600Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources (Deputy Pat Rabbitte): 
It is proposed to take No� 3, Health (Alteration of Criteria for Eligibility) Bill 2013 - Second 
Stage (resumed)�  It is proposed, notwithstanding anything in Standing Orders, that for the pur-
poses of Standing Order 117A the first Friday of the month for April shall be Friday, 19 April, 
and the time and date by which notice of a Bill in connection with that sitting shall be received 
by the Clerk shall be 11 a�m� on Thursday, 28 March 2013; and related Standing Orders shall 
apply accordingly�  Private Members’ business, which shall be No� 98, motion re disability 
supports (resumed), shall be taken on the conclusion of the Order of Business and shall, if not 
previously concluded, be brought to a conclusion after 90 minutes�

21/03/2013D00700An Ceann Comhairle: There is one proposal to be put to the House�  Is the proposal for 
dealing with the sitting and business of the Dáil on Friday, 19 April, agreed to?  Agreed�

21/03/2013D00800Deputy Michael McGrath: There are reports that the Minister for Justice and Equality, 
Deputy Shatter, and the new head of the insolvency service will next week publish minimum 
income guidelines to be used in assessing people’s indebtedness in an effort to formulate solu-
tions for such people�  They will apparently deal with issues such as whether people may keep a 
second car, go on holiday or have a Sky Sports package�  Will those guidelines require legisla-
tion in the House?  Will they be mandatory or will it be possible for banks to reject them?

21/03/2013D00900Deputy Pat Rabbitte: I understand that what is in contemplation is that the head of the 
personal insolvency agency is likely to publish some guidelines for the engagement between 
borrower and lender in respect of the legislation to which Deputy McGrath referred�  My under-
standing is that no legislation is contemplated�

21/03/2013D01000Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: I wish to ask about the new Croke Park deal and the Gov-
ernment’s proposed legislation arising from that�  We all know the deal unfairly and deliberately 
targets front-line workers and, yesterday, representatives of An Garda Síochána picketed out-
side the Oireachtas�  I hope the Minister knows that public sector workers, like everybody else, 
have mortgages to pay and children to feed and clothe, and many of these people are struggling�  
Does the Government intend to introduce financial emergency measures in the public interest, 
FEMPI, legislation to cut public sector pay?  Does it intend to legislate to slash the terms and 
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conditions of public sector workers and civil servants?  Will this legislation be introduced re-
gardless of the ballot on the Croke Park II deal?

21/03/2013D01100Deputy Pat Rabbitte: Proposals emerged under the umbrella of Croke Park II between the 
employer side and the trade unions and those proposals are being put to ballot or are being dealt 
with in accordance with the rules and procedures of each union�  It would not be helpful for any 
member of the Government or Member of the House to intrude in the process until we get a 
result�  The unions present at the negotiations understand perfectly well what is the process and 
I do not want to be seen to seek to intrude into those affairs�

21/03/2013D01200Deputy Emmet Stagg: There is no promised legislation�

21/03/2013D01300Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: I asked specific questions on proposed legislation.  Will 
there be new FEMPI legislation and will there be additional legislation dealing with the terms 
and conditions of public sector workers?  I am not asking the Minister to comment on the ballot�

21/03/2013D01400Deputy Pat Rabbitte: There is no FEMPI legislation�

21/03/2013D01500Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: When is it proposed to introduce the Oireachtas (ministerial 
and parliamentary offices) Bill, which will implement changes to party leaders’ allowances and 
minor amendments to other allowances?  Has this promised legislation been discussed by the 
Cabinet, have the heads been approved and when is it likely to come before the House?

Similarly, another piece of legislation is to commemorate the exertions of the Opposition 
when the parties were in government�  I am inquiring about the monuments Bill and a possible 
citation for the undying efforts and dedication of the Opposition when those parties were in 
government�  It may be a suitable Bill�

21/03/2013D01600Deputy Michael McGrath: That is a great contribution�

21/03/2013D01700Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: When is the Bill likely to come before the House and have 
the heads been discussed?

21/03/2013D01800Deputy Willie O’Dea: The Deputy is not even funny�  He should sit down�

21/03/2013D01900Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: Will it go before a committee prior to the heads being dis-
cussed?

21/03/2013D02000An Ceann Comhairle: We cannot deal with all that.  We will deal with its publication first.

21/03/2013D02100Deputy Michael McGrath: What a waste of hot air�

21/03/2013D02200Deputy Willie O’Dea: There is a village looking for an idiot�

21/03/2013D02300Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The heads of the first Bill are being drafted and the reforms will be 
published this year�  The heads of the monuments Bill were approved by the previous Govern-
ment and this Government is looking at the feasibility of nominating a particularly unfinished 
estate to include in the list of monuments�

21/03/2013D02400Deputy Michael McGrath: Some Labour councillors can orchestrate that�

21/03/2013D02500Deputy Mattie McGrath: The Minister made much of the jobs plan but it is over two years 
since a big construction company, Pierse Construction, went into liquidation in Dublin, leav-
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ing 500 subcontractors affected�  Many hundreds of people have been affected since�  Where is 
the Construction Contracts Bill?  Much good work was done by the last Government, Senator 
Feargal Quinn and many others, and people are depending on this for some shred of defence 
when big companies go into liquidation and leave subcontractors, staff and creditors penniless�  
Is there any possibility in considering the Central Bank consolidation Bill that it will include 
bankers’ pay issues?

21/03/2013D02600An Ceann Comhairle: No�

21/03/2013D02700Deputy Mattie McGrath: I call Mr. Richie Boucher “Richie Voucher” as he likes to spend 
money�

21/03/2013D02800An Ceann Comhairle: We do not discuss the contents of Bills�

21/03/2013D02900Deputy Mattie McGrath: There must be some meaningful way of correcting this as all the 
talk in the world will not do it�

21/03/2013D03000An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy should resume his seat�

21/03/2013D03100Deputy Mattie McGrath: Some work must be done�

21/03/2013D03200An Ceann Comhairle: Do not abuse your position�

21/03/2013D03300Deputy Mattie McGrath: We cannot ignore it forever and a day�

21/03/2013D03400An Ceann Comhairle: That is not appropriate to the Order of Business�

21/03/2013D03500Deputy Mattie McGrath: These people are laughing all the way to the bank�

21/03/2013D03600Deputy Arthur Spring: Put down a Bill�

21/03/2013D03700Deputy Mattie McGrath: The Deputy knows all about the banks, including Anglo�

21/03/2013D03800Deputy Arthur Spring: Of course�  Is that an allegation?

21/03/2013D03900Deputy Pat Rabbitte: I spoke to a conference of the Construction Industry Federation this 
morning on the issue�

21/03/2013D04000Deputy Timmy Dooley: That is the construction industry sorted�

21/03/2013D04100Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The Bill has completed Second Stage and if amendments are re-
quired, they are likely to be approved by the Cabinet very shortly�  I expect the Bill to be 
concluded within a few weeks�  There is no legislation on the other issue raised by the Deputy�  
The arrangement for the particular chief executive referred to was entered into in 2009 and I 
understand he has a contract to that effect.  Since this Government came into office there has 
been a cap on banker pay which has been enforced�

21/03/2013D04200Deputy Mattie McGrath: It has blown off�

21/03/2013D04300Deputy John O’Mahony: When will the bail Bill be published?  On a daily basis we see 
people out on bail committing crime, so this is an important Bill�

21/03/2013D04400Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The heads have not yet come to the Government and as the Deputy 
knows, the Minister for Justice and Equality has a large legislative schedule�  I do not envisage 
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the Bill being published this year�

21/03/2013D04500Deputy Joan Collins: In last night’s debate it was mentioned that legislation to reform the 
Lunacy Act 1871 is to be introduced before the summer�  This has been on the A list since last 
spring and we are still waiting for the legislation to come through�  When will the heads of the 
Bill be approved and when will the legislation come before the Oireachtas?

21/03/2013D04600Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The Deputy is referring to the mental capacity Bill�  It will be early 
next session�

21/03/2013D04700Deputy Joan Collins: Have the heads of the Bill been approved?

21/03/2013E00100Deputy Peter Fitzpatrick: I have parents coming into my constituency office in Dundalk 
who are very concerned about the use of sunbeds and the damage they can do�  They want to 
know what measures will be taken to prohibit the use of sunbeds by minors�  When can we ex-
pect the publication of the public health (sunbed) Bill?

21/03/2013E00200Deputy Pat Rabbitte: I apologise, I am not an expert on sunbeds�

21/03/2013E00300Deputy Timmy Dooley: That much is obvious�

21/03/2013E00400Deputy Pat Rabbitte: I have never personally insulted Deputy Dooley�

21/03/2013E00500Deputy Timmy Dooley: The Minister might be red around the gills but he could not be 
described as tan�

21/03/2013E00600Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The legislation will be introduced when the sun is at its zenith, 
meaning later this year�

21/03/2013E00700Deputy Timmy Dooley: The Minister is aware that morale is low within the Garda Sío-
chána�  The GRA was protesting outside yesterday and the association recently passed a motion 
of no confidence in the Minister for Justice and Equality, an unprecedented occurrence.

21/03/2013E00800An Ceann Comhairle: Will the Deputy let us know where he is going with this?

21/03/2013E00900Deputy Timmy Dooley: Earlier this week a garda had her private car burned out outside a 
Garda station in County Clare as an act of intimidation�

21/03/2013E01000An Ceann Comhairle: We are meant to be dealing with promised legislation�

21/03/2013E01100Deputy Timmy Dooley: As a result, I am asking that the Garda Síochána (Compensation 
for Miscellaneous Injuries) Bill be brought forward very shortly to deal with the attacks on 
gardaí that are taking place on a daily basis�  What happened to that young garda was outra-
geous�

21/03/2013E01200Deputy Pat Rabbitte: I deplore the incident referred to by the Deputy�  The heads of the 
Bill were cleared in July and it will be published later this year�

21/03/2013E01300Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: We already have two overworked appeals commissioners�  
They are now being told they must deal with appeals related to the property tax�  They cannot 
cope with the current level of work�  Is legislation promised to beef up the functions of appeals 
commissioners and to appoint more commissioners to carry on the already heavy workload?  It 
will be crazy if they are already overworked to expect them to deal with appeals related to the 
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property tax, which will come flooding in.

21/03/2013E01400Deputy Pat Rabbitte: No legislation is promised�  Neither the Minister for Finance nor I 
have any evidence the appeals commissioners cannot cope with their backlog of work�  I do 
not know if the Deputy envisages they will have additional work as a result of the application 
of property tax but until now the two gentlemen concerned have been able to dispose of their 
workload as required and in a reasonable timeframe�

21/03/2013E01500Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: What will happen from now on?

21/03/2013E01600Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh: Yesterday I raised the issue of Thalidomide victims and the 
promise in programme for Government to act on that matter during the Topical Issue debate�  
Another issue similar to that has emerged in recent years as a result of the reports on the Magda-
len laundries and other residential institutions - illegal adoptions�  The Australian Government 
today apologised to those who were illegally adopted in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s�  Does the 
Government intend to establish an inquiry to look into that practice, which happened in this 
State as well as in Australia and Britain?  Is legislation needed to address the falsification of 
adoption records in some State institutions, including hospitals?

21/03/2013E01700Deputy Pat Rabbitte: There is no promised legislation in this area�  I do not have any ex-
pertise in this area but I will ask the relevant Minister to reply to Deputy Ó Snodaigh directly�

21/03/2013E01800Deputy Willie O’Dea: No� 25 on the legislative programme, the land and conveyancing 
law reform (amendment) Bill, is designed to remove any barriers in the way of banks that wish 
to repossess property from people to whom they have lent money�  Does the Government intend 
to proceed with this legislation?  If so, when will we see it?

21/03/2013E01900Deputy Pat Rabbitte: Yes, we intend to proceed with it�  It was approved by Government 
last week�

21/03/2013E02000Deputy Brian Stanley: I wish to ask about the commitment in the programme for Govern-
ment on the waiver for domestic waste collection�  I have raised this a number of times in the 
last two years and been given all sorts of fluffy answers.  Three weeks ago the Taoiseach told 
me he would reply on the issue but in spite of the solemn commitment in the programme for 
Government, only some counties have a waiver�  County Laois has not had a waiver in 25 years�  
We mentioned property taxes and water charges earlier and waste collection fees are placing 
further unbearable pressure on low income households�  The Minister and I both know what is 
happening with illegal dumping all over the State�  The countryside is covered in litter�  We have 
clean towns and dirty roadways because illegal dumping is taking place�  The Government must 
tell the House if it intends to introduce a waiver scheme for low income households�

21/03/2013E02100An Ceann Comhairle: We do not deal with waiver schemes on the Order of Business�

21/03/2013E02200Deputy Brian Stanley: I have been told there is promised legislation on it�

21/03/2013E02300Deputy Pat Rabbitte: There is no legislation�  The Deputy understands that when local 
authorities collected waste, there was a waiver system�  Unfortunately a campaign grew up, led 
by Members of this House, that led to the privatisation of waste disposal and, as a result, the 
application of a waiver system is far more difficult.

21/03/2013E02400Deputy Brian Stanley: What about the commitment in the programme for Government?
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21/03/2013E02500Deputy Ray Butler: When will the criminal justice Bill be published to deal with bogus 
charities collecting clothes in light of the documentary that was recently broadcast on this top-
ic?  It is not illegal to set up a bogus charity and go from door to door collecting clothes�  Gangs 
are making serious money doing this�

Will the Government publish legislation on sub-prime mortgage companies?  This is a seri-
ous problem�  We are looking after those dealing with regular institutions but we really need 
legislation to deal with sub-prime mortgage companies�

21/03/2013E02600Deputy Pat Rabbitte: Both of these are serious issues and I expect legislation will be pub-
lished by the end of the year�

21/03/2013E02700Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: When will the Legal Services (Regulation) Bill move to 
the next Stage in the House?  This has been delayed for some time�  It is a major issue for those 
who face enormous costs to secure justice or pursue a case�

The programme for Government also promised action on upward only rents�  Will the Gov-
ernment consider a constitutional amendment later this year on the day of the referendum to 
deal with the issues preventing legislation from addressing the upward only rent system?

21/03/2013E02800Deputy Pat Rabbitte: The Legal Services (Regulation) Bill is a complex Bill and amend-
ments are still being prepared for Committee Stage�  I do not know how soon the committee 
can take it but the amendments are still being drawn up so the fault does not rest with the com-
mittee�  It is unlikely there would be any constitutional referendum this autumn other than as 
already announced�

21/03/2013E02900Disability Services: Motion (Resumed) [Private Members]

The following motion was moved by Deputy Finian McGrath on Wednesday, 20 March 
2013:

  That Dáil Éireann: 

recognises that, according to Census 2011, 13% of the population is coping with a 
disability;

accepts that the percentage of people with a disability who complete second or third 
level education is much lower than the comparative figure for the general population;

acknowledges the census figures which show that 4.1% of the population is provid-
ing unpaid assistance to others and that 2�3% of carers are under the age of 15;

condemns the Government for its abolition of the mobility allowance, which is a 
vital and essential resource for so many;

believes that the disability sector has been unfairly targeted and has shouldered a 
disproportionate cut to income and services;

recognises that many voluntary organisations have seen their budgets slashed by as 
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much as 25% and are now under severe financial pressure;

deplores the 40% cut for grants to help older people to adapt their homes; and

calls on the Government to:

- reverse its decision on the mobility allowance and grant or, alternatively, set up 
a new scheme with immediate effect;

- fulfil all disability-related promises made in the programme for Government;

- give a guarantee to all those depending on disability supports that their income 
will now be protected and no further cuts will be made to this sector;

- bring forward modern legislation during 2013 to replace the outdated Lunacy 
Regulation (Ireland) Act 1871;

- review access to education for people with disabilities with a view to improving 
current rates;

- engage constructively with groups representing the disabled and give firm com-
mitments as regards services and personal assistants; and

- treat all citizens in a fair and equitable manner�

Debate resumed on amendment No� 1:

To delete all words after “Dáil Éireann” and substitute the following:

“recognises the Government’s commitments to people with a disability in the Pro-
gramme for Government, including greater participation in employment, training and 
education with a revitalised National Disability Strategy;

notes the considerable efforts to reform existing legislation to bring it into line with 
international standards and good practice;

welcomes the total commitment of €1�5 billion this year on health and personal so-
cial services for people with disabilities;

acknowledges that the Government has honoured its commitment to maintain the 
rates of core weekly social welfare payments to recipients, including people with dis-
abilities;

notes the position of the Ombudsman with regard to the legal status of the mobility 
allowance and the motorised transport grant;

acknowledges the Government’s commitment to:

- finding a solution to the issues identified, involving representatives of people 
with disabilities, relevant Government Departments and agencies; and

- protecting the €10�6 million allocated to the schemes, which will be reinvested 
in total in solutions to address priority mobility and the transport needs of people 
with disabilities;
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supports the commitment to maintaining personal assistant services for people with 
disabilities this year at a level consistent to that provided in 2012 and the additional 
funding of €4 million to help address the service needs of school leavers in 2013;

welcomes the recent publication of the National Implementation Framework for the 
Value for Money and Policy Review of Disability Services, which provides an overarch-
ing framework for the implementation of recommendations to ultimately move to indi-
vidualised funding for disability services, in order to provide greater choice and control 
for people with disabilities; and

notes the Government’s commitment to introduce National Standards for Residential 
Centres for People with Disabilities in 2013.”

            - 
(Minister of State at the Department of Health, Deputy Kathleen Lynch)�

21/03/2013E03200Deputy Caoimhghín Ó Caoláin: At the outset, I commend the Technical Group for tabling 
this motion highlighting the cuts to disability services and disability funding by the Fine Gael-
Labour coalition�  When on the Opposition benches, both of those parties were vociferous in 
opposing the cuts imposed on services and funding for people with disabilities perpetrated by 
the former Fianna Fáil Government�

Yesterday during questions to the Minister for Health, I once again urged the Minister of 
State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, and her senior partner at the Department of Health, Deputy 
James Reilly, not to proceed with the decision to cease the mobility allowance and motorised 
transport grant schemes�  Once again the response from the Minister of State was totally unsat-
isfactory�  We have still not received an adequate explanation of why, during its two years in 
office, this Government failed to make the mobility allowance and motorised transport grant 
schemes compliant with equality legislation and why it took the step it did when it did�  That 
poses further questions�  It could have done so by either extending them or replacing them with 
a fairer scheme or schemes�  Its predecessors, the Fianna Fáil Government, knew since the mat-
ter was highlighted in 2008, although the situation applied from the millennium year 2000, that 
they needed to be changed to comply with equality legislation and also failed to act�  Instead 
this Government has announced the cut-off of the schemes in three and a half months’ time and 
without providing any alternative nor a deadline for the introduction of an alternative� 

We call again on the Government to reverse its decision to cease the mobility allowance and 
motorised transport grant schemes until such time as an alternative is put in place� That alterna-
tive needs to be compliant with equality legislation and to provide at least equivalent support 
to all individuals qualifying under the said two schemes�  From the Minister of State’s response 
yesterday it is clear that at present it intends no such alternative and is speaking generally of the 
transport options for people with disabilities�  That would be a disaster for so many and make 
no mistake about it, the many more of us in the Chamber who may, God forbid, find ourselves 
in need of special mobility access and support in the future� 

For large parts of this country those transport options for people with disabilities are neg-
ligible because in large parts of the country public transport is virtually non-existent as I high-
lighted yesterday�  That is why individualised assistance, such as the two axed schemes, were 
so important�   That point cannot be made strongly enough�  We deplore also the Government 
decision to cut the housing adaptation grant by 40%, greatly penalising people with disabilities 
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and older people and restricting their ability to remain in their own homes� This is a huge cut 
which has received very little attention but it has very serious long-term consequences for many 
people and for the State as it will inevitably mean more people requiring residential care and 
greater expense for the State�  The Government should reinstate the housing adaptation grant to 
at least its 2012 level� 

There are other cuts to services for people with disabilities, both directly to their services 
and in cuts across health, education, social protection and local government�  These include the 
respite care grant, home help and increased prescription charges for medical card holders, if 
one happens to be an over 70s person still in possession of a medial card despite the Bill that is 
making its way through the Houses� 

We demand that the cuts to services for people with disabilities imposed in 2012 and 2013 
be reversed� I call on the Government to immediately publish the long overdue implementation 
plan for the national disability strategy� 

21/03/2013F00200Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: Recently we discussed the issue of a mobility allowance 
and the motorised transport grant at the joint committee, following which we had the abrupt 
announcement that it was to cease pending the outcome of the consultation process in the time 
ahead�  Since then the centres for independent living have contacted the members of the joint 
committee and have addressed it outlining their profound concerns�  Profoundly disabled peo-
ple were present for the hearing�  I appeal to the Minister of State to ensure there are no more 
cuts for disabled people�  We cannot go back to the days of institutionalisation which cost the 
State more money�  I appeal to her to resolve that issue�

I have two abiding memories of all the years I have canvassed as a candidate in elections�  
The first was in a rural area of north Donegal and driving through windy roads and eventually 
arriving at a farm�  When we got to the farmyard the woman of the house, an incredibly positive 
person, was tending the sheep�  She went into the house but I was not aware of what was ahead�  
Her husband had been paralysed in a car accident many years before and her father-in-law was 
elderly and almost immobile�  She was looking after her husband and father-in-law and the 
farm�  When leaving the house, after meeting this remarkably positive woman, I was informed 
that her sons are the pride of not just that family but the entire community�  This woman was a 
carer of two men who were incapacitated and looked after a farm�  

I remember an incredible woman in her early 80s closer to my home place, Buncrana, in the 
Clonmany area�  Her foster son, a talented young boxer in his early 20s, had been paralysed�  
The doctors told her there was no hope of a recovery and that he would be in a vegetative state�  
Given her love and affection, she took him home, looked after him and nurtured him�  He was 
able to communicate by typing words�  Every one of us, irrespective of which side of the House 
we are on, is a decent human being and we want to do the best for our communities�  The 
memory of those two women will always be with me�  I know there are many similar stories�  

We cannot fail carers of disabled people, we cannot let them down�  Whatever has to be done 
we cannot fail such people�  In all sincerity we need to have a threshold of decency in terms of 
what point we get to and we need to ensure that people who are profoundly disabled and their 
carers, people who need our support as a Republic, are given their independence and dignity in 
order that they can be productive citizens�  Does it really matter if one is economically produc-
tive? If one can be there for one’s family that means a great deal�
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We have had too many cuts�  The Government needs to do much more�  The previous Gov-
ernment put in place cuts of 10% in the income of people with disabilities, including a cut to 
the blind person’s allowance, cuts to grants for housing extension, cuts in health, education and 
so on�  Those cuts will have to be reversed�  I repeat again there will have to be a threshold of 
decency�  Whatever our political perspectives in this House, we are decent people�  We would 
not have been elected if we were not decent people�  We have the support of our communities 
to come to this House�  We need to ensure we do not fail disabled persons any more�  We must 
ensure that those people in wheelchairs who had been empowered and are terrified at the idea 
of going backwards, are not impacted further�

21/03/2013F00300An Ceann Comhairle: I understand Deputy Michelle Mulherin is sharing time with Depu-
ties Michael McCarthy, Joe McHugh, Eamonn Maloney, Robert Dowds and Liam Twomey�  Is 
that agreed?  Agreed�

21/03/2013F00400Deputy Michelle Mulherin: Freedom of choice is a fundamental principle underlying our 
autonomy and dignity as persons�  Our ability to decide for ourselves is cultivated early in our 
lives, before even the age of majority is reached, according to our laws�  This ability can be 
impaired by any number of disabling agents as well as how we are born; these might include 
illness or accidents�  Therefore the need for assistance in safeguarding our autonomy is far 
reaching�  This is an important job for the State to support as much as possible each citizen in 
self-determining his or life and realising the unique talents and potential which lie in each and 
every one of us, with due regard to the common good�  However, we are not all the same, which 
is why we make special provision in our social welfare, education and health systems, and 
through our public physical infrastructure for people with disabilities who find that mainstream 
services do not accommodate them�  This is how, as a Republic, we demonstrate value for all 
our citizens and, as a society, espouse more than merely survival of the fittest for our people.

In these challenging economic times people who are rendered vulnerable because of a dis-
ability and their families can be fearful of the ramifications for them of cuts to budgets.  With-
out doubt, it is a very delicate matter for Government to maintain supports in the face of the 
financial pressures we face and the stark choices to be made.  It could be said that the wisdom 
of Solomon is required to make decisions on so many competing public interests that face the 
Government�  However, I know that the need to protect vulnerable people is at the heart of de-
cisions on budgets and policy�  In the case of the Minister for Health and the Minister of State, 
Deputy Kathleen Lynch, who is present, decisions that have to be made on people with disabili-
ties cut very deep and are very difficult for them, but they work to overcome the obstacles while 
still protecting the vulnerable�

The fears I mentioned were very much in evidence during the recent abolition of the mo-
bility allowance scheme and the motorised transport grant, which came about as a result of 
the illegality identified in their operation.  The Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen, the Minis-
ter, Deputy Reilly, and departmental officials are working hard with disability representative 
groups to find a solution.  It is highly irresponsible for some Opposition politicians to imply that 
people with disabilities are being attacked and this is some grand Government master plan�  The 
Government has ring-fenced €10�6 million for these schemes until a solution is found�  This is 
evidence of the Government’s bona fides in this matter - the money, in effect speaks in this case.  
The Government will not renege on the need to support financially the transport of individuals 
who cannot walk�  People who are fearful in this regard can rely on this as a fact�  I know the 
Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, will reassure the House later�
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I condemn the scurrilous way some Opposition politicians have raised fears among the vul-
nerable for their own political advantage�  It would pay them better to offer practical solutions 
as to how the legal difficulties regarding these schemes could be overcome in order to address 
the issue�  Fianna Fáil Members presided over this problem for years even when there was 
money in the public purse available to spend�

As a backbench Government Deputy, I know we have our own mechanisms for discussion 
through our parliamentary party and feeding right up to our Ministers�  With the myriad of 
problems presenting and the demands on the public purse, at the heart of Government decision-
making is consideration for the most vulnerable who are those with disabilities and the elderly�

21/03/2013G00200Deputy Michael McCarthy: I agree with Deputy Mulherin’s comments on the expressions 
of feigned interest in what is happening people’s livelihoods from the architects of the ruination 
of the Irish economy�  They come in here day after day giving out about measures that have to 
be implemented partly because they authored them and partly because of the mess they created�  
The Government now has to go down a road of difficult decisions to get the economy working 
again.  In addition to being populist, they are almost as fictitious as that scene in “Dallas” when 
Bobby Ewing was inside in the shower and the previous 12 months are just forgotten about�  
That almost ruined “Dallas”, but that is exactly what the Fianna Fáil spokespersons are doing 
at the moment�  All of a sudden the last couple of years have been a dream and they are now 
back to fight the good fight for those on whom they inflicted economic misery and hardship.  It 
is the Bobby Ewing moment and they barely let an opportunity go by without trying to inflict 
that type of mirage on the rest of us�

I pay tribute to the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, who for years has been in-
volved with disability groups, has been an advocate for people with disabilities and has engaged 
with people in organisations that support people with disabilities when it was neither politically 
profitable nor popular.  As a Senator I recall her, as an Opposition Deputy, in meetings with 
groups working out strategies to formulate policies that she could bring to the heart of Govern-
ment if she were ever appointed�  Thank God that appointment was made�  I record my appre-
ciation of the unstinting commitment of the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, to the 
disability sector for years�

The programme for Government includes a commitment to publish a realistic implemen-
tation plan for the national disability strategy�  In line with that commitment the Minister of 
State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, is personally chairing a new national disability strategy imple-
mentation group�  She has also convened a disability forum to ensure the voices of people with 
disabilities are being heard.  The first meeting of the forum, which was attended by over 300 
people with disabilities, their carers and their family members, was held on 19 June 2012 and a 
report of the views expressed will be published shortly�  That report will form part of the con-
siderations of the implementation group�  That is not just a report from the coalface, but a report 
with an implementation follow up and an action plan�

The HSE has embarked on a national programme on progressing disability services for chil-
dren and young people to address variations in service availability and to ensure that services 
for children with disabilities are provided in a more equitable and consistent way�  A few months 
ago, the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs introduced the wording for the children’s rights 
referendum and the Government along with other parties in this House campaigned to put chil-
dren’s rights into the Constitution�  The welfare of children, including children with disabilities, 
is at the heart of Government policy in terms of planning a strategy to protect young people 



Dáil Éireann

340

with disabilities�  It is underpinned by a commitment to the welfare of children that will now be 
enshrined in our Constitution, which is a very welcome development�

As part of political reform, we now have one day each month allocated to introducing back-
bencher legislation�  This month I was delighted to have been selected to introduce the autism 
Bill which was met with universal approval from all spokespersons in the House, not least the 
Minister for Health, Deputy Reilly, who gave a commitment to implement it�  The Bill passed 
Second Stage in the House and was universally supported�  I acknowledge the support from all 
parties and none - we also had support from Technical Group Members�  That is very important 
in devising a national strategy for adults with autism�  It was an historic day in the House to see 
universal support for a Bill introduced by a Government backbencher�  It augurs well and was a 
very good advertisement for parliamentary democracy when it functions as it should do�

Some people scoff because they do not want to acknowledge this�  Given that the country 
was landed into the middle of an economic mess by the incompetent mismanagement by the 
gentlemen who sit to our left, maintaining basic social welfare rates in the budget was a sig-
nificant achievement.  One of the payments that was maintained was the disability allowance.  
The Government also maintained the household benefits package and the carer’s allowance.  
Maintaining that was a difficult day’s work, but has been achieved.  It is an indication of the 
Government’s commitment to people with disabilities�

21/03/2013G00300Deputy Joe McHugh: I welcome the opportunity to speak on this important matter�  I ac-
knowledge the role of the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, since taking her position 
of responsibility�  I equally acknowledge the enormity of the challenge she faces�  In the brief 
time available to me, I am not in a position to go into those wide-ranging challenges�  The real 
difficulty lies in addressing the separatist approach of the past to disability.  During the debate on 
the recent change, as enunciated by the Attorney General, in relation to the motorised transport 
grant the focus was on it being a health issue�  As I understand it, it was a transport issue�  There 
are issues around progression for people with disabilities which relate to education�  We need 
an all encompassing approach to disability�  People with disabilities do not want to be treated 
differently rather they want to be treated equally.  The phrase “all different, all equal” comes to 
mind�  This is where the real challenge lies�  I understand the Minister of State, Deputy Lynch, 
is trying to address this and is doing so well�  It is a major task in these challenging economic 
times�  The current model is an elongated cumbersome one which requires a lot of money�  We 
must be creative in terms of how we integrate the services we provide, including by challenging 
cultural activity within training centres such as FÁS�  It is not enough to just provide a ramp or 
toilet that is wheelchair accessible, we must break down the cultural barriers�  It is not enough 
to point disabled people to the Internet where they can check out courses by places such as FÁS 
and so on�  We must do much more in terms of breaking down the cultural barriers in regard to 
how we treat people with disabilities, pigeonhole them and how we at times, in trying to give 
them a leg up, patronise them�

I have previously spoken of my relationship with a person with disabilities living in my 
county whose tenacity and courage in terms of the journey he is on, I admire�  He has moved 
from being in institutional care in Dublin to a Cheshire apartment in Mayo, a Cheshire apart-
ment in Letterkenny and finally his own independent unit.  That journey is expensive.  He now 
also has a job in the postal services of LYT Letterkenny�  He has gone on a massive journey�  
People with disabilities have the insight and can bring us along on the next part of the jour-
ney�  We must replace the separatist approach of the past, a model that has been cumbersome, 
financially dependent and not economically sustainable and to involve disabled people in this 
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process�

I understand a think tank has been established following the motorised grant situation to 
examine how the €10�2 million allocation - which is welcome - for the disabilities sector can 
be ringfenced and the evolvement of a new motorised grant in the next phase�  We need to in-
volve people with disabilities in this process�  We should not take for granted that the umbrella 
organisations will do this�  As legislators, we should ensure engagement between the Disability 
Federation of Ireland and communities�  These are the people with the ideas�  People with dis-
abilities often not only live the nightmare of having a disability but also the reality of having a 
disability�  Their wisdom, insight and experience is paramount in terms of how this conversa-
tion moves forward�

21/03/2013H00200Deputy Eamonn Maloney: I listened last night to the introductory contribution on this 
motion by the Technical Group�  I share the view expressed across the House last night and this 
morning that we should all aspire to protect the rights of the disabled and to improve the ben-
efits of which they rightly avail.  I am glad to say that is a common aspiration across this House.  
While I agree in principle with the motion, I believe some of the contributions made last night, 
which were outside the substance of the motion, were rhetoric that could have been left out of 
the debate�  If we are serious about addressing this issue we should approach it in that way ir-
respective of on which side of the House we sit�

Ireland is virtually bankrupt and is operating on a day-to-day basis with the generosity of 
its European neighbours who give us €41 million per day to pay salaries, including mine, and 
the benefits for people with disabilities and social welfare recipients in general.  I commend the 
Minister of State, Deputy Lynch, on securing €1�5 billion for the disabilities sector this year�  I 
admire her commitment in securing this funding�  I am sure that like me, she and the Minister of 
State, Deputy O’Sullivan, share the view that in better days we will be able to not only restore 
many of the benefits for the disabled but improve them.  

I would like to comment on some of the contributions made last night�  I have noted that 
many of the motions which have come before this House included the signatures of people who 
propped up the previous Government which ran this country into the ground and caused the 
financial difficulties now being experienced.  It is dishonest to say to any sector that a budget 
could be introduced without affecting all sectors of society�  This is what has happened�  It is 
dishonest to pretend that one sector can be ringfenced in circumstances where this country is 
bankrupt�  To pretend otherwise is dishonest�

Like others, I look forward to the recovery of this country and to the restoration of benefits 
and enhancement of the rights of disabled people when we are in a better position�

21/03/2013H00300Deputy Robert Dowds: Like Deputy Maloney I too look forward to a time when rates, in 
terms of payments, can be restored to people with disabilities and people generally, including 
those unemployed and so on�

I commend the Minister of State, Deputy Lynch, with whom I have attended meetings with 
disability groups, on her commitment to tackling disability, which commitment is recognised 
by all the groups involved�  There is no split between them in their conversations in relation to 
the Minister of State�  We are fortunate to have a Minister of State who commands the respect 
of those with whom she engages�

Having worked in a school for people with physical disabilities, I come to this debate with a 
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great deal of experience of dealing with disability.  I have witnessed the difficulties under which 
parents of children with disabilities and the children operate�  There is no doubt many disabled 
people and their parents operate in an heroic way in overcoming their difficulties.  As a society 
we could do more to help people in this situation and I praise our local authority in south Dublin 
which makes a particular effort to include many people with a diverse range of disabilities in its 
staff.  This is not sufficiently taken up by business throughout the country.

Part of the reason we are discussing this is because two elements of the disability allow-
ance, namely, the means-tested mobility allowance and the motorised transport grant, have been 
declared illegal�  It may be controversial to say so, but where money is short it is better that 
younger people rather than older people are prioritised�  I am moving into the older category 
myself, but younger people have more of their lives in front of them�  I hope we will be able to 
come up with a legally accepted system�  As a general principle, younger people should take 
priority over older people�

It is well worth noting that the Government provides a wide range of services to people 
with disabilities, including residential services to 9,000 people, day services to 22,000 people, 
respite residential support for 7,500 people and 1�68 million personal assistance and home sup-
port hours�  The cuts to disability funding which have been made during the recession are very 
difficult and should always be a cause of concern for us.

We know the cuts to the mobility allowance and the motorised transport grant were made 
because they were seen to be illegal under the Equal Status Act�  These payments will continue 
to be made to those already in receipt of them until the end of June as the Government devises 
an alternative legal method to meet people’s needs�  I hope we succeed in coming up with some-
thing satisfactory�  I welcome the fact the Government has already established a review group 
to examine the entire area and come up with recommendations by the end of May�  It is also 
important to stress the Government has committed that the €10�6 million spend on the mobility 
allowance and motorised transport grant will be spent on the solution identified by the review 
group�

The Government has also taken other positive steps in the drive to provide a better quality of 
life for people with mental and physical disabilities�  I commend in particular the commitment 
to publish in the coming weeks the assisted decision-making (capacity) Bill�  This legislation 
is long overdue and will help to remedy a set of laws on mental illness and impairment which 
belong to the Victorian era.  It will safeguard the rights of those who are unable to make deci-
sions for themselves and provide a framework for assisted decisions�  This is very welcome and 
long overdue�  I also welcome the moves under way to begin HIQA inspections of residential 
homes for people with disabilities�  It has troubled me these were not included in the initial list 
of places which HIQA had a mandate to inspect given the vulnerability of this group of people�  
I have no doubt HIQA will do a very thorough job in inspecting these residential homes�

Last night I heard Deputy Ó Cuív speak on this subject�  I have no doubt he, like the rest 
of us, has real concern and empathy for people with disabilities, but it is very difficult to listen 
to comments from Fianna Fáil given the huge problem they put on the shoulders of the Irish 
people, most particularly by accepting the huge debt from Anglo Irish Bank and the like�  This 
is what really makes it so difficult for us to deal with the issues we are faced with today.

21/03/2013J00200Deputy Liam Twomey: From meeting people with disabilities on an individual and organi-
sational level I know that in recent years they have felt let down and, to some degree, isolated�  
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This is very much because they have seen a reduction in services�  They are very aware of the 
resource issue, and they are more aware of it and the concerns it raises than some of those who 
comment on the issue in the House�  Many of the problems we experience are communications 
problems, with regard to explaining to people with disabilities and their organisations what is 
going on�

Much of what has happened for people with disabilities in the past decade has very much 
been driven by disability organisations themselves�  We have a very good Minister of State in 
Deputy Kathleen Lynch, because she has great empathy with what is going on for people with 
disabilities�  She is honest about what can be achieved and about what we must try to do�  For 
this honesty to come through we must ensure that resources intended for the disability sector 
arrive there�  In recent years many service plans drawn up by Departments are not necessarily 
implemented in the way we voted for them�  This issue has been raised time and again�  It is 
particularly prevalent with regard to the HSE, where funding is given for a specific service but 
it is not used for that service.  We often find out mid-year or towards the end of the year that 
money has been diverted somewhere else�  This must stop�  If money is allocated at budget 
time for a specific service it must stay with this service.  Ministers and Ministers of State must 
ensure funding stays with the service for which it is intended�  Funding for disability services 
is significant at €1.5 billion, but with such a huge amount of State funding and a number of 
voluntary and State organisations involved, one can see how funding can be diverted�  We must 
focus on ensuring what we say we will do in service plans is what we do, so we remain honest 
with people with disabilities and we keep their confidence and trust that we mean what we say 
when we try to provide services for them�

Nobody can deny that huge changes have been made over the past two decades in how 
people with disabilities can access services, education and work�  I have seen it in my work as 
a doctor�  We still have plenty of scope, even with limited resources available at present, to do 
a hell of a lot more�  The Government is very much focused on rights-based services�  We are 
not only trying to build this for the duration of the Government, but we are trying to hardwire 
it into the thinking of everyone involved in implementing legislation and policy�  This needs to 
remain our focus�

21/03/2013J00300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I call Deputy Joan Collins who is sharing with Deputies 
Tom Fleming, Stephen Donnelly, Thomas Pringle and Seamus Healy�

21/03/2013J00400Deputy Joan Collins: During the debate I have heard comments that this side of the House 
is not practical with regard to ringfencing or protecting certain areas�  It is the responsibility of 
the Government, particularly during times such as those we are in at present, that certain areas 
are ringfenced such as DEIS schools, education and disability services�  These are services for 
the most vulnerable in the community who need support�  The mobility allowance has been tar-
geted as part of the continued diversion of State money into the bank bailout�  This is what lies 
behind the Government’s decision to cut the mobility allowance to approximately 4,700 people 
and the cut to the motorised transport grant for approximately 300 people at an annual cost of 
€10.6 million rather than extending these benefits to those aged over 65.

12 o’clock

When the Ombudsman referred to the Equal Status Act, I do not think she meant its remit 
should be cut or finished.  She wanted to see it extended to the over-65s and said that any refer-
ence to 65 years should be taken out of the legislation in order to allow it to be extended�
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  On 27 February, the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, said that extending the 
scheme to the over 65s would cost between €170 million and €300 million, but those figures 
sound as if they have been made up�  How could a scheme costing €10�6 million per year for 
approximately 3�1 million people aged between 14 and 65 cost €170 million for those over 65, 
which is a cohort of approximately 550,000?  It does not make sense�  How could a mobility al-
lowance and a motorised transport grant for the older group, which is about one sixth the size of 
the 14 to 65 age group, cost 16 times more for those over 65?  That does not make sense either�

  On what basis is that figure calculated?  Is it an annual cost for those over 65?  Does it 
include everybody with any kind of disability or those with mobility difficulties?  If we ex-
trapolate it from the number of people under 66 currently in receipt of a mobility allowance and 
motorised transport grant, approximately 900 people over 66 would be entitled to these benefits 
on that basis, thus costing around €1�9 million annually� 

  If we say that the rate of older people needing help with travel costs is twice the rate for 
the younger age group, the annual cost would be approximately €4 million�  If the rate for the 
older group was five times that of the younger group, the cost would still be less than €10 mil-
lion a year�  How therefore can the Minister of State and the Government say that the cost of 
extending the existing benefits to people over 65 will be an extra €170 million to €300 million?  
It does not make sense� 

  The reality is that the Government’s prime concern is the cost of these benefits.  This is 
explicit in a statement from Dr� McLoughlin and the Minister of State which said that the com-
mitments to provide services are now secondary to the bank bailout�  The commitments in the 
programme for Government are meaningless�  Fine Gael and Labour declared that they would 
put in place a plan for implementing a national disability strategy but after two years in Govern-
ment there is no sign of any plan other than cuts�

  Three weeks after the abolition of the mobility allowance and the motorised transport 
grant, the Disability Federation of Ireland’s representatives say there has been no contact with 
them on this issue.  There are no indications of alternative benefits from the Government or how 
they intend to provide benefits to those over 65 who need them.

  The Government’s strategy is supposed to include people with disabilities in mainstream 
social life, including employment�  People with disabilities have extra costs associated with 
travel and the mobility allowance recognised that.  These benefits helped people with disabili-
ties to avail of transport networks and thus have access to the wider community�  It is no good 
having disabled-access train carriages if people cannot get to and from the station�  Cutting the 
mobility allowance or restricting access to these benefits will reduce the incomes of people who 
are already being squeezed�  People on about €10,000 per year will have the extra €2,500 to 
help pay for travel costs taken away if these benefits are not restored.

  Yet there was no problem in ensuring that AIB and the Bank of Ireland got almost €25 
billion stop them from going bankrupt�  They are now hounding people for unaffordable mort-
gages, while the chief executive of the Bank of Ireland, Mr� Richie Boucher, gets over €830,000 
per year�  The likes of Bertie Ahern gets a pension of over €150,000 along with the other 30 
ex-ministers who will receive pensions of well over €100,000 each this year�  There is never a 
problem in ensuring that the highly paid and wealthy are paid out of the State coffers, but when 
it comes to those in need there is a question�
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  I wish to make a particular point about the sensitive personal medical approach that is 
supposed to be pursued in future�  I have already raised the case of a person with disabilities 
who is in a Storm-chair, but the HSE bureaucracy is unbelievable�  He got his chair and all the 
adjustments but he cannot get the HSE to provide lights for it�  He works, travels and goes out 
at night, moving around quite well in the community but due to the lack of required criteria, 
the HSE will not put lights on his chair�  He cannot put the lights on himself because he is not 
allowed to tamper with a HSE chair�  That is the madness we are in at the moment�  It is crazy 
but there are alternatives�

  Two weeks ago, the top 300 wealthiest people in this country improved their wealth, on 
the back of austerity, by €3�6 billion�  They are now worth €66�6 billion while ordinary people 
are being threatened with cuts like this�  If we put a 10% tax on the top 300 people’s wealth we 
would get €6�6 billion into the State coffers to be able to protect people with disabilities�  Those 
are the alternatives we should be looking at because €6�6 billion is just couch money for these 
people�

21/03/2013K00200Deputy Tom Fleming: I will start on a positive note�  In recent years, a new direction has 
been brought about by a number of policy developments concerning disability�  The most no-
table of these is the national disability strategy which reflects the social partnership agreement 
Towards 2016 and various programmes for Government, including the current one of 2011�  
These developments will impact on the work of voluntary disability organisations and on peo-
ple with disabilities�  We need to grasp the opportunities that are available so that people with 
disabilities can benefit to the maximum extent from commitments made through the national 
disability strategy, which will run until 2016�

Unfortunately, however, we must now do so in a very different economic context - one in 
which the level of funding for priority services for people with disabilities continues to be re-
duced�  There is an escalation of the concept of providing disability services to a greater extent 
in the mainstream context�  In addition, there is a huge dependency on the voluntary sector�  The 
aspirations in Towards 2016 include long-term goals under the national disability strategy�  Ac-
cording to the strategy’s mission statement

  Every person with a disability will have access to an income which is sufficient to sus-
tain an acceptable standard of living�  Every person with a disability would, in conformity 
with their needs and abilities, have access to appropriate care, health, education, employ-
ment, training and social services�  Every person with a disability would have access to 
public spaces, buildings, transport, information, advocacy, other public services and ap-
propriate housing�  Every person with a disability would be supported to enable them, as far 
as possible, to lead a full and independent life, to participate in work and in society, and to 
maximise their potential�

  The mission statement also says that “carers would be acknowledged and supported in their 
caring role”.  If we are to achieve these desirable ambitions the Government will have to re-
double its efforts and commitments with appropriate funding also being put in place to achieve 
these fundamental aspirations�  For instance, many public buildings are not disability-friendly 
and we have drastically neglected our duties in not complying with the Barcelona agreement in 
this regard� 

Due to a major cut of 56% to Kerry County Council’s housing grants recently - which is 
the highest reduction for any council in the country - terminally ill patients, the elderly and the 
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disabled who are in need of basic facilities such as downstairs bathrooms, walk-in showers, 
stair-lifts and ramps, are deprived of support for any such basic entitlements�  Grant applica-
tions have been halted and the council is unable to cater for long-standing applicants who have 
been approved but, unfortunately, cannot proceed�  

I plead with the Minister of State, Deputy Jan O’Sullivan, and also with her senior Minister, 
Deputy Hogan, and the Minister for Justice and Equality, Deputy Shatter, to ensure that this 
matter will be addressed, perhaps with contingency money that I understand may be available�  
I ask the Minister of State to put these matters at the top of her list to be addressed as soon as 
possible�

I urge the Government to revisit the contentious issue of the mobility allowance and the mo-
torised transport grant�  This contravenes Irish and international policy on including people with 
disabilities in society.  It also flies in the face of the adjudication on the issue by the Ombuds-
man, Ms Emily O’Reilly�  The Government will have to act with haste in tabling a resolution 
before the summer recess�

A high number of disability allowance applications are refused�  Many valid cases are ap-
pealed but it can take up to 18 months to obtain an adjudication�  Statistics show that on aver-
age about one third of the original refusals are eventually successful�  This begs the question 
about the success rate following all the re-evaluations and assessments�  Were it not for these 
applicants’ persistence over such a long time, they would have been deprived of their rightful 
entitlements�  This also poses the question as to the number of worthy cases who do not pursue 
this lengthy process�  Were they to do so, perhaps their applications would be granted but many 
of them simply give up�

21/03/2013L00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I thank the Deputy and call Deputy Donnelly�

21/03/2013L00300Deputy Tom Fleming: I ask the Minister for Social Protection to address this matter�

21/03/2013L00400Deputy Stephen S. Donnelly: At a time like this, one must wonder what is the point of this 
Chamber�  Deputy Finian McGrath has tabled an extremely important motion before the House 
with the support of many Members in the Technical Group�  As I look across the Chamber, I see 
the Government’s overwhelming majority is represented by a single highly capable Member, 
namely, the Minister of State, Deputy Jan O’Sullivan�  No senior Ministers or Government 
Deputies are present�  I wonder what those in the Gallery think of the sight of a bunch of Depu-
ties standing up and talking into the air on an issue as important as disability and the cuts to 
the disability sector�  Each one of these empty seats costs the people of Ireland approximately 
€250,000 per annum and standing up here right now, it comes as no surprise to me that the citi-
zens of Ireland have increasingly less faith in their elected representatives�

Nevertheless, the motion before Members is extremely important and I congratulate Deputy 
Finian McGrath on bringing it forward�  His motion does three things, namely, it recognises the 
scale of support provided by the disability sector, highlights the variety of cuts that have been 
imposed on that sector and calls on the Government both to reverse one recent decision on the 
mobility grant and to honour its commitment to treat people with disability in this State with the 
respect and dignity that is their right and which they deserve�  Deputy McGrath’s motion points 
out that 13% of the population is coping with a disability, that one person in 25 is providing 
unpaid care to people with disabilities and shockingly, that in Ireland, one carer in 50 is under 
the age of 15�  However, since 2008 the sector has experienced a 14% cut in funding�  When 
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one factors in inflation, this equates to a 20% cut in real purchasing power for the sector.  In this 
context, many organisations have 85% of their budgets locked into pay and pensions and under 
the terms of the Croke Park agreement, not only can they not replace their staff but they must 
award pay rises�  Consequently, service providers are being hit with huge cuts and must take 
them all from 15% of their budgets�  The result, as every Member is aware, has been huge prob-
lems for both the service providers and more critically, obviously, for those whom they support�

The most recent cut has been to the mobility grant.  I accept the Ombudsman’s finding and 
that the Government must act.  However, as Deputy Joan Collins pointed out, the figures are 
spurious�  I examined them and at present the two grants, namely, the mobility allowance and 
the motorised transport grant, cost approximately €10 million per year�  For example, in 2011, 
the cost was €10 million�  According to the Government, extending these schemes to include 
those who are over 65 could add a further €300 million�  In other words, the cost would increase 
from €10 million to more than €310 million, which sounds pretty dodgy to me�  However, the 
numbers nonetheless are large and there is very little money available�  Consequently, I ac-
cept that any response must be taken seriously and must be done in a careful manner that does 
not incur an annual cost to the State of €300 million�  However, it is unacceptable to cease the 
current grant, which costs less than €1 million per month, while trying to figure out what the 
new scheme should be�  There is no reason the Government could not have simply continued 
it before introducing the new scheme�  I do not doubt the commitment of the Minister of State, 
Deputy Kathleen Lynch, and have heard her speak with passion and expertise on the issue of 
disabilities in this Chamber many times�  However, she is not a full Minister and when one 
looks at the cuts that have come and the way in which they have been imposed, one cannot but 
conclude that the disability sector is not receiving the priority it should from both the present 
Administration and its predecessor�  The choices we make in crisis will determine our character 
as a nation�  It is easy to give out money when there is lots of money around and when one is 
borrowing too much of it�  That is easy but the choices we make now will determine our social 
values�  At present, history will look back on this Dáil and its predecessor and will state the 
elected representatives of the people chose to take money from disabled children at the same 
time they paid tens of billions of euro to professional financial investors.  The present Govern-
ment can still change this and still has time to do so�  That is the choice it faces and I hope 
the Taoiseach, the Minister for Health, Deputy Reilly, the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen 
Lynch, the Minister for Finance, Deputy Noonan, and the Minister for Public Expenditure and 
Reform, Deputy Howlin, will do everything they can in this regard�

I will use the time remaining to me to make a special plea for St� Catherine’s Association, 
Wicklow�  It provides a phenomenal service to the people of Wicklow and recently was obliged 
to put 58 staff on notice, which will have extremely serious consequences�  The Minister of 
State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, has been engaging in good faith with me and the other Wicklow 
Deputies on this issue and I have a request I wish to put on the record on behalf of that institu-
tion, namely, that the funding for the 58 staff be provided until the end of the school term�  I ap-
preciate that things must change and there have been governance issues�  Moreover, I acknowl-
edge this is not the fault of the HSE but taking out those 58 teachers mid-term will cause a great 
deal of distress and disruption to the pupils therein�  Consequently, my request is that until the 
end of the school term, emergency funding be provided that allows the school to continue�  This 
would minimise any disruption and would give the new board time to come up with a new plan�

21/03/2013L00500Deputy Thomas Pringle: At the outset, I pay tribute to Deputy Finian McGrath for the 
introduction of this Private Members’ motion and congratulate him on the work he has put into 
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placing it on the Order Paper for the House�  In a modern society, it is sad that Members are 
obliged to discuss motions such as this which call for the protection of the disabled, for a halt 
to the cuts in their income and payments and for help for them to allow them to live indepen-
dently and to steer away from institutionalisation, as well as calling for them to be given their 
rights as equal citizens in this land�  However, it appears as though this is what Members have 
come to�  Has the Government really stooped so low that it must pinch the pockets of these 
vulnerable people to pay for the mistakes of the better off?  In the recent past, there have been 
cuts to personal assistance that meant disabled people were obliged to sit out overnight outside 
Leinster House in protest before the Government reversed that barbarous decision�  This was 
followed by a cut to the respite care grant and now, most recently, by the slashing of the mobil-
ity allowance and the motorised transport grants�  Disabled people simply are wondering what 
will be next�  In recent days, I received a letter from a disabled person from my constituency 
who is a double transplant patient suffering from cystic fibrosis.  He wrote that he dreaded to 
see the postman coming or to turn on the radio to hear what will be cut next�  The loss of the 
mobility allowance will mean his ability to live independently will be curtailed severely�  Fol-
lowing the decision of the Government to slash such mobility payments, all 5,000 people who 
are in receipt of them, all of whom have disabilities and need the payments in order to leave 
their houses, will lose up to €280 per month�  This targeting of the most vulnerable people in 
our society is an absolute disgrace�

It is highly unlikely, perhaps even impossible, that within the next three months, when these 
payments are due to end, the Government will have devised and implemented a public trans-
port strategy that will take into account the transport needs of all, even those with disabilities�  
Moreover, even if the review is completed within the next few months, it still will be a long 
time before changes on the ground become evident�  The people who are being targeted in this 
instance are individuals who are unable to use public transport and for those who need to adapt 
their vehicles for driving�  What are these people supposed to do while the Government awaits 
yet another of its infamous reviews?  For people in remote areas, such as County Donegal, the 
consequences will be disastrous�  I have been contacted by numerous constituents who are wor-
ried sick that they will lose their mobility allowances, as well as by some who were about to 
apply but now cannot and are devastated by that�  For them, they will be housebound because 
public transport, for those who can use it, is non-existent in Donegal, even before one considers 
those who cannot access it because it is not disabled-friendly�  The plan of the Minister of State, 
Deputy Kathleen Lynch, will neither fix this nor solve this problem.  People with disabilities 
cannot be ignored or neglected�  The Government cannot force people to stay in their homes�  
It must allow people who are eligible to apply for the limited supports that are available�  The 
Department and the Government have had years to resolve this mess�  It is their, not disabled 
people’s, mess to resolve�

The Department must establish a scheme that is legitimate and allows for all people who are 
eligible to apply for mobility payments to do so�  It must retain the personal assistant service 
and provide the supports, including educational supports, that are necessary for disabled people 
to be truly equal citizens�  It must also adequately support those who are caring for disabled 
people�  Not only does providing the means to allow disabled people to live independently 
give them a better quality of life and recognises their contribution to our society, it also saves 
money in the long term compared to the cost of the institutionalisation that would be necessary 
otherwise�

People who live with disabilities have had to fight all their lives, and their families have had 
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to fight on their behalf.  Supports were never easy to access.  We have seen the struggle families 
have had to get domiciliary care allowances�  Even mobility allowances and transport grants 
were not easily accessible for disabled people.  They have had to fight constantly.  We must 
build a society in which they are recognised and in which that struggle is seen to be our struggle, 
and not only theirs.  They have had to fight for every support they get.

The Minister has failed to protect and provide for the disabled and continues to target them 
with savage cutbacks�  This is outrageous decision making, particularly by the Labour Party 
Minister of State who is overseeing this process�  I call on all Members to oppose the Govern-
ment’s proposed amendment to this motion and to recognise the rights of disabled people as 
equal citizens in our society�

21/03/2013M00200Deputy Seamus Healy: It is a pity that the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, has 
left the Chamber as I wish to draw to her attention a situation that has developed in my constitu-
ency of Tipperary South�  I ask the Minister of State, Deputy Jan O’Sullivan, to convey to her 
the situation which I will now describe�

21/03/2013M00300Deputy Jan O’Sullivan: I will do that�

21/03/2013M00400Deputy Seamus Healy: It relates to the appalling treatment of people with disabilities, 
service users and staff in south Tipperary�  On 28 February last, with ten minutes notice, the 
Health Service Executive announced the closure of both residential and day services for per-
sons with acquired brain injury�  This was done without any consultation with the service users, 
stakeholders or staff�

The transitional living unit, called Slí Eile, was developed by committed staff, who are con-
tinually open to change and have changed over the years�  They built the service over the last 14 
years since it was established in October 1999�  It is acknowledged to be a quality service for 
people with acquired brain injury�  The unit is the only HSE-run unit for rehabilitation services 
for people with acquired brain injury in the south east�  It provides short to medium term resi-
dential rehabilitation placements in the community for three people at any one time�  The unit 
is based in Clonmel and aims to be a stepping stone to greater independence for people with 
acquired brain injury who may possess basic self-care skills but who are having difficulty man-
aging their lives due to cognitive and sometimes behavioural difficulties.  The unit’s residential 
service provides a 24 hour support service on the days of operation from Monday to Friday�

Alongside the residential service, the transitional living unit provides a day service from 
Mondays to Thursdays for people with acquired brain injury�  There are approximately 22 ser-
vice users�  The focus of the day service is on social interaction, skills development, peer sup-
port, personal development and computer, literary, communication and leisure skills�  The unit’s 
residential and day service is staffed by a manager and nine social care workers�

This announcement was made at ten minutes notice and without any consultation with staff 
on Thursday, 28 February, when the southern senior management of the HSE was on its way 
to a forum meeting in Cork to announce this decision�  The management obviously instructed 
local management to indicate the closure to staff effectively at the drop of a hat�  There was 
no consultation and no information was given to service users or clients�  One can imagine the 
trauma and distress of service users when this information became available, not directly from 
the HSE but on the basis of that announcement�  The staff have built up this unit over the last 14 
years and it is acknowledged to be excellent�  The staff have always been open to change and 
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built the unit on that basis�  Even at this late stage the staff are open to change in the provision of 
these services.  The decision makes little or no financial sense, as there are few financial savings 
involved, but it ensures maximum disruption and upheaval for service users�

I ask the Minister to investigate the absolutely appalling manner of the announcement and 
the conduct of the HSE in making it�  I also call on her to reverse the decision�  This service is 
absolutely necessary�  It caters for the entire south-eastern area both on a day and residential 
basis�  There are rumours, because no consultation has taken place, that there will be some 
involvement by Acquired Brain Injury Ireland, but that organisation provides no rehabilitation 
service�  The closure of the service in Clonmel will deprive service users in the south east of a 
rehabilitation service�

I cannot stress strongly enough how traumatised and distraught the service users are as a 
result of this�  The staff are utterly dismayed with the dismantling of a quality service that has 
been built up over 14 years and the disrespectful manner in which the life-changing news was 
conveyed at ten minutes notice�  I ask the Minister of State, Deputy Jan O’Sullivan, to tell the 
Minister of State at the Department of Health, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, about this and to ask 
that an investigation take place into the manner of this announcement and the conduct of the 
HSE in this regard�  I urge the Minister of State to reverse the decision and ensure that these 
services are available for persons in the south east with acquired brain injury�

21/03/2013M00500Minister of State at the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Gov-
ernment (Deputy Jan O’Sullivan): I am happy to have the opportunity to summarise the 
position of the Government on the motion tabled by Deputy Finian McGrath and the Technical 
Group�  I have listened with interest to Members on both sides of the House, as did my col-
league the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, earlier this morning and last night�  In-
deed, the commitment of the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, to this issue has rightly 
been recognised by Members on both sides of the House�

The position taken by the Government in doing everything in its power to protect those who 
are most vulnerable is clear, given the very significant financial difficulties the State faces at 
this time.  It is incumbent on us to find better ways to use the moneys we have available to us to 
extract the best value for those most in need in our society�  That is why, with regard to health 
services for people with disabilities, the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, spoke in 
detail about the significant funding of €1.5 billion which is committed in 2013 to meeting the 
health and personal social care needs of people with disabilities�  The Minister of State outlined 
the major programme of reform being undertaken to ensure we focus our efforts in the most 
appropriate way in respect of funding for people with disabilities�

Front-line services are the priority for the Government�  The Health Service Executive is 
committed to keeping the number of personal assistant hours at a level consistent with that 
provided in 2012.  Additional funding of €4 million has been allocated to help find places for 
the 700 school leavers with disabilities who will require a service this year�  Funding of €1 
million has been ring-fenced to meet the housing needs of institutions in 2013, and this will 
enable housing authorities to provide up to 150 new homes in the community for people with 
disabilities�

We are finding new and better ways to deliver services which will provide choice and con-
trol for people with disabilities.  It is the Government’s firm belief that this is the best way for 
people to live full lives in the midst of their local communities�  The national implementation 
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framework for the value for money and policy review of disability services will pave the way 
for migration towards a model of person-centred, individually chosen supports and help to 
implement a more effective method of assessing need, allocating resources and monitoring 
resource use�  As the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, stated last night, choice and 
control will shift to where it correctly belongs, namely, with the individual and his or her family�

A number of Deputies referred to a so-called postcode lottery in services for children�  The 
Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, acknowledged that services have developed inde-
pendently and were often established to serve one specific group of children only, resulting in 
a wide variation in the services available�  We are working to resolve this issue on the basis of 
a cross-sectoral approach�

Consistency, standardisation and fairness are the focus of the HSE in its current reconfigura-
tion of existing therapy resources for children�  Our aim is to ensure services are as integrated as 
possible and targeted to the areas of greatest need�  We look forward to the Health Information 
and Quality Authority’s standards for residential services for people with disabilities, which 
will be placed on a statutory footing this year, with the related registration and inspection re-
gime also set to commence�

Many Deputies expressed concern about the needs of those who have been in receipt of 
the mobility allowance and motorised transport grant�  I reiterate that the decision to end the 
schemes was not taken lightly and every effort is being made to devise an appropriate solution 
or solutions to resolve the issues arising�  The project group which has been established on a 
cross-departmental and agency basis includes relevant individuals representing the disability 
sector whose role is to communicate and advocate for those in need of supports in addition to 
helping finding solutions.  The group’s work is well under way and we must allow it to continue 
in order that the most appropriate solution or solutions can be ascertained�  In the meantime, the 
payment of mobility allowance will continue for a period of four months for existing recipients�  
I stress also that the funding of €10�6 million remains in place and is committed to meeting the 
priority transport needs of people with a disability.  I confirm also that there is a contingency 
fund in my Department�  I will convey to the Minister the comments made by Deputies Don-
nelly and Healy on specific facilities in their constituencies.

The new assisted decision-making (capacity) Bill will align modern legislation with the 
principles contained in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabili-
ties.  The guiding principles of the Bill reflect the principle of the dignity and autonomy of each 
individual person and the assumption that the person has the capacity to take decisions unless 
the contrary is shown�  It also acknowledges the freedom of a person to make his or her own 
decisions.  The intention of the Bill is to support specifically the right of all persons to equal 
recognition before the law�  The legislation will replace the existing ward of courts system�

On the issue of constructive engagement with groups representing the disabled, the Min-
ister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, set out the wide-ranging approaches being taken in the 
national disability strategy’s implementation plan to bring together Departments, agencies and 
local government with the disability stakeholders group, which represents the many facets of 
living that confront people with disabilities�  The Minister of State also noted the role of the 
disability forum which reaches out to individuals with their lived experience of disability to en-
sure the widest possible inclusion takes place�  The issue of people with disabilities is extremely 
important, as is clear in the concern expressed by Members on all sides�  I assure the House of 
the concern of the Government for people with disabilities and thank all Deputies who contrib-
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uted to the debate�  I am also grateful for the opportunity to place this issue to the fore in the 
proceedings of the House�

21/03/2013N00200Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: While many of the sentiments expressed and assurances 
given by the Minister of State are positive, those who are affected by disability have reason to 
be somewhat sceptical about words of assurance�  The programme for Government contains 
noble aspirations and states the Government will “ensure that services meet the needs of users”, 
“facilitate people with disabilities in achieving a greater level of participation in employment, 
training and education” and “ensure that the quality of life of people with disabilities is en-
hanced and that resources allocated reach the people who need them”.  It is extremely difficult 
to square these positive aspirations and fine sentiments with the shocking decision, which was 
taken without consultation with those affected, to abolish the mobility allowance and motorised 
transport grant�  Large numbers of extremely vulnerable people are living in a state of anxiety 
because they fear their quality of life and ability to participate fully in society will be dramati-
cally damaged and downgraded at the end of June when the proposed cuts are implemented�

Representatives of the Centre for Independent Living appeared before the Joint Committee 
on Public Service Oversight and Petitions to express their views on the proposed abolition of 
the mobility allowance and motorised transport grant�  They seek an assurance from the Gov-
ernment that individual direct payments will be maintained�  No such assurance was forthcom-
ing in this debate�  When the Government indicates that alternatives will be put in place in the 
absence of providing an assurance that these alternatives will be direct, individual payments, 
people in receipt of these allowances are right to be worried�  They want direct payments be-
cause they allow them to have a degree of freedom, autonomy and self-determination�  It is 
only by continuing to provide the current supports and enhancing them, as promised in the pro-
gramme for Government, rather than cutting or downgrading it, as people fear will be the case 
under the proposed alternative, that the Government can honour the commitments it made and 
the sentiments the Minister of State has just expressed.  Will the Minister of State provide a firm 
assurance to those who receive the motorised transport grant and mobility allowance that their 
direct payments will be continued?  Those are the words they want to hear�  They do not want 
bus tickets nor do they wish to rely on public transport because they would not have the same 
level of individual freedom and autonomy as they enjoy with direct payments�

The Government states - wrongly in my opinion - that corporation tax is sacrosanct and 
we cannot touch the profits of multinational companies.  Its position is topsy-turvy.  Surely, 
when one is discussing budgets and resources, the sacrosanct items should be the supports and 
services provided to the most vulnerable, especially the disabled�  Is that not where the Gov-
ernment’s priorities should lie?  Should it not decide that mobility allowance and motorised 
transport grants will not be touched regardless of what problems arise?  Likewise, should it 
not state that personal assistants and home help hours to the disabled and vulnerable, funding 
to voluntary organisations that support the disabled and vulnerable and grants to older people 
to adapt their homes will not be touched?  Those are the assurances the Government failed to 
provide�  They are the items that should be sacrosanct but are not�  Many have been cut or, in 
the case of personal assistants, the Government tried to cut them but was prevented from doing 
so because disabled people protested and forced it to back off�  Those are the assurances we 
want, to match the fine words and noble sentiments in the programme for Government.  Let the 
Minister of State match words with deeds�

21/03/2013O00200Deputy John Halligan: I thank Deputy Finian McGrath for bringing this important issue 
before the Dáil� I concur with what Deputy Seamus Healy said about Slí Eile in Clonmel�  The 
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anger of people in the south east at the closing of this facility is unbelievable�  Last week, I took 
part in a radio show with some of the workforce of Slí Eile�  More than 1,700 calls came into 
the radio station from Clonmel and across counties Waterford, Wexford and Tipperary�  People 
cannot believe the Government has reached the stage of cutting services to the most severely 
disabled people, those with severe brain injuries�  The people who work in the facility are highly 
skilled.  Some of them trained in England in the specific skills of rehabilitating those with se-
vere brain injury�  Within the next year, 5,000 people will present at hospitals throughout the 
country with severe brain injury, adding to about 60,000 people already suffering�  Brain injury 
rehabilitation is a specific service by highly trained personnel.  This closure will be extremely 
detrimental to the Minister of State�  I do not think she realises the seriousness of what she has 
done in cutting this service by highly trained people�

The most vulnerable people in society are those with disabilities and those who care for 
them�  Parents care for their children and children care for their parents�  The psychological 
trauma they suffer is everlasting�  A brain injury does not heal so that everything is all right in 
a few weeks or months�  People have to live with brain injury for the rest of their lives�  The 
trauma within a household when a brain injury occurs is dramatic and heart-rending�

In the current economic circumstances, surely it is obligatory for all of us to help those who 
are most vulnerable in our society�  Wherever cuts are made, and even if those of us on this side 
of the House oppose them, to withdraw services from the people who are most vulnerable is 
shameful and appalling�  Knowing the Ministers of State, Deputies Jan O’Sullivan and Kath-
leen Lynch, as I do, I know they do not want to do that�  It is not in their psyche to do so�  The 
Government must, however, take another look at what is being done and find another way.  We 
can all suggest alternative ways to get the money�  The Government is not going to listen to our 
alternative, which is to take from the rich and from those who are not paying their fair share, but 
whatever is done, why must services be taken from those who are vulnerable?

These people cannot speak for themselves, because they cannot speak�  They often cannot 
get to a polling station because they are too ill�  These are the people who need to be protected 
by us, no matter what we have to do�  There are decent people in all parties in the House�  We 
have all come across people who suffer a disability and the people who work with them, some-
times having to manage them for 24 hours a day�  We have seen the love shown by carers and 
how disabled people are deprived of the simple pleasures in life the rest of us can enjoy�  We 
must offer them something back and give them a little extra, year after year and budget after 
budget.  We should not be cutting at all.  The Minister for Finance should be trying to find 
something extra that would give these people a lift and a better quality of life�  That is what they 
deserve and need�

When we speak about vulnerable people and the most vulnerable in our society, we must put 
some thought into the families who spend 24 hours a day with a person who has a disability�  We 
must give some thought to the mother, father, son or daughter who will spend the rest of their 
lives caring for a disabled person�  No money can pay for that, but we should not offend these 
people by making miserable cuts to the mobility allowance or other disability payments�  That 
is offensive to them�  They believe they deserve better�

21/03/2013O00300Deputy Finian McGrath: I thank Members from all parties who have contributed to the 
debate�  I particularly thank members of the Technical Group who strongly supported the mo-
tion�  I listened carefully to the contributions but I also listened carefully to Government Depu-
ties who misrepresented sections of our motion�  I will go through those later and respond to 
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the Minister of State�

The motion is about the rights of the disabled as citizens of the State�  It is about supporting 
these people�  They were attacked and treated very badly in recent months�  Only this morning, 
following yesterday’s debate, I received two letters from parents of children with an intellectual 
disability�  One said:

My daughter has Down’s syndrome�  You may or may not be aware that currently she 
will not automatically be entitled to resources in mainstream education�  This is because 
Down’s syndrome is not categorised as a low incidence disability�  My daughter is a won-
derful, bright, curious little girl�  She has a right to equal education which supports her 
reaching her full potential�  Please help us achieve that for her and all children with Down’s 
syndrome�

That is just one letter relating to this debate which arrived this morning�  Yesterday, I was 
contacted by a factory worker who is looking after his disabled wife�  Their application for 
carer’s allowance was turned down�  Instead of turning down the application by this man, who 
supports his very disabled wife, we should be giving him a gold medal and doing our best to 
support him�   The Government has cut the respite care grant by a measly €325�  Some of my 
colleagues spoke about the hundreds of millions, if not billions, of euro being wasted, yet we 
impose this cut on families where someone has a disability�  These are real people and they are 
citizens with rights�  They deserve support and respect in this debate�

Last night, we heard a lecture from the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch, on listen-
ing�  She was agonising about the issue�  People with disabilities have spoken but the Govern-
ment is not acting on what they have said�  They now want delivery rather than being listened 
to while the services and supports they rely on are being demolished�

Regarding the national disability strategy, the Minister of State talked about listening ex-
ercises�  A number of her colleagues also spoke about the importance of listening�  Let us get 
down to reality�  First, the programme for Government contains a commitment to an implemen-
tation plan�  We still do not have it in the third year of the Administration�  Second, a three year 
plan was to have commenced in 2013.  The previous Government had undertaken significant 
planning work at official level to prepare the plan.  The national disability strategy implementa-
tion group was not established until November 2011, at which point the Minister of State said 
it would take six months to prepare the plan�  It has not yet been published and, meanwhile, a 
number of further deadlines have passed.  I understand the finalisation of the plan has been re-
peatedly delayed because some Departments have not provided their input�  It seems that some 
Departments are not co-operating with stated Government policy�  There was still no commit-
ment to publication in last night’s speech by the Minister of State, Deputy Kathleen Lynch�

I am pointing out the reality for people with disabilities�  We have had all the listening, all 
the talk and all the guff�  I ask the Minister of State to implement the Government’s promise 
and reverse the decision on the mobility allowance and grant or, alternatively, set up a proper 
scheme with immediate effect.  I also ask the Minister of State to fulfil all the disability related 
promises in the programme for Government.  Last night, I mentioned figures relating to the 
intellectual disability sector�  An extra 500 respite, day care and residential places per year for 
four years would wipe out the deficit.  The numbers and the amount of money involved are not 
as significant as people claim.  There is considerable potential.
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I thank my colleagues for their great support�  Many of the people who work with disabled 
people or in the disability sector appreciate the fact that we have returned this issue to the politi-
cal agenda.  We can discuss economies, bailing out banks and Cyprus, but we must first ensure 
that we deliver services of the highest international standards to our citizens, including people 
with disabilities�

Amendment put: 

The Dáil divided: Tá, 71; Níl, 45�
Tá Níl

 Bannon, James�  Boyd Barrett, Richard�
 Burton, Joan�  Broughan, Thomas P�
 Butler, Ray�  Browne, John�
 Buttimer, Jerry�  Calleary, Dara�
 Byrne, Eric�  Collins, Joan�
 Carey, Joe�  Colreavy, Michael�
 Collins, Áine�  Crowe, Seán�
 Conaghan, Michael�  Daly, Clare�
 Conlan, Seán�  Doherty, Pearse�
 Connaughton, Paul J�  Donnelly, Stephen S�
 Coonan, Noel�  Dooley, Timmy�
 Coveney, Simon�  Ellis, Dessie�
 Daly, Jim�  Ferris, Martin�
 Deasy, John�  Flanagan, Luke ‘Ming’�
 Deering, Pat�  Fleming, Sean�
 Doherty, Regina�  Fleming, Tom�
 Donohoe, Paschal�  Grealish, Noel�
 Dowds, Robert�  Halligan, John�
 Doyle, Andrew�  Healy, Seamus�
 Durkan, Bernard J�  Healy-Rae, Michael�
 English, Damien�  Kelleher, Billy�
 Farrell, Alan�  Kirk, Seamus�
 Feighan, Frank�  Kitt, Michael P�
 Ferris, Anne�  Lowry, Michael�
 Fitzpatrick, Peter�  Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig�
 Flanagan, Charles�  McConalogue, Charlie�
 Flanagan, Terence�  McDonald, Mary Lou�
 Griffin, Brendan.  McGrath, Finian�
 Harrington, Noel�  McGrath, Mattie�
 Hayes, Brian�  McGrath, Michael�
 Hayes, Tom�  McLellan, Sandra�
 Heydon, Martin�  Murphy, Catherine�
 Humphreys, Heather�  Naughten, Denis�
 Humphreys, Kevin�  Ó Caoláin, Caoimhghín�
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 Keating, Derek�  Ó Cuív, Éamon�
 Kenny, Seán�  Ó Fearghaíl, Seán�
 Kyne, Seán�  Ó Snodaigh, Aengus�
 Lawlor, Anthony�  O’Brien, Jonathan�
 Lynch, Ciarán�  O’Sullivan, Maureen�
 Lynch, Kathleen�  Pringle, Thomas�
 Lyons, John�  Ross, Shane�
 McCarthy, Michael�  Shortall, Róisín�
 McFadden, Nicky�  Smith, Brendan�
 McHugh, Joe�  Stanley, Brian�
 McLoughlin, Tony�  Wallace, Mick�
 McNamara, Michael�
 Maloney, Eamonn�
 Mitchell, Olivia�
 Mitchell O’Connor, Mary�
 Mulherin, Michelle�
 Murphy, Dara�
 Murphy, Eoghan�
 Nash, Gerald�
 Neville, Dan�
 Nolan, Derek�
 Ó Ríordáin, Aodhán�
 O’Donovan, Patrick�
 O’Mahony, John�
 O’Reilly, Joe�
 O’Sullivan, Jan�
 Penrose, Willie�
 Phelan, John Paul�
 Ring, Michael�
 Ryan, Brendan�
 Stagg, Emmet�
 Stanton, David�
 Timmins, Billy�
 Twomey, Liam�
 Wall, Jack�
 Walsh, Brian�
 White, Alex�

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Emmet Stagg and Joe Carey; Níl, Deputies Aengus Ó Snodaigh and 
Finian McGrath�
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Amendment declared carried�

1 o’clock

Question put: “That the motion, as amended, be agreed to.”

The Dáil divided: Tá, 74; Níl, 44�TáBannon, James�Breen, Pat�Burton, Joan�Butler, 
Ray�Buttimer, Jerry�Byrne, Eric�Carey, Joe�Collins, Áine�Conaghan, Michael�Conlan, 

Seán�Connaughton, Paul J�Coonan, Noel�Coveney, Simon�Creed, Michael�Daly, Jim�Deasy, 
John�Deering, Pat�Doherty, Regina�Donohoe, Paschal�Dowds, Robert�Doyle, Andrew�Durkan, 

Bernard J�English, Damien�Farrell, Alan�Feighan, Frank�Ferris, Anne�Fitzpatrick, 
Peter.Flanagan, Charles.Flanagan, Terence.Griffin, Brendan.Harrington, Noel.Hayes, 
Brian�Hayes, Tom�Heydon, Martin�Humphreys, Heather�Humphreys, Kevin�Keating, 

Derek�Kenny, Seán�Kyne, Seán�Lawlor, Anthony�Lynch, Ciarán�Lynch, Kathleen�Lyons, 
John�McCarthy, Michael�McFadden, Nicky�McHugh, Joe�McLoughlin, Tony�McNamara, 

Michael�Maloney, Eamonn�Mitchell, Olivia�Mitchell O’Connor, Mary�Mulherin, 
Michelle�Murphy, Dara�Murphy, Eoghan�Nash, Gerald�Neville, Dan�Nolan, Derek�Ó Ríordáin, 

Aodhán�O’Donovan, Patrick�O’Mahony, John�O’Reilly, Joe�O’Sullivan, Jan�Penrose, 
Willie�Phelan, John Paul�Ring, Michael�Ryan, Brendan�Spring, Arthur�Stagg, Emmet�Stanton, 

David�Timmins, Billy�Twomey, Liam�Wall, Jack�Walsh, Brian�White, Alex�NílBoyd Bar-
rett, Richard�Broughan, Thomas P�Browne, John�Calleary, Dara�Collins, Joan�Colreavy, 

Michael�Crowe, Seán�Daly, Clare�Doherty, Pearse�Donnelly, Stephen S�Dooley, Timmy�Ellis, 
Dessie�Ferris, Martin�Flanagan, Luke ‘Ming’�Fleming, Sean�Fleming, Tom�Grealish, 

Noel�Halligan, John�Healy, Seamus�Healy-Rae, Michael�Kelleher, Billy�Kirk, Seamus�Kitt, 
Michael P�Lowry, Michael�Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig�McConalogue, Charlie�McDonald, 

Mary Lou�McGrath, Finian�McGrath, Mattie�McGrath, Michael�McLellan, Sandra�Murphy, 
Catherine�Ó Caoláin, Caoimhghín�Ó Cuív, Éamon�Ó Fearghaíl, Seán�Ó Snodaigh, 

Aengus�O’Brien, Jonathan�O’Sullivan, Maureen�Pringle, Thomas�Ross, Shane�Shortall, 
Róisín�Smith, Brendan�Stanley, Brian�Wallace, Mick�

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Emmet Stagg and Joe Carey; Níl, Deputies Aengus Ó Snodaigh and 
Finian McGrath�

Question declared carried�

21/03/2013R00100Topical Issue Matters

21/03/2013R00200An Ceann Comhairle: I wish to advise the House of the following matters in respect of 
which notice has been given under Standing Order 27A and the name of the Member in each 
case: (1) Deputy Ciara Conway - the need to reverse the 58% reduction to the Waterford County 
Council disability grant; 

(2) Deputy Paschal Donohoe - the need for the Minister for Education and Skills to respond 
to the campaign for a new Educate Together secondary school in respect of the Dublin 1, 3, 7 
and 9 areas; 

(3) Deputies Dara Calleary and Denis Naughten - the need to sanction funding in respect of 
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the ArtAssist pump in counties Galway, Mayo and Roscommon; 

(4) Deputy Derek Keating - the need to make provision for persons with a learning disabil-
ity at St� John of God’s, Island Bridge, Dublin particularly in view of the discharge of a person 
(details supplied); 

(5) Deputy Jonathan O’Brien - the implications arising from circular 0008/13, Budget 2012 
– Public Service-Wide Review of Allowances and Premium Payments, that was issued recently 
to teachers; 

(6) Deputy Michelle Mulherin - the need to direct EirGrid to implement smart grid technical 
solutions as a pilot project to stretch the network capacity and minimise constraints in North 
Mayo and to facilitate the number of wind and biomass electricity generating projects; 

(7) Deputy Simon Harris - the need to contact the President of the Maldives in view of plans 
there to physically punish a 15 year old rape victim for having sex outside of marriage; 

(8) Deputy Barry Cowen - the list of exempted developments from the property tax pub-
lished; 

(9) Deputy Tom Hayes - the need to outline the future of St� Patrick’s Hospital, Cashel, 
County Tipperary; 

(10) Deputy Clare Daly - the criteria used exempting unfinished estates from the local prop-
erty tax; 

(11) Deputy Kevin Humphreys - the need to intervene with the ESB to ensure that guided 
tours and current opening hours continue at the Georgian Museum, “No. 29”, Merrion Square, 
Dublin 2; 

(12) Deputy Thomas P. Broughan - the need to confirm whether evidence was withdrawn 
before the publication of the 2009 Coffey report into the Stardust tragedy; 

(13) Deputy Mick Wallace - the estates eligible for exemption from the local property tax; 

and (14) Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett - proposed exemptions to the property tax�

The matters raised by Deputies Dara Calleary and Denis Naughten,  Tom Hayes, Paschal 
Donohoe and Kevin Humphreys have been selected for discussion�

21/03/2013R00300Health (Alteration of Criteria for Eligibility) Bill 2013: Second Stage (Resumed)

Question again proposed: “That the Bill be now read a Second Time.”

21/03/2013R00400Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: As I said previously, it is very regrettable that alterations have 
to be made to the eligibility criteria for medical cards for people over 70�  However, the other 
side of that coin is the fact that more people will have medical cards and GP-visit cards at the 
end of this year than currently hold them because more people are coming into the marketplace 
all of the time and provision must be made for them�
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I have been consistent in recent years in trying to ensure that the Department of Health 
monitors its expenditure on a monthly, if not weekly, basis to try to ensure that major cuts do 
not have to be made at the end of the year because spending was not monitored properly�  The 
Minister and Minister of State are correct in doing that, even though this decision is difficult.

I am not trying to make a political point when I say that I am saddened that former Govern-
ment Deputies who are now in opposition accept no responsibility whatsoever for the situation 
now affecting the nation�  Deputy Finian McGrath may laugh at that and think it is funny�

21/03/2013R00500Deputy Finian McGrath: I do not think it is funny�

21/03/2013R00600Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: The people in this country must recognise that there are no 
easy options�  The country continues to be in a precarious situation�  At the best of times, it 
was a difficult situation while at the worst of times, we could have fallen over the cliff.  We 
are very lucky to have political parties in this country that were prepared to take responsibility 
for running the country at this difficult time.  On taking office, this Government inherited all 
of the bills, both private and public but both parties in Government accepted the challenge�  In 
other European countries, parties offering for Government in a similar climate have failed and 
continue to fail�

As I pointed out last night, there has not been a single indication from anybody on the other 
side of this House that he or she intends to do anything other than spend the public’s money�  
The Opposition wants to spend money that the public will eventually be accountable for, in 
terms of repayments�  It wants to spend money that does not exist even though this country is 
€1�2 billion short of meeting its commitments every month�  That is a stark and startling situa-
tion and in that context, I hope that there will be a recognition by the Opposition that the situa-
tion in which we find ourselves must be remedied.  It cannot be remedied by people who were in 
control at the time and who now wish to run away from reality�  Simply because certain Depu-
ties happen to be in County Meath engaged in a by-election campaign does not relieve them in 
any way of responsibility for what they entered into when they were in control�  

Sadly, people’s feelings are being manipulated in a cynical fashion at the present time�  
People are being treated as if they are children and that is not fair�  It is not fair to the people, to 
political parties and to Independent Deputies.  Everyone must recognise that we are in a difficult 
and tight spot�  This Government does not take any pleasure in doing what has to be done�  It 
grieves Ministers and the Government as a whole greatly to have to do some of the things we 
are doing�  

There is no point in trying to say that European institutions did this to us because they did 
not�  We did it to ourselves, individually and collectively�  People can seek someone to blame 
but we must all take some responsibility�  To take that point to its logical conclusion, why not 
challenge and charge people for malfeasance under various Acts?  Why not bring people to 
court, charge them and see what happens then?  However, as we know from experience, very 
few people want to accept responsibility for their activities in the past�  There have been many 
investigations in this House, the DIRT inquiry being a prime example, but very few people have 
been willing to accept responsibility for their actions in the past�  That is the way it has been 
and continues to be�

It is with great regret that the Government finds it necessary to review the entitlement to a 
medical card for those over 70, even though the decision to grant medical cards to such people 
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was made in the run-up to a general election, in order to buy the votes of older people�  That 
decision was made with the approval of many Deputies who are now on the other side of the 
House�  That is the reality and unfortunately, avoiding reality is something we have been par-
ticularly good at in recent years�  This Government recognises that the decision now being taken 
will create difficulties.  It will create difficulties for Ministers, backbenchers and members of 
the public.  It will create difficulties for families, for those at work and those unemployed, as 
well as those who are retired�  Sadly, there are very few options available to us and none is easy�  
When people pretend to insist that there are easier options available, they are wrong and they 
continue to damage public confidence in the institutions of the State.

I have been a couple of years in this House and I have seen it all before�  History has indi-
cated that succeeding generations seldom learn from the mistakes of their predecessors�  We 
have only to consider what happened in Europe in the 1920s and subsequently to see this, and 
the same arguments are taking place now that took place then�  These are arguments about who 
is to blame and how we can get even�  This usually ends with people getting even only with 
themselves, which is tragic�

It goes without saying that Ministers are doing everything possible to alleviate the burden 
on the people affected by this and other measures�  This comes as no surprise and many of us 
anticipated this problem two, three, four or five years ago.  Many of us predicted everything that 
happened�  We must ask the question of whether we can afford a repetition of the kind of scene 
we have or have had for the past number of years, with the people led to the top of the hill and 
shown the vista before them as the promised land�  Suddenly, hopes were dashed and people 
found themselves between a rock and a hard place�  It is truly appalling�

This is not a political point but rather a lesson for everybody who enters this House from 
now on�  If there ever was a lesson to be learned, it should come from the indiscretions of the 
past 15 years, when it was quite clear the economy was going well and could fend for itself�  
Greed took over, everything was thrown by the wayside and the idea was for everybody to have 
a party�  Unfortunately, we are now paying for that in spades�

I hope people will understand this measure and if they do not, there will be a worse problem 
that must be dealt with in a different way at a different time�  To those who say we do not know 
what we are talking about, that idea cuts both ways�

21/03/2013S00200Deputy Finian McGrath: I am thankful for the opportunity to speak to this new legisla-
tion, the Health (Alteration of Criteria for Eligibility) Bill 2013�  The medical card issue and the 
health of our senior citizens is important and should be part of a broader debate on health ser-
vice efficiency and proper care for those over 70.  We allow senior citizens a great debt, particu-
larly those who paid taxes through their noses in the 1970s and 1980s�  I remember very well the 
famous PAYE marches from years ago, and these people paid taxes and made a contribution to 
the State�  They deserve care and respect for that work�  We discovered later that many people 
from that time did not pay taxes, and I welcome the fact that the Revenue Commissioners have 
brought in more money because of efficiencies.

Overall, nearly 43% of the national population has free access to GP services under the Gen-
eral Medical Services scheme�  As 1 February 2013, there are 1,855,797 medical cards, equating 
to over 40% of the national population�  There are 130,301 GP visit cards, representing nearly 
3% of the population.  Expected activity in 2013 for medical cards and GP visit cards reflects 
the Government’s approach to the issue, with the total number of medical cards expected at the 
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end of 2013 at 1�921 million and the total number of GP visit cards expected to be 265,257 at 
the end of 2013�  This is the scale of people affected by the medical card eligibility rules�

In the 2013 budget, two interrelated changes to the over 70s medical card eligibility ar-
rangements were announced�  The income limit for an over 70s medical card is to be reduced 
to €600 per week, or approximately €31,000 per year for a single person, and €1,200 per week, 
equivalent to gross income of about €62,000 per year, for a couple�  For those whose income 
is between €600 and €700 for single people and between €1,200 and €1,400 for couples, they 
will receive GP visit cards�  They will also continue to have the cost of their GP services cov-
ered, with the HSE meeting the prescription drug costs in excess of the drugs payment scheme 
threshold of €144 per month�  There are approximately 370,000 people over 70 in the State, 
with approximately 360,000 medical cards issued to people over 70, leaving coverage of that 
population at approximately 97%�  I welcome that�  The medical card coverage for those under 
70 is approximately 35%�  The policy change will leave approximately 92% of those over 70 
unaffected, with approximately 20,000 medical card holders over 70 - the wealthiest 5% - con-
tinuing to receive free GP services instead of the medical card�

I listened very carefully to Deputy Durkan’s points�  I do not know if he was listening to the 
previous debate on disabilities but a number a of Independent Deputies have always dealt in 
reality and put forward positive proposals�  Our proposal for the mobility allowance issue was 
in the region of €12�6 million�  People are angry because this Government broke promises when 
it was elected�  We knew of the crisis at that time, and when I was banging on doors, I remember 
being told that people should try to do their best in here�  Nevertheless, people did not want to 
listen to false promises, which is why many people are grieving so greatly, as Deputy Durkan 
indicated�

The Deputy stated that we all caused the problem, but certain people - including some 
politicians, Ministers, developers and senior bankers - caused it�  We must not label everybody 
when we are apportioning blame for the economic downturn and the crisis�  Some people were 
greedy, cocked up and did not do their job efficiently, and they should get the blame.  I endorse 
Deputy Durkan’s comments to the effect that some of those people who wrecked the country 
should be charged�  I do not wish to interfere with the judicial system but I hope to see some 
prosecutions in the end�

A transitional arrangement will apply to current medical card holders over 70�  Those who 
qualified for medical cards before 1 April 2013 will automatically retain those cards until 31 
May 2013�  Between 1 April and 31 May 2013, medical card holders over 70 who qualify for a 
GP visit card - where gross income is more than €600 but less than €700 for single persons or 
more than €1,200 but less than €1,400 for couples - will be required to notify the HSE accord-
ingly�  Under the legislation it is proposed to make a change in the manner in which those over 
70 who have obtained judicial separation are assessed�  With the proposals, separated people 
over 70, although still legally married, will be assessed as single persons, which is welcome�  
Their assessment will take into account obligatory maintenance payments�  This proposed ap-
proach is similar to that used by State bodies such as the Revenue Commissions�  These are the 
details in the legislation�

Going back to the higher GP usage by older people, there are some interesting statistics�  
Older people use the health services more often than young people�  The CSO survey shows 
that in 2009-10, older people were more likely than the general population to visit their doctor 
in that year; 74% of the general population visited a GP at least once in a year while 94% of 
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those over 70 visited a GP at least once a year�  The same study shows the average number of 
GP consultations increases with age, with 18 to 24 year olds averaging 2�4 visits per year and 
the figure rising to 5.4 consultations per year for those 70 and over.

I know the Minister of State is interested in the broader debate and his heart is in the right 
place�  We must look at a sensible, fair and equitable health service for the entire population, 
with sensible funding proposals based on the general taxation system�  I strongly advocate uni-
versal health services similar to those in other countries�  I would pick the models that are most 
efficient and work best to emulate.  Currently, many people covered in the private health insur-
ance sector face huge costs�  I know many people who would rather give few bob extra in tax so 
they did not have to go to private companies for health needs�  The Government has a fair and 
equitable health service on its agenda and if it comes up with the right proposals, many people 
on the Opposition benches will support them�  Health must be prioritised but it is about more 
than just spend, spend, spend, as Deputy Durkan pointed out�  There must be clear funding and 
stability, along with efficiency.

I have seen some tremendous examples of good practice in the disability sector in the last 
six months.  The sector has taken a financial hit while continuing to deliver quality services, 
particularly those working in the intellectual disability sector�  Fresh, new people are working 
in the sector, young adults between 20 and 35 who are working with those with intellectual dis-
abilities�  They are doing amazing work and it is important we mention that in this debate�  Just 
because they are examples of good practice does not mean we must penalise them by cutting 
their budgets�  We should reward them instead�  The 500 respite and residential care places per 
year for four years between 2012 and 2016 recommended by service providers can be achieved 
and would make a major dent in this issue�

The new income limits for medical card eligibility for persons over 70 were announced 
in the budget for 2013 and this Bill introduces that change�  It is anticipated the measure will 
generate €12 million in savings during the second half of 2013 and €24 million in the full year�  
We all know this is a difficult time for the Government and the Department of Health.  This 
saving is part of the €781 million in savings the budget set out to achieve in health spending, 
including an overall reduction in the cost of primary care schemes of €323 million�  That is the 
bigger picture but I urge the Ministers that while looking at waste and efficiency, they must also 
be conscious that front line services or services to senior citizens or those with a disability must 
be given special exemptions from any cuts�  The vision of the health service can be observed 
through how it treats the weakest and most vulnerable�

That €781 million in savings in 2013 must not be achieved by slashing and burning�  There 
are many examples of good practice in the health service�  There are problems in certain areas 
but we should reward and develop good practice and efficiency.  I commend the staff working 
in the health services, the doctors, nurses, carers and porters, who all do an excellent job�

The new income limits are that a single person over 70 with a gross income of €600 per week 
will qualify for a medical card, while a single person over 70 with a gross income of between 
€600 and €700 will qualify for a GP visit card�  We should encourage preventative measures for 
senior citizens�  We have many good senior citizen groups and we should encourage them to be 
more proactive in encouraging physical exercise for older people�  This would reduce the need 
for many GP visits and visits to accident and emergency departments�

I was recently in the accident and emergency department of Beaumont Hospital with a mi-
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nor complaint�  I was on a chair for 17 hours, then I got an armchair before eventually getting a 
trolley�  While there, I met many senior citizens and it was very upsetting to see how they had 
to wait.  The Minister of State should keep fighting on this, we must do something about it.  It 
is easy to score political points but the bottom line is that anyone who has the chance to be in 
government for five years must make some sort of impact.

The purpose of the Bill is to amend the Health Act 1970, as amended, to change the eligibil-
ity rules for medical cards for persons aged 70 years and over�  The date the changes come into 
effect will be by order made by the Minister�  Section 7(4) makes provision for the HSE to pro-
vide support to anyone who seeks help in making an application due to any incapacity�  That is 
a good section because, as most back bench Deputies know, there are many problems for senior 
citizens and those with a disability when dealing with bureaucracy and HSE application forms�  
Many of them come to our clinics, which is part of our job�  I hope section 7(4) is implemented 
in a professional and caring manner.  Section 7(10) defines the meaning of “civil partner” as that 
in the Civil Partnership and Certain Rights and Obligations of Cohabitants Act 2010�  This is a 
progressive subsection that acknowledges the reality of modern Ireland�

I welcome the debate on this legislation�  I urge the Minister of State to introduce radical 
new reforms in the health service�  If we are to help the over 70s we must tackle the other prob-
lems and get involved in health promotion campaigns�  There is a great deal of potential to make 
sensible savings without directly affecting senior citizens�

21/03/2013T00200Deputy Tom Fleming: This Bill sets out to achieve savings of €24 million annually�  It is 
envisaged that €12 million will be saved in the second half of this year if the Bill is passed�  
The overall budget for the medical card system is €750 million�  The €24 million being saved is 
nitpicking in the overall context�  Statistics show older people make more use of their medical 
cards than the general population.  The figures show 94% of people over 70 visit their GP on a 
regular basis�  It follows then that they have a high intake of drugs to help them cope with illness 
and disability�  As highlighted recently, the savings can be trebled or quadrupled if the whole 
issue of the cost of drugs is tackled�  I appreciate that efforts have been made by the Minister for 
Health, the Taoiseach and the Minister of State, Deputy Alex White, in this regard�  The issue 
must be tackled vigorously�  We learned recently from the Sunday Business Post  that vital drugs 
and medicines here cost double and treble the amount at which they are available to the Na-
tional Health Service in the UK�  We cannot allow this to continue where a neighbouring island 
only a short distance away uses the same suppliers�  That is a ridiculous comparison�  This is the 
route we should take�  If we go in headlong, it is obvious that such costs are a deterrent to those 
seeking medical aid�  Although covered for the cost of the doctor’s visit, the next stop is the 
pharmacy�  There are also the costs at the accident and emergency units which will be imposed 
and hospital daily care charges will be lost to this group, which is a vulnerable sector of society�

The gross income limits will be reviewed annually by the Minister for Health�  The Bills 
Digest states that the limits may be increased or decreased with the consent of the Minister for 
Public Expenditure and Reform�  This will deprive more than 5% of the people of the medical 
card if the Bill is passed�  That review should be done in a sensitive manner�  We should not 
be too aggressive with these people�  It has been stated that the transition period will continue 
up to May but perhaps the Minister would consider extending it to the end of summer as many 
people will have to face various forms and online communications with which they are unable 
to keep up�  

A whole raft of overheads is coming on stream for these people - the local property tax, 
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domestic water charges in addition to a cut in the telephone allowance and a cut in household 
benefits such as electricity and gas.  There is the imposition of the 1% levy on hard-earned pen-
sion pots which had been put aside for a nest egg�  There is also the accessing of health insur-
ance and all types of insurance, including motor insurance�  I ask the Minister to row back and 
rethink the issue�  I am not in favour of this in the current situation�

21/03/2013U00200Deputy Gerald Nash: The new arrangements provided for in budget 2013 to address Gov-
ernment spending for medical card schemes could be viewed as an important marker for how 
we distribute scarce resources in a fairer and more equitable fashion�  It is clear that a balance 
must be struck between protecting the most vulnerable members of society while also being 
mindful that those who can afford to carry more of the costs of their treatment should do so in 
the fairest way possible�  Fairness is the key word when evaluating the changes to qualifying 
criteria for medical cards for older members of society�  The proposed changes in the Bill will 
have absolutely no effect on the vast majority of older citizens�  They will affect only the rela-
tively better off, those who have single income in excess of €31,000 or couples with incomes 
in excess of €62,000�

There is an ongoing and very necessary debate about what people consider fair and how 
middle income individuals, those who are at work paying mortgages and educating children, 
consider they have shouldered the brunt of rebuilding the nation’s economy�  It is clear that only 
the most well-off individuals will be affected by the particular set of changes proposed in the 
legislation�  Those over 70 who, by any objective measurement, have the capacity to pay more 
towards the cost of medical treatment will pay more�  This is a position I support�  Nine out of 
ten over 70s will not be affected at all by the change and will still receive a full medical card�  Of 
course, those who fall below the limit, down as far as €600 per week or €1,200 for a couple, will 
still receive free GP cards, allowing them to visit a doctor as and when required�  It is impor-
tant to note that those few affected by the change will not, as Deputy McGrath and others have 
pointed out, have to give up their cards immediately as there will be a transitional arrangement 
in place.  Those who qualified up to April 2013 can hold on to their cards until the end of May.

In targeting the scarce resources towards those who arguably need them the most, tough 
decisions are required�  These decisions need to be fair and to be seen to be fair�  In many ways 
the decision in the first place by the Fianna Fáil-led Government to award medical cards to ev-
eryone over 70 years of age, regardless of income and resources, epitomised the political and 
financial culture that pertained and which bankrupted the country.  That decision did not make 
financial sense, and neither did it pass the test of equity.  The economic crisis which we are 
pulling out of was a direct result of a succession of vote-grabbing flourishing of bust cheques 
from successive Fianna Fáil Governments based on what we now know was an utterly false 
developer-led boom and nobody should forget that.   The adjustments to this scheme, reflected 
in the Bill, are necessary and they are required to ensure that the money we have available to 
us goes towards funding schemes of critical importance for those who need the most�  I support 
the legislation�

21/03/2013U00300Acting Chairman (Deputy Charlie McConalogue): Deputy Gerard Nash should have 
indicated at the outset that he was sharing time�  The remaining speakers in this slot are Deputy 
Tom Hayes for five minutes and Deputy Regina Doherty for ten minutes.

21/03/2013U00400Deputy Tom Hayes: I am delighted to have the opportunity to speak on the Bill�  When 
ever spending reductions or cutback are proposed, it is always difficult for people.  This Bill is 
no different.  The fact is we are living in difficult times.  This is obvious in every sector of soci-
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ety�  No matter what sector one speaks with, everyone appears to have problems, particularly in 
running their homes or business and we, in running the country, have a difficulty as our finances 
indicate and we must do the best we can for the people�  That means we must have sensible and 
good services for the people, whether in health services, education, transport or agriculture, 
and it is hard to do that in difficult times.  The proposed cutback in medical cards is a sensitive 
issue and has to be seen to be fair�  Therein lies the challenge�  There are many areas I wish to 
highlight and bring to the attention of the Government, the Minister and the Minister of State, 
Deputy Alex White, who is present�  There are many sections of society who should not lose 
the medical card, for example, women with cancer�  In my constituency I meet people suffering 
from cancer�  I do not have to tell anybody in the House of the trauma people go through when 
families, particularly a mother, are hit by cancer�  I have witnessed situations in my constituency 
where people, whether in the public or private sector or the self-employed, have to undergo a 
means test and an assessment�  I speak in particular about the self-employed, people who are 
trying their best to keep a business going who might be struck down by an illness such as can-
cer�  When they apply for a medical card they cannot get it�  In this day and age when we can 
give a lot out for nothing and we try to look after people, it is desperate that those people are 
left without a medical card�  I have raised the matter previously, but nothing seems to change�  
I request that in future assessments of the medical card situation the Minister for Health should 
look at those vulnerable people�  It is unfair on them at a hard time in their lives�

I understand the Government needs to find areas in which to make savings, but savings 
could be made in other areas�  Some of the earlier speakers talked about the drug purchase 
scheme, which leaves much to be desired�  There needs to be more consultation with the people 
working in the health service�  Every week in my clinics and elsewhere, I come across people 
who work in the health service�  They point out several opportunities to cut out wastage�  We 
need more consultation with the people working on the front line�  When they come to our clin-
ics protesting about what we are doing, they say they could find savings but have not been con-
sulted.  In future the Minister should try to consult more with the people and he will find great 
knowledge and ideas for savings without having to touch the areas that affect people�  We were 
all elected to public life to try to help people�  Medical cards provide great security for people�  
In future, we should consider other ways to make those savings and avoid impacting the most 
vulnerable in our society�

21/03/2013V00200Deputy Regina Doherty: One of the key priorities of the Department of Health, the HSE 
and Department of Public Expenditure and Reform has been to make savings in the health 
budget through measures that are concentrated, implementable and durable�  There has been 
significant progress against the backdrop of extraordinary cuts.  The Minister, Deputy Reilly, 
has said that his principal stand is not to cut services, but to cut the cost of those services�  In 
2010, the cost of operating the GMS for 1.7 million users was €1.9 billion.  The specific cost 
of the over 70s medical card scheme is €750 million per annum�  It is forecast that the measure 
in this Bill will generate €12 million in savings during the second half of 2013, and €24 mil-
lion in a full year�  This saving is part of the €781 million in savings that budget for 2013 set 
out to achieve in the health budget, to include an overall reduction in the cost of primary care 
schemes of €323 million�  The Government’s primary aim is to cut the cost of services and not 
the services themselves�

I challenge the scaremongers, who mostly exist on the Opposition benches�  Let us remem-
ber that 92% of people over the age of 70 will retain their medical card�  The Government’s 
commitment to protect the most vulnerable remains more steadfast than ever�  The maintenance 
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of health services will be a key priority next year despite the need for significant savings.

A significant part of this Bill allows for data sharing between the HSE and the Department 
of Social Protection, and the HSE and the Revenue Commissioners�  This will include the shar-
ing of personal and sometimes sensitive data between these bodies for purposes of assessing 
and reviewing eligibility, entitlements and liability for taxes and charges�  The Data Protection 
Commissioner must be consulted before such data can be shared�  We have repeatedly been 
given the hoary excuse that the computer systems of the Revenue Commissioners and Depart-
ment of Social Protection were not up to scratch and communications between those two statu-
tory bodies were impossible�  If this problem has been known about for so long, why was it not 
tackled and sorted out years ago?  It will certainly be tackled now�

Instead of engaging in across-the-board cuts the Government is taking a measured approach 
as outlined in the Bill�  It is vital that any possible changes are made in a manner that takes full 
account of those most in need�  Having worked all their lives, the least we can do for the older 
community is to ensure that they can live out their years with decency, and without having to 
scrimp and save every penny�

The changes proposed in this Bill are happening in the context of broader health service 
reforms which will create a single-tier health system, where the need of the patient is put at the 
centre of the health system�  These include the phased introduction of free GP care for all and 
the introduction of universal health insurance, which will effectively end the two-tier health 
service�

The reforms are working�  Not alone have we proven that we can maintain a safe service, 
despite the naysayers, we have actually improved services in the past two years�  There has been 
a reduction in the numbers of people on trolleys and a reduction in waiting times for elective 
procedures�  Figures published last November showed that the number of adult patients waiting 
longer than six months for an elective surgical or medical procedure had fallen by 37% since 
the Government took office.  The number of children waiting longer than three months for a 
planned procedure had fallen by 66%�  The recent response to a parliamentary question also 
showed there have been far fewer operations cancelled during the Minister’s tenure than during 
the tenures of his immediate predecessors, who had plenty of time and money to address the 
health services�

Eight years ago, the HSE was established in response to the excessive spending and cer-
tain difficulties within the regional health boards.  It became a catch-all, obese organisation, 
independent and over-staffed, presiding over a succession of health scandals�  The measures 
detailed in the recently published Future Health - A Strategic Framework for Reform of the 
Health Services 2012-2015 are very different.  The actions are now specific and time-bound.  
The Government is confident to be held to account.  The goal of all these reforms is to put the 
needs of the patient at the centre of the health system�  The essential public nature of the health 
system will not be changed�  We will see a new focus on keeping people healthy while moving 
away from simply treating ill people�

The Government is conscious of the importance of health and health care to all members of 
our society, particularly during a time of economic crisis�  We will move away from the current 
hospital-centred model of care towards a new model of integrated care that treats patients at the 
lowest level of complexity that is safe, timely, efficient and as close to home as possible.  Struc-
tural reform is key to addressing the problems of the health service according to the document, 
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which emphasises the need for good governance, the avoidance of duplication and a strong 
regional focus in delivering value for money�

The complexity of the health care environment necessitates that health policy, legislative 
objectives, resource allocation models and management structures be aligned to plan and deliv-
er health care services strategically�  Health care systems around the world struggle to reconcile 
three competing objectives: equality of access, high quality and low cost�  These are objectives 
which the Minister, Deputy Reilly, has made the cornerstones of his reform programme�

The Government’s health strategy focuses on the key aims of the integration of health and 
social care services to better meet the needs of the population of Ireland�  This integration of 
service delivery across professional and institutional boundaries will deliver health care based 
on client needs and in the most cost-effective location�  Ensuring that patients are able to move 
easily through the entire care system requires services that are well organised and informed by 
best available evidence and practice�  In this context, there is an emphasis on the provision of a 
model of integrated care that leads to greater integration between primary and secondary care 
with the development of care pathways, referral protocol, guidelines and shared-care arrange-
ments�  Using performance data and other available information will help to determine perfor-
mance and improve services based on the needs of patients�  Nobody ever said it would be easy 
but it is going a long way with the reforms started by the Government� 

The document is highly significant in that it will affect our well-being and economic social 
performance like no other initiative�  In addition to the aspects already mentioned - universal 
health insurance and free GP care - I wish to highlight the new patient safety agency to be es-
tablished and also the health and well-being agency�

2 o’clock

This shows the holistic approach the Government is taking towards the delivery of services, 
particularly its proactive rather than reactive measures in the area of health and well-being�

  The value for money report and access to care variations are key components of the imple-
mentation of any process and need to be closely aligned to the strategies outlined in that docu-
ment�  The focus now is on keeping people healthy rather than treating them when ill�  It is also 
proposed to move from the hospital centre model of care to a new integrated service which 
treats patients as close as possible to home while ensuring the best possible value for money 
for the State�

  This Bill is only one small step towards the delivery of the €700 million savings required 
this year in the health services�  However, it is a measured and effective cost-saving exercise�  I 
commend the Bill to the House�

21/03/2013W00200Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: I thank the Technical Group for sharing its time and allowing 
me to speak on this Bill�  This legislation provides us with an opportunity to discuss generally 
the administration of medical cards and what has been happening in this regard over the past 24 
months in particular�  Owing to the downturn in the economy, people who never before envis-
aged needing a medical card have found themselves reliant upon having one�  Medical cards 
for the over 70s are vital given the raft of additional charges they now have to pay�  While some 
of these people have paid off their mortgages, many are living on modest pensions from which 
they must meet the cost of the household and water charges and fuel costs, which have in-
creased dramatically over the past three years�  The average home heating oil bill has increased 
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by 60% to 75% over the past three years, which is an enormous increase in terms of the income 
on which people on modest pensions are living�

I do not like speaking about a person who has left the House�  However, I cannot tie anyone 
to the Chamber�  Deputy Nash referred in his contribution to people on this side of the House 
being engaged in vote grabbing�  It is a little rich for a member of the Labour Party to be speak-
ing about vote grabbing given the signed pledges broken by that party on taking up office.  
Yesterday and today, there were protests outside this House by people who believed the prom-
ises made to them by the Labour Party and Fine Gael�  While I am critical of the contribution 
made by Deputy Nash, I welcome the positive and sincere contribution made by Deputy Tom 
Hayes in regard to people suffering from cancer�  The Minister of State, Deputy White, has been 
involved in politics for a long time and may recall that in the past a person with a consultant 
diagnosis of cancer was, regardless of means, entitled to a medical card, which was right and 
proper�  A person who has cancer has enough to deal with and should not have to be concerned 
with the cost of medical care�  I would like a return to the situation of the past whereby a person 
diagnosed with any form of cancer, regardless of means, was automatically entitled to a medical 
card�  This should be reintroduced and should continue�

During a briefing two weeks ago I discussed with officials from the Department, who deal 
with applications for carer’s and disability allowances, invalidity pensions, illness benefit and 
so on, the issue of eligibility in general for medical cards�  When it comes to assessment of 
people under any scheme, the goalposts have been moved dramatically, in particular over the 
past three years�  Previously, applications for a medical card accompanied by a general practi-
tioner’s report on a person’s illness, be it cancer or another illness, was sufficient.  Currently, 
people are being refused a medical card on the basis that their medical evidence is not sufficient.  
What this means - the officials will not put this in writing; they never do - is that the evidence 
required should be from a consultant rather than general practitioner�  I tried hard to drive home 
that point with the officials during the briefing two weeks ago.  Every politician, including the 
Acting Chairman, Deputy McConalogue, will be aware that medical evidence from general 
practitioners is not now being accepted�  An application supported by anything other than a 
consultant’s report will be refused�  That is a fact�  I challenge anybody to tell me or prove that 
I am wrong in that regard�

It is particularly mean that Department officials, when following up on applications for 
medical cards or under any other scheme, are requesting that the person provide more evidence 
from their doctor�  People are taking this to mean that they require stronger evidence from their 
doctor�  While the doctor has given the best medical evidence available, he or she is not a con-
sultant.  The officials need to be straight with the people and tell them that they will not qualify 
for a medical card or illness benefit without evidence of diagnosis from a consultant.  While 
in the first instance I would rather that the doctor’s evidence be sufficient, if that cannot be ac-
cepted, the officials should tell the people the truth.  The Minister of State will be aware that this 
process is resulting in additional financial burden for people.  While in many cases consultants 
do not charge for updated reports, a consultant who has not seen a patient for a period will be 
unable to provide an updated report without first seeing him or her, which incurs a considerable 
cost.  Consultants must and do charge, which puts a further financial burden on people.

The gist of this legislation is amendment of the eligibility rules in respect of the over 70s 
medical card�  As stated, under the GMS scheme, almost 43% of the national population has 
free access to general practitioner services�  I am concerned that given the number of people 
who have GP only cards and do not have the financial wherewithal to take care of their health, 
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what is proposed in this Bill will result in more cost to the State�  I would not like to see a situa-
tion whereby people will opt to wait to see if they get better rather than go to the doctor�  If this 
happens, they may end up critically or dangerously ill and need to be hospitalised�  We all know 
what happens when people are hospitalised; they take up acute beds which incurs considerable 
expense�  The earlier people are assisted, the better, and if having a medical card entices them 
to go to their local GP in time, it is sensible, prudent and the right way to go�  Since 1 February 
2013, some 1�8 million medical cards are in circulation, which equates to 40% of the national 
population.  This reflects what I stated earlier, that people are under a financial pressure they 
never were before�

I appreciate that the reduction in income limits is being introduced to reduce spending on 
medical cards for those aged over 70, and it is forecast this measure will generate €12 million 
in savings during the second half of 2013 and €24 million in a full year�  This sounds like an 
almighty amount of money, but if it results in people taking up acute beds when they should 
not be, we might spend a lot more�  We must be very careful that we do not throw out the baby 
with the bath water�

The changes proposed in the Bill are in the context of broader health service reforms�  These 
include the phased introduction of free GP care for all and the introduction of a universal health 
insurance plan for 2016 which will effectively end the two-tier health service we have at pres-
ent.  On a daily basis people are dropping their VHI or full health cover because they cannot 
afford it�  A headline in one of the national newspapers today states people in negotiations with 
banks on debts and mortgages in crisis will be told to get rid of a car or private health insurance�  
This is not sensible because it is awful to think of anyone with private health insurance not be-
ing able to pay for it and having no proper medical cover�  This is not right and it is not a good 
way for people to finish up.  It is certainly not a good way for those aged over 70 to finish up.

The Bill being published so close to being initiated in the Oireachtas means stakeholders 
and interested people have had little opportunity to make statements�  I want to highlight the 
views of Age Action Ireland, a group about which I know a considerable amount and I support 
the work it does�  Following the budget announcement in December 2012, Age Action Ireland 
criticised the reduction in income limits for those aged over 70�  It stated the sharp reduction in 
the income threshold for medical cards for those aged over 70 will cause hardship and further 
undermine the ability of older people who will lose their cards as a result to meet their health 
care costs�  Age Action Ireland was also concerned about this reduction in the context of a 
number of other charges facing older people, as I already stated, as a result of budget 2013, 
such as the increase in the prescription charge for medical card holders from 50 cent to €1�50, 
the increase in the threshold for the drug payment scheme, the decrease in the amount avail-
able for the household benefit package, the introduction of a carbon tax on solid fuel and the 
introduction of a property tax�  This is a major issue and I ask the Minister of State to take on 
board the views of an association such as Age Action Ireland because it does invaluable work 
in representing elderly people�

Nobody should ever underestimate the importance or value of heat when it comes to elderly 
couples and people aged over 70�  There is nothing worse than visiting an elderly person - not 
that I would consider a person over 70 to be elderly now because thankfully people live longer 
than they did in the past - and finding the person in a room without adequate heat.  It is most 
distressing�  This in turn leads to bad health�  Today is a cold day and many people in the city, 
and in towns, villages and the rural countryside, do not have adequate heat in their houses�  I 
feel tremendously bad about this�  The Government should address this in a more concise and 
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workmanlike way�  An elderly person not having heat automatically leads to medical problems�  
The simplest cold can progress to a flu and then to pneumonia which, in a very short time, could 
kill a person�  This is happening on an hourly basis�

I am sure of my facts because I know of many instances of elderly people who stay at home 
and do not have adequate heat to keep them warm during the day or at night�  This is a crisis 
which should be tackled�  The introduction of a carbon tax on solid fuel was a horribly mean 
measure�  It was also mean to young families�  The country must ensure older people are warm 
in their homes at night, otherwise it will have a knock-on effect on their health, and it is an aw-
ful thing to do to these people who have worked so hard all their lives�  It is awful to think they 
find themselves in a position of not being warm when they sit down and take their ease, which 
they are perfectly entitled to do after a lifetime of work and perhaps rearing families�  I would 
like to hear the comments of the Minister of State on this�

When it comes to processing medical cards, one of the biggest debacles we have witnessed 
in the history of the State was when people thought it was a good idea to take the processing 
of medical cards away from county level�  We had a great system whereby those processing 
medical cards worked in conjunction with community welfare officers and knew everybody.  
A network was in place�  Local and national public representatives were able to make direct 
representations to those dealing with the processing of cards�  Additional information may have 
been required and it could be streamlined or handed in�  It was a great system�  People thought 
the right thing to do was break up this system�  The excellent local knowledge has been taken 
away.  Local community welfare officers no longer have direct input to impart their knowledge 
to those processing cards�  This was a shocking thing to do�  We have all seen the disaster which 
ensued�  People are waiting for their medical card applications to be processed which in turn 
means people are not able to take care of their health needs or avail of other benefits which go 
along with having a medical card, such as sending young lads to school�  The extraordinary 
waiting period has deprived people of medical cards�  It was an extremely poor decision�  I have 
spoken to many people involved in the old system, such as community welfare officers or those 
dealing with the cards, and they all say it was a shameful thing to do which certainly did not 
benefit those applying for medical cards.  The same happened with regard to student grants but 
I do not want to speak about this because I want to stick to the subject at hand�

I am opposed to changing the criteria for medical cards for those aged over 70�  Nowadays, 
people find it hard enough to qualify for a medical card or a GP visit only card, be they over 70 
or not�  This is a penny wise and pound foolish endeavour�  The Minister of State may claim 
that we are going to save €24 million but I do not think we will save one cent�  I remain to be 
convinced otherwise�  In the longer term, I think it will actually cost the State money�

Local GPs, who work with their patients daily, were previously able to contact the local 
processing centres when a medical card was applied for�  They could thus have an input but all 
of that has virtually gone now�  That personal connectivity has gone to Dublin where everything 
else has gone also�  There are so many Government Ministers and Deputies in or around the 
capital that they think the whole world stops at the Red Cow roundabout and we do not exist at 
all�  This is one of the most anti-rural governments we have had since the foundation of the State 
and that will be proven in time�  The Government is anti-rural; it is all about centralisation and 
grabbing everything for Dublin but time will prove this policy to be wrong�

I thank the Acting Chairman for his indulgence�  I also thank the Technical Group for the 
time its Members have afforded me�  I am grateful for the opportunity to contribute to this de-
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bate�

21/03/2013Y00200Deputy Frank Feighan: This Bill seeks to amend the eligibility rules for the over-70s med-
ical card�  Some 40% of the population has free access to GP services under the GMS scheme�  
As of 1 February, there were 1,855,797 medical cards, which equates to 40% of the population�  
In addition, there are 130,000 GP visit cards, representing nearly 3% of the population�

Medical cards were providing blanket cover to the over-70s, of which there are 370,000 in 
the State�  Currently, some 360,000 medical cards have been issued to people over 70, provid-
ing cover to about 97% of that cohort�  About 35% of the population aged under 70 is covered 
by medical cards�

The policy change will leave about 92% of existing over-70s as medical card holders�  About 
20,000 over-70 medical card holders - that is, the wealthiest 5% - will continue to receive free 
GP care instead of a medical card�

Over the past two years, the Government has undertaken a stock-taking exercise of extrava-
gances�  The over-70s medical card should not be seen as an extravagance but we have had no 
cross checks between social welfare, Revenue and the Department of Health�  Many concerned 
people are ringing me because they are being asked about their medical cards and whether they 
require them�  The vast majority of elderly people have no need to worry because we are effec-
tively undertaking a stocktaking exercise�  However, there are people with medical cards who 
should not have them�  I am not talking about the over-70s, but well-connected people�  The 
knew somebody who knew somebody else but I cannot understand why they got medical cards�

I wish to praise the Department of Health, the Department of Social Protection and other 
Departments that are now writing to people on this matter.  A “nod and wink” system went on 
but people are now handing in their medical cards, which I welcome�  However, we should do 
everything possible to ensure the elderly, especially the over-70s, have medical cards, free GP 
visits and access to the health services they require�

I am a VHI member and pay for my own cover and that of my mother who is over 70.  There 
are many people around the country who may not go to a doctor because it will cost €40 or 
€50 and they may not be able to claim it back�  I am delighted that people have medical cards 
enabling them to visit the doctor and get their drugs�  There is another side to the story, how-
ever, where taxpayers must think twice before visiting a doctor or getting prescriptions due to 
the cost involved�  Such people do not have the required money because they are paying for 
mortgages, light, heat and phones�  There is a big debate going on but I know the Government 
is committed to ensuring that people who deserve to have a medical card, need one and will not 
abuse it, will have one�

The cost of private health insurance has been raised in this debate�  Like many other people, 
I have shopped around�  People must ask themselves whether they can afford a certain level of 
cover but it may still cost them approximately €200 per month�  That amounts to €2,400 annu-
ally, which I can afford for myself and my mother but it is becoming increasingly expensive�  
Many people, both in and out of work, have had to forgo their medical insurance which is put-
ting significant pressure on the system.  We need to look at that issue.  I ask people who are cov-
ered by the VHI, BUPA, Aviva, Quinn or any other insurance company to shop around.  If they 
do not do so they may become hostages to fortune�  It is nice to have the option to shop around�

People are now monitoring how they heat their houses in order to save money�  They may 
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heat one room instead of heating five or six unoccupied rooms.  We are now beginning to realise 
that heating costs hit our pockets�  I wish it were not so, but we must all look at this situation�

I recently attended a meeting of the British-Irish Parliamentary Assembly in Donegal, the 
constituency of the Acting Chairman, Deputy McConalogue�  I asked where these woodchip 
fuel stoves have come from�  In every house, they are like a little baby in the corner and people 
say how fantastic it is�  However, these stoves have been available for the past 20 or 30 years 
in Germany and elsewhere in continental Europe�  Yet we are only embracing these concepts 
now because we thought that wood, turf and other fuels were free�  They are not free, however, 
because somebody must cut the turf� 

21/03/2013Y00300Deputy Mattie McGrath: The Government will not let us cut turf any more�

21/03/2013Y00400Deputy Frank Feighan: There has been a lot of innuendo, as well as untruths, about what 
is happening with turf cutting�  The good news is that 800 people in County Roscommon alone 
will be paid €1,500 per year, tax-free and index-linked, for the next 15 years and will also re-
ceive €500 for signing on�

21/03/2013Y00500Deputy Mattie McGrath: It is like taking the queen’s shilling�

21/03/2013Y00600Deputy Frank Feighan: They will still own their own bog�  If they do not wish to take that 
option, many have offered to join in relocation�  Many of those who have been relocated are 
very happy�  They have been relocated to another bog which is not a special area of conservation 
or SAC�  They will also receive 15 tonnes of turf, delivered to their door every year�  One man 
has told me that it is far too much�  This situation was introduced in 1997�  Moreover, the previ-
ous Government, of which Deputy Mattie McGrath was a supporter, stated there was a deroga-
tion�  However, three months into the lifetime of the current Government, I went to Brussels to 
meet the Commissioner, Mr. Potočnik.  I had travelled there to make the case that an additional 
six months were required to try to work with the turf cutters on this issue but when I told him 
a derogation had been in place for the past ten years, Mr. Potočnik, who was with his officials, 
asked what derogation�  The Government of which Deputy Mattie McGrath was a supporter, 
simply had told a complete untruth�  There was no derogation and indeed-----

21/03/2013Z00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: Like Roscommon hospital�

21/03/2013Z00300Deputy Frank Feighan: -----Deputy Ó Cuív admitted on the day that he had got it wrong�  
We got it wrong because solicitors’ letters were coming through the door and this was a Govern-
ment of which Deputy Mattie McGrath was a supporter�  The last Government did not act until 
effectively we were in a situation in which we were obliged to comply�

21/03/2013Z00400Deputy Mattie McGrath: It did not close the hospital in Clonmel or Roscommon�

21/03/2013Z00500Deputy Frank Feighan: If Deputy McGrath wishes to so do, I will bring the issue down 
to Roscommon County Hospital�  If he wishes to accompany me, I will be going down tonight 
and I will bring him there�

21/03/2013Z00600Deputy Mattie McGrath: I would love to�

21/03/2013Z00700Acting Chairman (Deputy Charlie McConalogue): Order, please�

21/03/2013Z00800Deputy Frank Feighan: He can come to see a hospital that actually is busier than it was 
in 2010�
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21/03/2013Z00900Deputy Mattie McGrath: What about the letters the Deputy wrote?

21/03/2013Z01000Deputy Frank Feighan: Under the current Government, patients are safer because, effec-
tively, HIQA could not allow fewer than 20 people a day, out of the 5,000 people who live in 
Roscommon town, use a hospital�  The truth also will come out in this regard�  I can guarantee 
Deputy Mattie McGrath that patients are safer today in Roscommon than was the case in 2010�  
The hospital will be five times busier than it was in 2010 and will be twice as big.  I hope 
Deputy McGrath will be man enough to stand up and thank Deputy Frank Feighan and this Fine 
Gael Government under the Minister for Health, Deputy Reilly, as well as the Minister of State, 
Deputy White, for doing what is right�  This is because what went out there was the greatest 
untruth to have happened in this country�  Unfortunately, as the only Government Deputy in the 
constituency, I have been holding the line�

21/03/2013Z01100Deputy Mattie McGrath: The Deputy sent out letters to all his constituents�

21/03/2013Z01200Acting Chairman (Deputy Charlie McConalogue): Order please, Deputy McGrath�

21/03/2013Z01300Deputy Frank Feighan: Moreover, for two years, Government Deputies, who were mem-
bers of Deputy McGrath’s then party, stated that Frank Feighan-----

21/03/2013Z01400Deputy Mattie McGrath: The Deputy sent out letters to all his constituents-----

21/03/2013Z01500Deputy Frank Feighan: Hold on Deputy McGrath�  They called Frank Feighan a liar�  I 
believe that in the past two weeks, those people should hang their heads in shame because I 
did not lie and have never lied in my life�  I told the truth but what will come out in three or 
four years’ time or even in three or four months’ time?  The hospital is ready to seek planning 
permission for the endoscopy unit�  Deputy McGrath should come down and he and I will talk 
about Roscommon hospital eventually�  I will take great pleasure in ensuring that patients in 
County Roscommon, as well as in Roscommon town, will be safer than was the case two years 
ago�  This is and will be the truth, which is a simple fact that will be put on the record of this 
House�  The endoscopy unit will receive planning permission in the next week or so�  Moreover, 
one should remember there is in place both an air ambulance and paramedics�  Lives are being 
saved and that is what the Government will do�

I will turn to a few other issues that have been discussed�  Many people have spoken of 
how the elderly must be protected�  I accept this and appreciate that Deputy Mattie McGrath 
has given me space to be heard because, while I digress a little, unfortunately what happens in 
respect of turf cutting, health and so on is there is absolute and complete hysteria�  Everyone 
can appear on local radio or in the newspapers and everyone can write a letter but, ultimately, I 
speak as a Government Deputy who must deliver patient safety and the future of health services 
in a county that is very annoyed, and rightly so, but the truth will win out�  The issue of fuel 
was mentioned and a few weeks ago I raised an issue in this House and around the country in 
respect of a European Union judgment pertaining to Irish pensioners living in Ireland who have 
a United Kingdom pension or who have some work-related link with the United Kingdom�  Any 
person who was born before 1 July 1951 is now entitled to claim for the United Kingdom’s fuel 
allowance�

21/03/2013Z01600Deputy Mattie McGrath: When is the closing date?

21/03/2013Z01700Deputy Frank Feighan: The closing date is 31 March�  I have sent out tens of hundreds of 
applications�  I pay tribute to the Irish people who went to work in the United Kingdom�  I have 
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taken great pleasure in sending such applications to people from Kerry, Donegal, Monaghan, 
Tipperary, Clare, Roscommon and nationwide�  These people were not afraid of work but went 
out and built up the United Kingdom and when they contact me, I send out the forms to them�  
It is wonderful to encounter people who appreciate one is highlighting their ability to apply for 
a fuel allowance in the United Kingdom, which I believe to be worth up to €300�  I am delighted 
to be able to highlight this anomaly and to be able to tell people they are entitled to apply for 
the United Kingdom’s fuel allowance and am delighted they are so doing�  Once again, I am 
delighted with such appreciation from people who never sought anything over their lives�  They 
built up the United Kingdom, as well as this island of Ireland, they work for themselves and are 
delighted they are getting something back, which is nice�

The Government is engaged in a stocktaking exercise and I have no doubt but that the Min-
ister of State, Deputy White, is committed to this process.  Vulnerable elderly people over 70 
should not be left without a medical card or a GP card�  Effectively, what went on heretofore 
was whatever one was having oneself�  As I noted, multimillionaires and multibillionaires were 
entitled to free medical cards, just as were people in receipt of pensions of €170 per week�  That 
is inequitable and is unfair and I am confident the Minister of State will ensure this does not 
happen�

Finally, there was something of a hoo-hah in the budget a few months ago regarding a re-
duction in the telephone budget�  Eircom and the other telephone service providers were able to 
provide telephone services for €60 or €70 because no one questioned it�  Now, however, Eircom 
has offered a new telephone service for €19�99 per month�  There was no sign of such a service 
until this Administration decided not to give people money to give money to Eircom, the ESB 
or whatever�  The Government decided to give what it judged to be fair�  Eircom subsequently 
was in a position to reduce its charges and hopefully Bord Gáis and all the other utilities will 
follow suit�  Once again, however, if the Government provides €200, it is akin to negotiating 
with a builder when building a house�  During the good times, builders always used to ask how 
much was one’s mortgage�  The builders then took away that mortgage, thereby obliging one 
to seek more money from the bank to pay for furniture and the garden�  Effectively, the current 
Government is asking the pertinent questions and is coming out with what it considers to be a 
reasonable amount�  It then is up to the utility companies to match that, which is what I believe 
has happened�  I wish the Minister of State well in respect of medical cards�

21/03/2013Z01800Deputy Mattie McGrath: I also am delighted to be in position to speak on this Bill�  Be-
fore he leaves the Chamber, I thank Deputy Feighan, for whom I have a lot of respect, and I 
am not scoring points with him at all�  I am familiar with the position regarding the hospital but 
he knows as well as do I that dealing with HSE officials and so on is extremely difficult.  One 
does not get proper information and all Members come under pressure�  In addition, Deputy 
Feighan made many valid points with which I agree completely�  Cards were given out willy-
nilly like Christmas cards but people got gold cards for 20 years from the State body and from 
the Department�  Moreover, neither Deputy Feighan nor the Minister of State ever objected to 
it�  Consequently, everyone must take some share of the blame�  We all went mad and that was 
never right�  It was ludicrous that the Department was unable to conduct a proper assessment at 
the time and we now are paying the price for it�

Before Deputy Feighan runs away, I was present on the day when the grey brigade came 
to the church down the road, whose name I cannot recall, during the lifetime of the previous 
Government�  I went there accompanying my good friend, the former Minister of State and 
Deputy, Seán Connick, and we met extremely frustrated and annoyed people�  Moreover, I was 
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out that evening, when the former Minister of State, Máire Hoctor, was on the podium�  At the 
time, I saw several Fine Gael Deputies - I do not include either Deputy Feighan or the Minister 
of State, Deputy White - on the platform agreeing with people�  Unfortunately, a game has been 
played in this regard�

21/03/2013Z01900Deputy Frank Feighan: I was not there�

21/03/2013Z02000Deputy Mattie McGrath: No�  My point is this is what happens in opposition and it touch-
es on the issue of responsible Opposition and Government�  While one might suggest that I 
am negative and oppose many things, I do not oppose this measure�  I oppose many things the 
HSE does but in this case, I believe there must be a reason and it is necessary to cut our cloth 
according to our measure and, consequently, this issue must be examined�  However, doing it 
in a knee-jerk fashion, as was done that time in the budget, caused holy war - if Members will 
pardon the pun - in that church that day�  I never saw anything like it and it was quite frighten-
ing�  People became animated and upset and much unnecessary anxiety was caused�

I acknowledge it was badly handled when the then Government announced people were 
obliged to give back the cards or they would be taken back�  People who had them in their wal-
lets took them out and showed them to me�  They had these cards they had acquired from the 
State in their handbags and purses�  These were people who were over 70, who had paid taxes 
and had worked in Ireland and elsewhere to build up their economies and had been given this 
gold-plated card, as they called it�  Incidentally, I note the cards were even gold coloured�  They 
felt they had something, so where is the trust and the bond?  It was simply announced as part of 
the Budget Statement that they would be taken from them�  We calmed that situation down and 
produced new figures.

I still believe the threshold was quite high at €700 for a single person and €1,400 for a mar-
ried couple, and I made that case at the time�  I know many working men and women, with 
perhaps three or four children or even more, who have an income of half that amount of money�  
They might have nearly €400 in disposable income, but they cannot get a medical card�  As 
everybody knows, children get sick and prescriptions are very expensive�  There was a total 
imbalance�  When we rowed back at that time under pressure we left the threshold too high�  I 
will be criticised for saying that�  There is no point in millionaires having a medical card�  They 
do not need it�

The general practitioners, GPs, must take a share of the blame as well�  I heard a GP speak-
ing on the radio a couple of months ago about elements of the sick pay schemes�  The GPs will 
have to pony up and level with people�  They must tell them to stop coming into the surgery�  I 
do not mean this badly but I know people who go to mass in the morning, call to their GP, go 
to the chemist, buy their few groceries and then go home�  It is a type of social event�  That is 
happening�  They are lonely and isolated people�  The doctors should tell them to call once a 
fortnight or once a month, unless they are sick�  I have seen this happening�  We all do when we 
are out canvassing�  We call to the health centres and see what happens�  I am not saying those 
people are doing anything wrong�  They are entitled to do that, but what if they had to pay for it?  
When a child is sick, my wife will ring the doctor.  She is a nurse, so she is better qualified than 
I am, but she will ring first because it costs €50 or €60 for a visit.  Then one has to wait to see 
the doctor, which is the most ironic part�  I have often rung on a Monday morning about a child 
who has been sick since Saturday or Sunday night only to be told to come in on the Tuesday 
morning at ten o’clock�  In the meantime, one has a screaming child�  That is the other aspect of 
this, when the doctor’s office is full of people who do not need to be there.  The GPs have a big 
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role to play in this�  With the roll-out of special centres for medical care, we will have to deal 
with this issue because it is unacceptable�

I have visited houses when canvassing, just as the Minister has�  I have often been brought 
into a kitchen or parlour where press after press, even cabinets for good delph and china, are 
full of tablets�  The tablets have been hoarded, unused, which is quite dangerous�  They should 
have been returned to the GP for charities or to be sent abroad if they are still safe for use�  They 
are dished out by the chemists when the Government is paying for them�  We must examine 
this very carefully�  We must be responsible about it but we must deal with it effectively�  I am 
disappointed, as is always the case with the Department of Health and the HSE, that there is 
very poor consultation with the stakeholders�

Deputy Feighan commented about telephones and units�  I was on the communications com-
mittee under the last Government�  ComReg has failed to stop the ESB and Bord Gáis increas-
ing charges�  Each time they sought an increase the regulator allowed it�  The savings should be 
made in that area�  Deputy Feighan said that Eircom has announced a package for €19�99, but 
that is quite useless�  It is only for a limited number of local calls�  It is not the same as what 
people had previously�  Those companies’ representatives should be called before us�  We are in 
a recession and we need them to decrease prices�  However, every time they ask for an increase 
from the regulator, or the supposed regulator, they get it, regardless of the amount they seek�  
Bord Gáis has secured several increases in the past 15 or 18 months, as has the ESB monopoly�

Unfortunately, the same will happen with An Bord Uisce�  As I have said previously, the 
only thing I like about that body is an t-ainm, An Bord Uisce�  Úsáidim beagáinín Gaeilge agus 
tá Seachtain na Gaeilge ann anois�  Aside from that it means less empowerment of the people�  
The Minister knows that as well as I do.  He and I have been in council offices looking for water 
connections for people and support for the many group schemes that pioneered water projects, 
before the councils took them over�  Many people have leakage problems and so forth and we 
are the go-between for them�  Once responsibility is given to An Bord Uisce, it will be like what 
happened with the HSE�  I am sorry but there will be no more accountability�  Bord Gáis has 
handed over its own franchise for maintaining the gas service to Balfour Beatty�  Now there are 
problems with staff and the companies�  I do not mean to divert from the content of the Bill but 
that is a fact of life�

Bigger is not better�  We saw what happened with Student Universal Support Ireland, SUSI, 
this year�  It was an unholy mess�  When one looks at how county councils and vocational edu-
cation committees dealt with grant applications, one can see that the entire system went off on 
a tangent, and there was no accountability for it�  There was also no understanding and, above 
all, no feelings for the people�

As previous speakers have said, people will get sick if they are cold in their houses, if they 
do not have security and if they are turning off security lights because of the cutback in the free 
scheme�  We thought we had a land of plenty and that the pot would never run dry�  However, it 
did and we must be responsible about it�  Many of these people are very frugal and responsible�  
They might only have a single bar electric fire switched on.  They do not waste.  In fact, the 
schemes initiated by Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland, SEAI, are helpful in those cases 
for saving energy�  These people have worked and paid their way�  They should not be penalised 
for that�

The history of the medical card for people over 70 is a mess�  There is the cost of the medical 
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cards for the over 70s and the type of medical cover provided�  Many speakers have referred to 
private health care�  I have a big family and the cost of mine is €6,000 per year, but it provides 
less and less cover�  People are being forced out of private health care�  As I said this morning 
in the House, people with mortgages are now being told by the bankers to get rid of their health 
insurance, their second car, their Sky subscription, which I do not have, and their broadband�  
What will they be left with?  We must be careful�  Then the health system is coming under more 
pressure because they are sick and going into hospital, thus clogging up the system�

There must be joined-up thinking here�  While we must deal with the issue there must be 
consultations with the stakeholders�  We must also have a tamer or more compassionate way of 
consulting and talking to people, rather than announcing this, that and the other and frightening 
them�  That is what happened in 2009 with that announcement in the budget and all hell broke 
loose�  Look at the anxiety that was caused�  After criticising them a short while ago for a very 
valid reason, I salute the GPs for continuing to supply the drugs and continuing their visits in 
that interregnum when there was a great deal of anxiety�

We must deal with the drug companies�  The pharmaceutical companies are among the best 
employers in Tipperary but we must deal with them effectively�  We are only skirting around the 
edges and tickling them.  There are vast profits in that sector and vast savings to be made.  That 
is what we must attend to first.  We must expose all the foreign trips by consultants and others 
promoting these drug companies�  Half of that money should be kept at home�  Cut the waste 
and give the services to the people�

The introduction of free GP care for all is another failed promise�  It has been slowed down 
by huge problems�  The introduction of universal health insurance is planned for 2016�  The 
Minister says it will effectively end the two-tier health system�  I do not think I or any of the 
other Members will be in the House when it happens.  It is not going to happen.  The financial 
situation will not allow it�  It is imaginative and ambitious but there are too many vested inter-
ests.  The biggest of them are the HSE and officialdom.

The Minister should cut out half of the baggage and red tape and deal with the issues effec-
tively�  He must deal with the drug companies, their prices and the prices and charges of con-
sultants�  What consultants are charging for any hospital procedure under the private health care 
system is just staggering�  I recognise the good work that is done in hospitals but the charges are 
staggering�  It is not a cash cow that can be milked over and over again�  The game is over and 
the sooner people see that, the better�

Reform is required because the evidence is that user fees are a barrier to accessing care at 
primary care level, thereby causing late detection of illness, poorer health outcomes and greater 
pressures on acute hospital long-term care systems�  The over-70s do not abuse the system and 
never have�  They never had much, lived frugally, worked hard, educated their children, paid 
their taxes and are law abiding people�  Age Action Ireland is one of the bigger representative 
groups�  The HSE and several other Departments are funding many of those organisations�  
Look at the waste in that regard.  Some of them have little to do.  They set up offices with chief 
executives and a plethora of officials, but they are not serving on the ground.

I salute Muintir na Tíre�  Why was it not consulted?  It was founded by the late Canon Hayes 
in County Tipperary more than 50 years ago and does tremendous work�  I served on its board 
for a number of years�  It works at the coalface with community alert and also did minor repair 
works and provided great value for money for people who received grants from the Sustainable 
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Energy Authority of Ireland�  During a blizzard two or three years ago, many of the organisa-
tions to which I referred, which had established helplines, were forced to refer callers to the 
Muintir na Tíre helpline because they did not have staff to deal with problems�  Civil Defence, 
the Garda Síochána and many general practitioners dealt with problems whereas the organisa-
tions in question, despite being relatively large, placing major advertisements and offering free 
telephone numbers, could not tell people which towns and villages were in the county, not to 
mention providing any other information�  Muintir na Tíre and community alert have 1,700 
local organisations�  I manned the former’s helpline on the odd Saturday or Sunday for a short 
time and it was open for 24 hours per day�  It was ironic that callers were referred to this helpline 
by other organisations which did not answer calls 24 hours per day�  This is also the case in 
many other areas�  For example, it is not possible to contact a social worker from Friday evening 
until Monday morning, other than in exceptional cases�

We must examine where the funding is going in some of the organisations that are always 
consulted�  While they may have a large staff who enjoy good careers in a Dublin headquarters, 
they are not familiar with the facts on the ground, unlike Muintir na Tíre�  As I stated, some of 
them were found out recently, which is no harm because they do not provide a service�  While 
these lobbyists tend to be represented at various round table discussions, including national 
wage negotiations, because they can surf the Internet and know how to be in the right places, 
they are not delivering services on the ground�  This issue must be examined to ensure money is 
allocated to the appropriate organisations�  We must not continue to waste money in many areas�

On the revised income limits, I ask people to be practical and honest�  Even in the rare cases 
where two parents are working, a family will find it difficult to survive on their take home pay 
after taxes, PRSI, pension levies and everything else have been deducted.  They face significant 
costs if a family member becomes sick, and many parents will not visit a doctor because they 
want to save money for their children�  That is the unfortunate reality�  For this reason, every-
body must share the load�  I ask my colleagues to consider the proposal in a calm, cool and 
collected manner�  It does not involve a massive reduction in thresholds and must be viewed in 
the context of the unholy mess created in 2009�  Deputies should speak to community welfare 
officers because they know what is wrong in the system.  Joined-up thinking is needed and ef-
forts must be made to eliminate some of the scandalous abuses in the community welfare sys-
tem�  Any Deputy worth his or her salt will know what is taking place in his or her constituency 
because one can see prams that have been left outside health centres by people who have been 
given new ones�  The Minister of State and I must buy prams for our children and pass them on�  
This is a racket involving reckless people and it should have been stopped long ago�  Given the 
waste that is evident in many areas, the elderly must be the last people to be touched�

I thank Deputy Frank Feighan for raising the position of those who receive the Queen’s 
shilling - I term I used earlier to describe another group - because they worked in England and 
receive a British pension�  Two weeks ago, I listened to a discussion on a radio show�  People 
rang up to say time was running out to submit applications for an entitlement in Britain because 
the closing date for receipt of applications was 31 March�  People are not aware of this issue, 
especially older people�  I do not mean to imply older people are illiterate but many need help 
filling out the relevant forms because they can be intimidating.  I appeal to the Minister for 
Health to speak to his counterparts in the European Union to extend the deadline for the receipt 
of applications under the scheme to which Deputy Feighan referred�  People are not aware of it 
and I must admit I first heard about it on the radio recently.  The current pension arrangements 
between Ireland and the United Kingdom are reasonably effective�
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Deputy Feighan also referred to turf cutting�  I was not taking a snipe at him earlier but turf 
is not only a source of heat�

21/03/2013BB00200An Ceann Comhairle: Turf cutting does not arise in this debate�

21/03/2013BB00300Deputy Mattie McGrath: In my area, one would not go near the bog when the fog was 
low on the hill�

21/03/2013BB00400An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy will not go near it today either�

21/03/2013BB00500Deputy Mattie McGrath: Turf cutting was a pastime and saving the hay and going to the 
bog were summer activities�  I often went to the bog and brought turf home for people�

21/03/2013BB00600Deputy Alex White: I cannot find any reference to turf in the Bill.

21/03/2013BB00700Deputy Mattie McGrath: Deputy Feighan raised the issue when the Ceann Comhairle was 
not present�  In any case, sin scéal eile and I will not dwell on it�  Turf cutting was a social activ-
ity and people had turbary rights when we still had the old landlord system�  Fears were stoked 
up about this issue�  While the bogs within my old constituency were not affected, some within 
the new boundaries of my constituency were affected�  The issue must be addressed through 
consultation and common sense�  The same applies in the case of this legislation�  Stakeholders 
must be consulted�  One should not publish a Bill and deal with the consequences afterwards�

I thank the Ceann Comhairle for his forbearance�  I ask the Minister of State to address the 
points I raise.  The Government should insist that utility companies are tackled first.  What is 
the point of the Commission for Energy Regulation if every increase sought by the ESB and 
Bord Gáis is approved?  There is still a large amount of fat to be cut in this area and that should 
be done before cuts are made to the front line�  I am not preaching to the converted when I say 
that all Deputies have been guilty of trying to get more for our constituents, rather than saying 
“No”.  The Ceann Comhairle will probably shocked to learn that I support a Government Bill.

21/03/2013BB00800An Ceann Comhairle: I am totally independent�

21/03/2013BB00900Deputy Mattie McGrath: I appreciate that�  My concern is that the Ceann Comhairle may 
believe he is hearing things�  We need to prune and tidy up the system�  I hope that view will be 
accepted in the spirit in which it is offered�

21/03/2013BB01000Deputy Denis Naughten: I welcome the opportunity to speak to the Bill and raise a num-
ber of pertinent issues, as previous speakers have done�  It is important the legislation would 
address a number of anomalies�  However, a number of other anomalies which I will bring to 
the attention of the Minister of State are not addressed�  These gaps in the system deny people, 
especially people with incomes slightly above the threshold, the right to a medical card�  The 
working poor are highly aggrieved because they believe they are not entitled to anything but 
must pay for everything�  They are not entitled to a medical card or general practitioner visit 
card, while others, who have more disposable income and, in some cases, greater gross income, 
are legitimately entitled to a medical card under the current rules�

I will provide one example of the type of an anomaly that affects older people�  The income 
limit for a medical card for an older couple aged more than 70 years is €298 per week�  A couple 
who are in receipt of the maximum contributory old age pension, which is €230 per week each, 
in addition to the half rate of carer’s allowance, will have a total weekly income of €562 per 
week�  A couple in this position will receive a medical card because all of their income comes 
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from the social welfare system, even though it exceeds the €298 income limit�  However, the 
position is different for a person with a similar income if part of it is provided by the social 
welfare system in the United Kingdom�

3 o’clock

Since the pension is coming from the United Kingdom it is calculated as income and not 
disregarded, as it would be for an Irish social welfare recipient�  Such a person’s income could 
be below the threshold and their sole income could be from social welfare but they are denied 
a medical card because some of the income comes from a contributory social welfare payment 
in another jurisdiction.  That anomaly probably contravenes EU law and needs to be clarified 
and addressed�

  A more frustrating anomaly relates to the working poor in this country�  The purpose of 
family income supplement is to support low income families and encourage them to stay in 
work� The family income supplement element of their income is disregarded in the means test 
for the medical card but the supplement could push their total income over the income threshold 
and cause them to be denied the medical card�  Meanwhile, someone who is considerably over 
the income limit but whose income comes solely from social welfare will qualify�  The system 
is being turned on its head�  It penalises people who are in work in favour of others whose sole 
income comes from social welfare and discourages people who are on social welfare from go-
ing back into employment�  I accept that there is a transition period, the purpose of which is to 
iron out anomalies�  Nevertheless, consider two neighbours living side by side�  Both are on, 
pretty much, the same income but one gets up every morning and goes to work, if they are lucky 
enough to get employment, while the other does not even attempt to find employment.  What 
is the incentive to either of those neighbours to go to work?  They may get a few extra euro but 
they will lose their medical card in three years time, or the law could change in the intervening 
period�  The ethos of the medical card needs to be addressed�

  Consider another example�  A single person in receipt of disability allowance of €188 per 
week as well as the half-rate carer’s allowance is entitled to a medical card�  Someone in em-
ployment and earning €290 per week, which is less than the first person’s income, is denied a 
medical card�  The system is wrong�  Some people who are just over the income threshold get 
nothing while others who are significantly over the income threshold, because their sole income 
is from social welfare, are entitled to a medical card�

  I am also frustrated by the roundabout way we have doctored the income threshold for 
the medical card over the past number of years�  The income threshold has not increased but, 
because of budget changes, the cost of attending hospital has gone up and the payments people 
have to make until the drug refund scheme kicks in have increased�  The medical card system 
allows no formal recognition of that�  More and more people are being pushed into this poverty 
trap�  This needs to be addressed�  The Bill, while it deals with anomalies, does not deal with 
several genuine anomalies which incentivise people to give up employment and go into social 
welfare system�

  When the Minister of State replies to the debate, I hope he will deal with the issue of grant-
ing only GP visit cards for the long-term illness scheme�  The original Government announce-
ment was that those covered by the long-term illness scheme would receive medical cards�  That 
has been watered down and they are to receive doctor only, or GP visit, cards�  Can the Minister 
of State give us a timeline for that change?
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  When the Minister brings forward that legislation, I suggest that it be extended to other 
long-term illnesses, such as haemochromatosis, that are not now covered by the scheme�  Policy 
decisions were taken by a series of Governments not to entertain any extension of the long-term 
illness scheme�  Illnesses such as haemochromatosis should be included in the scheme�  This 
disease does not involve any additional costs, other than the out-patient charge, so sufferers 
would benefit from having the GP visit card.  They are a significant proportion of the popula-
tion�  Other long-term illnesses, including colitis, have been mentioned by Deputies on this side 
of the House�  Recognition should be given to them�

  The vast majority of children with life limiting conditions will never see their 15th or their 
18th birthdays�  There is a small number of these children, approximately 1,500 per annum, and 
many are probably in receipt of the medical card, either on means grounds or because of their 
medical condition�  A small cohort do not have the medical card�  It would be some recognition 
of these families if they were included in the scheme�  I will raise this matter with the Minister 
when the legislation comes to the House in the next number of months�  This needs to be ad-
dressed�

  A person who is aged 70 or over and is no longer within the income threshold can apply 
for the ordinary medical card�  Other issues, which are not taken into account for the over 70 
medical card, will be considered�  However, the discretionary medical card, which traditionally 
was given in cases of medical hardship, has been greatly curtailed since the primary care reim-
bursement service, PCRS, took over the provision of the service.  I have significant experience 
of such cases over a long number of years�  The HSE took a pragmatic approach to them and 
took into account the genuine costs involved in attending medical appointments and so forth�  
It is now nearly impossible to get any movement from PCRS�  When we do get movement, in 
the vast majority of cases people are issued with a GP visit card rather than a medical card�  In 
many of these instances the additional hardship relates not just to medicines, but to frequent 
visits to hospital and to consultants in Galway or Dublin.  Additional financial costs are associ-
ated with that, especially since the withdrawal of transport support from the HSE�  The closure 
and downgrading of hospitals such as Roscommon County Hospital, is forcing more people to 
travel to avail of services�  

  With regard to Roscommon County Hospital, I must dispute claims that Roscommon hos-
pital is busier today than it ever was�  This is load of rubbish, as the mathematics show�  That is 
all I will say on that matter�  I do not want to get involved in that debate because it is not relevant 
to what is in front of us today�  

  The discretionary medical card is, slowly and surely, being withdrawn�  Where there are 
cases of genuine need a GP visit card only is issued�  I ask the Minister of State to look at that 
situation.  Families who suffer significant financial hardship need a medical card.

In many cases, having free access to a general practitioner will not deal with their financial 
hardships in a substantial way�  It is probable that they also see a number of consultants, which 
incurs additional costs - consultants’ fees, inpatient costs, transport, lost earnings, etc�

I hope that the Minister of State will consider my point on the long-term illness scheme�

A proposal has been put to the Minister regarding the establishment of a national fund for 
sick children with life-limiting conditions.  It would save money for the local offices of primary, 
community and continuing care, PCCC, services�  The HSE is spending approximately €47,000 
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per annum per child through its various local offices.  This figure could be reduced by half if 
there was a national office to control services.  It would provide consistency in the provision 
of services for children with life-limiting conditions across the country�  In my county, a white 
line in the middle of the road is the provincial dividing line�  A child on one side gets access to 
a certain level of services while a child on the other side has a different entitlement�

I hope we can deal with the anomalies in the system across the country�  The primary care 
reimbursement service, PCRS, in Dublin is doing so in respect of medical cards, but the same 
cannot be said for children with life-limiting conditions�  Everything depends on the local bud-
get, the attitude of the local health office manager to a particular case and families’ persistence 
in pushing their cases�  Sometimes, parents whose children are sick do not have enough energy 
or time to push as hard as they need to�  A child with a lower level of dependency can get a 
higher level of support purely because a family has access to someone who can do the pushing 
or who has the wherewithal to articulate their case well�  This is not right, particularly given our 
limited resources�

HSE offices spend approximately €8.2 million per annum.  At a launch in the Mansion 
House on Monday of last week, however, it was estimated that a budget of €5 million would 
provide the necessary services�  I have provided the details to the Minister for Health�  After 
today’s debate, I will send a copy to the Minister of State, Deputy White�  By taking this service 
out of local offices and centralising it in Dublin, a significant amount would be saved and a bet-
ter quality of service could be ensured for children, some of whom will live for a week, a month 
or one, two or three years�

As public representatives, each of us has encountered heart-wrenching cases�  We must roll 
up our sleeves and try to fight for them.  Deputy Connaughton has entered the Chamber.  He 
and I dealt with a case in which we wanted to get a child home before last Christmas�  A parent 
should not need to ask one, two or three public representatives to obtain these rights, particular-
ly when the overall national pool of funding is adequate to deal with the issue�  How the money 
is distributed and the lack of consistency across the country seem to be causing problems�  I 
urge the Minister of State to consider this matter�

A further issue arises in respect of the analysis of this legislation, namely, the substantial 
number of older people who have private health insurance�  Many also possess the over-70s 
medical card�  At a time when the private health insurance system is haemorrhaging families - 
64,000 people left last year and, according to a recent survey, one in three families plan to give 
up health insurance this year - it is bizarre that more older people are buying it for the first time.  
If we keep going as we have been, those who can afford insurance - the wealthy - and those who 
cannot afford not to have it - the very sick - will be the only ones left in the system�  There has 
been a failure to recognise the crisis�  This trend will place an additional burden on the public 
health system, which is already creaking�

The problem is not the treatment that people receive once they enter the system�  Rather, 
the problem is accessing that treatment in the first place.  While it must be recognised and wel-
comed that waiting lists for inpatient procedures have shortened, the waiting lists for outpatient 
appointments have grown longer�  This crisis is worsening�  If we force people out of private 
health insurance and into this system, the problem will be compounded�

Will the Minister of State consider the legislation passed by the Houses in the early 2000s to 
introduce lifetime community rating?  It would be a step in the right direction and would pro-
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vide young families and people with an incentive to join health insurance schemes for the first 
time instead of waiting until they are 55 or 60 years old, which is currently the case�

21/03/2013DD00200Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Alex White): I thank Deputies 
for their contributions on the Bill�  It has been an interesting debate�  The maintenance of health 
services is a priority for the Government in 2013 despite the undoubted need for significant 
and difficult financial savings to be made in the health sector.  It has been our intention that 
front-line health services be protected to the greatest extent possible�  None the less, as has been 
acknowledged, €781 million in savings must be achieved in 2013�  This cannot be avoided�  The 
majority of the savings have been designed not to affect front-line activity�

In the context of this Bill, it is vital that the key message I outlined yesterday be repeated: 
95% of people above the age of 70 years will not be affected by the new arrangements�  With 
respect, this should provide a level of reassurance and comfort to the majority of people aged 
over 70 years�  We have also sought to minimise the impact on the 5% affected, who earn €600 
per week as individuals or €1,200 as couples�  We will continue to ensure that they receive free 
GP services�  To be clear and so we understand precisely what we are debating - we can disagree 
on the merits of it - 5% of people will be affected�  The change is that people will lose access 
to a full medical card but they will all have a GP visit card to replace it�  All - not some - of 
the people who are above the new eligibility limits of €600 for an individual and €1,200 for a 
couple, respectively – we estimate there are 20,000 such people – will receive and have access 
to free GP services�  What they lose out on is the contribution to their drug costs, which they 
will no longer be able to access as they will not have a full medical card, but it will be capped 
at a level equivalent to €36 per week under the drug payment scheme�  I do not seek to mini-
mise the effect the change might have on some individuals and couples but I seek to remind 
the House of the precise and factual position of what is being done�  It does bear repeating and 
emphasising the relatively small number of people who are affected by the change and the fact 
that every single one of those people affected will have a free GP visit card�

Deputies Kelleher, Ó Caoláin and others advanced the argument that this change is incon-
sistent with Government policy in respect of universal free GP care�  That is not at all the case�  
If I were to propose that individuals would lose access to free GP care and that we were taking 
something away in the Bill that we were proposing to make available in the universal GP visit 
card which we intend introducing – giving with one hand and taking away with the other – then 
there might be some merit to the argument but there is no merit to it because what we are doing 
is not inconsistent at all�  We are not removing the GP visit card from anyone�  The suggestion 
of Deputy Kelleher that what is intended is at variance with Government policy or inconsistent 
with it does not hold water�  That is the factual position�  Am I wrong in that?  It might be funny 
but it is correct

21/03/2013EE00200Deputy Caoimhghín Ó Caoláin: With all respect to the Minister of State, he is seeking 
respect where there is none�

21/03/2013EE00300Deputy Alex White: Currently, 360,000 medical cards are issued to people over 70�  There-
fore, medical card coverage of the over 70s population is approximately 97%�  In comparison, 
the medical card coverage of the under 70s population is approximately 35%�  As I outlined 
yesterday to Deputies, it is estimated that approximately 20,000 people will have their medical 
card replaced with a GP visit card�  That is the factual position�

I wish to correct one or two issues so we are clear on what precisely is in the Bill rather than 
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a particular take on it that Members might have unwittingly picked up�  Deputies Kelleher and 
Browne referred to section 7(5) which states: 

The Minister shall, on 1 September of every year, review the most recent information on 
the consumer price index made available by the Central Statistics Office, and may, with the 
consent of the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform, by regulations to take effect on 
1 January next following that review, increase or decrease the gross income limits specified 
for the purposes of this section to reflect any increase or decrease in that index.

It is clear from the provision that the power given to the Minister to increase or decrease the 
limits by regulation is predicated entirely on the most recent information on the consumer price 
index, CPI, in any given year�  There is no right residing in the Minister, or any Minister from 
this side or the other side, on the basis of the legislation to introduce such change in a whimsical 
way or on some basis other than the CPI to change the income limits and eligibility�  That is a 
misreading of what the section says�  It is important that is placed on the record and that people 
are clear on precisely what is proposed�

A number of Deputies referred to the savings that will arise from the changes�  One or more 
colleagues described it as nit-picking that €12 million would be saved in this year and €24 mil-
lion in a full year.  I find such an argument difficult to understand.  Most of the individual sav-
ings that must be achieved across the board are relatively small amounts compared to the €780 
million�  In other words, one is talking about €24 million, €30 million, €50 million, €10 million 
or €5 million.  It does not serve the House for us to say that because the saving is “only” €12 
million in a year or “only” €24 million in a full year that it is nit-picking and that it can be set 
aside�  We cannot operate on that basis because the same argument could be made about every 
single element of the savings that, regrettably, have to be made�  There is not much point in 
dwelling on that argument because if that were the case then we would not be able to make any 
savings at all in the budget we must address�

I agree with much of what has been said in the course of the debate�  Many of the issues 
Deputies raised do not directly relate to the provisions of the Bill�  Deputies made observations 
on the cost of drugs�  The point is well made and well taken that those issues must be addressed�  
They are in fact being addressed by the Government in a number of different ways�

There was much discussion about the general primary care reimbursement service, PCRS, 
approach to applications for medical cards, in particular discretionary medical cards�  Deputies 
asked me to address the issue�  Points were made about what happened historically�  The fact 
is that under our system medical cards are not awarded to any particular group of patients on 
the basis of a specific disease or condition.  That is not the position.  The Act of 1970, which is 
the legislation under which we have been operating since, including during Deputy Kelleher’s 
time, is the one which governs eligibility�  As everyone is aware, eligibility for health services in 
this country is based primarily on residency and in particular on means�  That is the basis upon 
which medical cards are granted�  The exception to that is a provision for discretion to grant 
a card in cases of undue hardship where the income guidelines are exceeded�  It is necessary 
that we have a system in place for that to be assessed, where a person comes forward in good 
faith who has a particular illness or condition and he or she wishes to make an application for a 
discretionary medical card�  We must have in place a transparent system we can all understand 
and that is properly administered by the PCRS�  That is what we have done�  In addition, we 
recently set up a clinical panel to assist in the processing of those applications�  Deputies have 
raised issues about particular cases with which they have had to deal�  I am aware of such cases 
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myself.  However, I am satisfied that the system is being administered in a sensitive, transpar-
ent and objective way�  If Deputies have any reason to believe that it is not the case I ask them, 
through you, a Cheann Comhairle, to bring it to my attention�  I refer for example to cases where 
appropriate sensitivity was not shown or where applications have in some way been improperly 
or unfairly examined�  That is something I would not wish to see happen�

In addition to the discretionary medical card system there is also an emergency medical card 
process whereby if a person has become terminally ill a card can be issued within 24 hours in 
circumstances where someone is faced with such a tragic situation in his or her life�  That does 
happen and will continue to happen�  Currently, more than 62,000 discretionary medical cards 
are in operation in the State�

I disagree flatly with the point made by Deputy Healy-Rae.  I have not disagreed as strongly 
with any other observations made�  He said he regrets the removal of the processing of medical 
cards from local offices to the PCRS.  I respectfully suggest that this has been a very important, 
successful and progressive move.  We previously had 100 local offices across the country pro-
cessing applications for medical cards�  What we now have is a centralised system that provides 
enhanced service delivery to clients and ensures a consistent and equitable national assessment 
process that everybody can rely on�  Surely that is what we all want�  We want a system that 
is consistent, effective, efficient and transparent, and that is what we have now.  Ninety-five 
percent of medical card applications are now processed within 15 working days, which is a 
major achievement�  Deputies might say that should always have been the case, and I would 
not disagree, but at least we have achieved that in a relatively short period of time�  Before we 
centralised the medical card applications system, it was impossible to say how long it would 
take for an application to be processed.  Now we have both transparency and efficiency and we 
should welcome that�

On the issue of community welfare officers and the local input to which Deputy Healy Rae 
referred, it is true that CWOs no longer have a role in the medical card application process�  
However, it is important to emphasise the fact that staff in local health offices continue to pro-
vide information and assistance to individuals in connection with their medical card applica-
tions�

We have had a very good Second Stage debate on this Bill and the contribution of Deputy 
Twomey, in particular, was excellent�  I agree with what he said about the need for a serious 
debate about issues such as universality and how we fund our health services�  I am strong be-
liever, as is Deputy Ó Caoláin, in the principle of universality in the provision of health servic-
es�  However, we sometimes throw around these words and phrases like slogans in this House 
and spend most of the debate talking about who said what on the back of which truck during the 
general election campaign�  I often think that we should set aside one day in here during which 
I would commit to not criticising Deputy Ó Caoláin’s party for its inconsistencies vis-à-vis the 
North and the South and, in turn, Deputy Ó Caoláin would not say anything to me about what 
my party said in the general election campaign�  I would not criticise Fianna Fáil for wrecking 
the economy and making it so difficult for us to put it back-----

21/03/2013FF00200Deputy Caoimhghín Ó Caoláin: That would be very difficult to do.

21/03/2013FF00300Deputy Alex White: I am actually making a serious point�  We could take one day, say in 
July, and agree to abandon all of that and just talk about the health services and how we fund 
them - a day when there would be no ad hominem attacks at all and we would just discuss what is 
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best.  On the issue of universal health insurance, Deputy Kelleher, instead of just asking “Where 
is the brief?” or “Where is the proposal?” would tell us what he thinks about how it should be 
done�  Deputy Ó Caoláin could do the same, because it is not as straightforward as some might 
think�  More could be achieved in this way than through the kind of brickbat debate we have had 
on this legislation�  This is necessary legislation, which encompasses a relatively-----

21/03/2013FF00400Deputy Billy Kelleher: It is U-turn legislation�

21/03/2013FF00500Deputy Alex White: It is far from a U-turn�  The Deputy was not listening to the point I 
made earlier that we are continuing with our absolute commitment to the universal provision of 
GP visit cards�  No one will lose a GP visit card under this legislation, so it is not inconsistent 
with that principle�

21/03/2013FF00600Deputy Caoimhghín Ó Caoláin: The issue is primary care�  This legislation is unneces-
sary�

Question put: “That the motion, as amended, be agreed to.”

The Dáil divided: Tá, 74; Níl, 44�
Tá Níl

 Bannon, James�  Boyd Barrett, Richard�
 Breen, Pat�  Broughan, Thomas P�
 Burton, Joan�  Browne, John�
 Butler, Ray�  Calleary, Dara�
 Buttimer, Jerry�  Collins, Joan�
 Byrne, Eric�  Colreavy, Michael�
 Carey, Joe�  Crowe, Seán�
 Collins, Áine�  Daly, Clare�
 Conaghan, Michael�  Doherty, Pearse�
 Conlan, Seán�  Donnelly, Stephen S�
 Connaughton, Paul J�  Dooley, Timmy�
 Coonan, Noel�  Ellis, Dessie�
 Coveney, Simon�  Ferris, Martin�
 Creed, Michael�  Flanagan, Luke ‘Ming’�
 Daly, Jim�  Fleming, Sean�
 Deasy, John�  Fleming, Tom�
 Deering, Pat�  Grealish, Noel�
 Doherty, Regina�  Halligan, John�
 Donohoe, Paschal�  Healy, Seamus�
 Dowds, Robert�  Healy-Rae, Michael�
 Doyle, Andrew�  Kelleher, Billy�
 Durkan, Bernard J�  Kirk, Seamus�
 English, Damien�  Kitt, Michael P�
 Farrell, Alan�  Lowry, Michael�
 Feighan, Frank�  Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig�
 Ferris, Anne�  McConalogue, Charlie�



21 March 2013

387

 Fitzpatrick, Peter�  McDonald, Mary Lou�
 Flanagan, Charles�  McGrath, Finian�
 Flanagan, Terence�  McGrath, Mattie�
 Griffin, Brendan.  McGrath, Michael�
 Harrington, Noel�  McLellan, Sandra�
 Hayes, Brian�  Murphy, Catherine�
 Hayes, Tom�  Ó Caoláin, Caoimhghín�
 Heydon, Martin�  Ó Cuív, Éamon�
 Humphreys, Heather�  Ó Fearghaíl, Seán�
 Humphreys, Kevin�  Ó Snodaigh, Aengus�
 Keating, Derek�  O’Brien, Jonathan�
 Kenny, Seán�  O’Sullivan, Maureen�
 Kyne, Seán�  Pringle, Thomas�
 Lawlor, Anthony�  Ross, Shane�
 Lynch, Ciarán�  Shortall, Róisín�
 Lynch, Kathleen�  Smith, Brendan�
 Lyons, John�  Stanley, Brian�
 McCarthy, Michael�  Wallace, Mick�
 McFadden, Nicky�
 McHugh, Joe�
 McLoughlin, Tony�
 McNamara, Michael�
 Maloney, Eamonn�
 Mitchell, Olivia�
 Mitchell O’Connor, Mary�
 Mulherin, Michelle�
 Murphy, Dara�
 Murphy, Eoghan�
 Nash, Gerald�
 Neville, Dan�
 Nolan, Derek�
 Ó Ríordáin, Aodhán�
 O’Donovan, Patrick�
 O’Mahony, John�
 O’Reilly, Joe�
 O’Sullivan, Jan�
 Penrose, Willie�
 Phelan, John Paul�
 Ring, Michael�
 Ryan, Brendan�
 Spring, Arthur�
 Stagg, Emmet�
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 Stanton, David�
 Timmins, Billy�
 Twomey, Liam�
 Wall, Jack�
 Walsh, Brian�
 White, Alex�

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Emmet Stagg and Joe Carey; Níl, Deputies Aengus Ó Snodaigh and 
Billy Kelleher�

Question declared carried�

21/03/2013GG00200An Ceann Comhairle: When is it proposed to take Committee Stage?

21/03/2013GG00300Deputy Alex White: On Tuesday, 26 March 2013�

Committee Stage ordered for Tuesday, 26 March 2013�

21/03/2013HH00100Topical Issue Debate

21/03/2013HH00150Access to Health Services

21/03/2013HH00300Deputy Dara Calleary: I thank the Ceann Comhairle and his office for allowing us to raise 
this issue and thank Senator Trevor Ó Clochartaigh, who organised a briefing by Mr. Sherif 
Sultan, the vascular surgeon at University College Hospital Galway and the Galway Clinic, on 
this topic yesterday�  It is not even a funding issue�  Someone just needs to take responsibility in 
the three counties of Galway, Mayo and Roscommon for deciding who pays for this machine�

The arterial assist machine increases arterial blood flow to the leg, and 550 patients in 
Ireland currently use it�  None of these patients is in the three counties I mentioned because 
of a disagreement between different units of the HSE on who funds this�  To rent one of these 
machines for 90 days costs €1,200 and it can save a leg from amputation�  It is for people with 
severe vascular conditions in their legs who, if their condition deteriorated, might need to have 
the leg amputated, with all of the associated social, personal and financial costs.  There are 127 
patients on a waiting list and an ArtAssist machine for those 127 patients would cost less than 
half the cost of seven amputations�

In University College Hospital Galway, I could be in the room next to the Minister of State 
but because I am from Mayo I would not get the machine while someone who lives five miles 
up the road in Sligo would get it�  It is ridiculous�  I do not know if it is a funding issue but heads 
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must be knocked together to make this service available to the patients in those three counties�

21/03/2013HH00400Deputy Denis Naughten: I also thank the Ceann Comhairle for giving us the opportunity to 
raise this issue�  Mary is an example of someone on this waiting list�  She is 46 years of age with 
three young children�  She suffers from leukemia and her medication has a detrimental impact 
on the blood circulation in her legs�  She is about to undergo bypass surgery as a last resort to 
save her left leg�  She now urgently requires the ArtAssist pump on her right leg but because 
it costs €1,100 for 90 days, which she cannot afford because she is a medical card patient, the 
local authority must rehouse her because she lives in a two storey, three bedroom house�  The 
frustrating thing for Mary is that she lives in north Roscommon, about five miles from the Sligo 
county boundary, and if she lived on the other side of that boundary, she would not have any 
problem getting this�  Not only would it save her leg, the local authority would not have to con-
struct a purpose built house to cater for her and her young family�

It is frustrating that an anomaly exists within the system in Galway, Roscommon and Mayo 
that means there is no funding while in other parts of the country that is not the case�  As Deputy 
Calleary pointed out, it is unclear who is responsible and who should pick up the bill�

21/03/2013HH00500Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Alex White): The budget provi-
sion for 2013 represents a major challenge to the Health Service Executive and comes at a time 
of significant reform of the public health system.  The gross current voted Estimate for the HSE 
is €13�4041 billion�  Although there is a net increase of €71�5 million on 2012, as the HSE faces 
unavoidable spending pressures of €748 million, expenditure savings of €721 million will be 
required to remain within budget in 2013�

Under the Health Act 2004, the Health Service Executive must prepare a service plan and 
submit it to the Minister for Health for approval following publication of the Estimates�  The 
national service plan which was submitted in December 2012 sets out the quantum and type 
of health services to be provided in 2013 within the overall level of funding provided�  In ac-
cordance with the Act, the Minister for Health approved the national service plan and laid a 
copy of the plan before both Houses of the Oireachtas on 9 January this year�  Subsequently, the 
HSE prepared and published its operational plan and regional service plans which underpin the 
national service plan at the end of February�

There is provision for expenditure at local level for the purchase and use of goods in local 
integrated service areas.  These are referred to within the HSE as “local schemes” and the de-
vice in question would fall within this category�

The HSE has responsibility for the delivery of services set out in these regional plans and to 
ensure services are delivered within budget�  As such it is not a matter for the Minister to issue 
a direction regarding specific items of expenditure.  However, I appreciate the Deputy’s con-
cerns and have made inquiries concerning this matter�  I have been advised that the provision 
of ArtAssist pumps in Galway and Roscommon has been discontinued pending the outcome of 
a review of their efficacy.  The national clinical care programmes office has been requested to 
carry out this review�

21/03/2013HH00600Deputy Dara Calleary: After that, my own and Deputy Naughten’s remarks still hold�  
There is a ridiculous anomaly that someone a mile inside a county border can get the machine 
while someone a mile on the other side is in the wrong county and cannot get it�  I will raise this 
at my HSE meeting in Castlebar, and the Galway Deputies will be raising it tomorrow�  It would 
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be good if the Minister of State, Deputy White, could give some commitment because, as the 
Minister with responsibility for primary care, it would make his job easier�  He mentioned bud-
getary issues�  It is clear the availability of this machine will save money in the short, medium 
and long term, not just in the Department of Health but also in the Department of the Environ-
ment, Community and Local Government and in local authorities�  That silly anomaly must be 
addressed for the sake of all concerned�

21/03/2013HH00700Deputy Denis Naughten: I thank the Minister of State for his response�  The most bizarre 
aspect of that response was the comment that the Galway-Roscommon NCCP office is looking 
at the efficacy of this pump.  Mr. Sultan, the head of the Western Vascular Institute, has pub-
lished peer review studies on this equipment and an analysis of the 127 patients on the waiting 
list showed it is five and a half times cheaper to use the ArtAssist pump than to treat people 
conventionally�  Of those treated with this equipment, 94% will save their legs�  Even purely 
from a social point of view, the efficacy has been proven, along with peer reviewed research.  I 
find it bizarre the HSE wants to carry out its own review.

21/03/2013HH00800Deputy Alex White: I take the points made by both Deputies�  On Deputy Calleary’s re-
mark on the desirability and necessity for consistency, I would be concerned about this and 
when I have an opportunity, I would like to find out more about it.  It would not make sense if 
there was an inconsistency across the country for any service�

I would not regard it, however, as bizarre that we should have a system in place for de-
termining the efficacy of devices, procedures or drugs.  I am sure the practitioner concerned 
is eminent and has carried out the studies referred to by Deputy Naughten and serious regard 
should be had to them�  I hold the view, however, that we have a system in place that makes 
determination on efficacy and appropriateness of devices and medication across the system and 
we should rely on that�

I cannot say any more than I already have�  There is an inquiry being carried out by the na-
tional clinic care programme on this but I have taken on board the remarks made by the Depu-
ties�

21/03/2013HH00850Hospital Services

21/03/2013HH00900Deputy Tom Hayes: I thank the Ceann Comhairle for accepting this important matter�

4 o’clock

St. Patrick’s Hospital in Cashel is one of the finest facilities in the country.  I have no doubt 
in saying that given the manner in which it is run, its attention to patients and the quality of care 
delivered�  Recently it has been brought to the attention of people in the locality that there were 
changes in services at the hospital�  The reason I raise the issue is to get an assurance from the 
Minister of State on the future of the hospital and that it will stay in the town�  It is part of the 
infrastructure and has been in place for many years�  Many doctors, the late Dr� Willie Ryan and 
the present Dr� Willie Ryan, among others, were very committed, as are the staff and manage-
ment, to developing and running the hospital�  

  The hospital comprises St� Anthony’s, St� Clare’s and St� Michael’s unit, all of which care 
for the elderly, people who have given long service to the community�  Given the proposed 



21 March 2013

391

changes taking place the staff and the people of Tipperary are concerned that the future of St� 
Patrick’s Hospital was at stake.  I seek that confirmation from the Minister of State.  I want an 
assurance on the future of the jobs at the hospital, those who work there, and all the services 
they have provided over many years and the back-up the hospital has provided to South Tipper-
ary General Hospital and Our Lady’s Hospital in Cashel over many years�  

  There is an historic High Court ruling about south Tipperary hospital services, of which St� 
Patrick’s Hospital is a part�  A strong commitment was given at the time by the then Minister 
for Health, Deputy Michael Noonan, that the future of St� Patrick’s Hospital would be assured�  
I want that commitment reiterated and the people of Tipperary to be given an assurance on the 
future of St� Patrick’s Hospital�

21/03/2013JJ00200Deputy Alex White: I thank the Deputy for raising this issue�  It provides me with an op-
portunity to update the House on this matter�

As the Deputy is aware, Government policy is to support older people to live in dignity and 
independence in their own homes and communities for as long as possible�  Where this is not 
feasible, the health service supports access to appropriate quality long-term residential care, 
including the provision of financial assistance under the Nursing Homes Support Scheme.  In 
2012, with a budget of almost €1 billion, financial support was provided to over 22,000 people 
in nursing homes�

The Health Service Executive is responsible for the delivery of health and personal social 
services, including those at facilities such as St� Patrick’s Hospital, Cashel, County Tipperary�  
We are all conscious that these are challenging times for the Health Service Executive in respect 
of all services� In the case of community nursing units, these include challenges regarding staff-
ing, funding and the age and structure of the units�  St� Patrick’s Hospital, originally built in the 
1800’s has a bed complement of 134 beds comprising 95 long stay, 18 respite and 21 rehabilita-
tion beds�  The hospital is registered with HIQA for a period of 3 years with effect from 28 June 
2012.  HIQA inspection reports have identified the challenges posed by the design and layout 
of the premises in meeting the individual and collective needs of its residents�  Bearing this in 
mind, and with the aim of maintaining and developing the provision of older person’s services 
in Cashel, the recently published HSE South Regional Service Plan 2013 features the proposed 
transfer of the respite and rehabilitation beds from St� Patrick’s Hospital in Cashel to the adja-
cent vacant facilities at Our Lady’s Hospital campus�  As the Deputy will be aware Our Lady’s 
underwent a significant refurbishment to the value of €21 million, completed in 2011�  While 
at present there are no inpatient services at the hospital, a number of day services are provided�  
Having been refurbished to a very high standard, the hospital is not currently utilising capacity 
to optimum level but it has the potential to provide high quality facilities for short stay services�

The main reason for undertaking the reorganisation of services is to facilitate the refurbish-
ment of facilities within St� Patrick’s Hospital� Following the transfer of respite and rehabilita-
tion services to Our Lady’s Hospital campus, a development plan will be prepared around the 
remaining long stay facilities at the hospital in order to support its re-registration with HIQA, 
which will be due in 2015�  I assure the Deputy this proposal will be worked through a con-
sultation process with the staff and other relevant stakeholders of St� Patrick’s Hospital over 
the coming period�  In this regard a project group has been convened, the inaugural meeting 
of which took place on 19 March 2013�  Membership of the project group comprises of repre-
sentation from both HSE senior management and relevant staff.  I am pleased to confirm that 
the terms of reference and a schedule of weekly meetings were formally agreed and signed off 
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at this meeting�  It is important to note that the proposed transfer of service will improve the 
facilities and the environment for patients of both facilities�  It also ensures the retention of a 
significant service in Cashel, consistent with the approach taken by the HSE South in relation 
to services for older people in its regional service plan�

I am pleased to take this opportunity to reaffirm that St. Patrick’s Hospital Cashel will con-
tinue to play a significant role in the provision of public services for older people.

21/03/2013JJ00300Deputy Tom Hayes: I thank the Minister of State for placing on the record the fact that the 
future of St� Patrick’s Hospital in Cashel is safe�  I hope nobody will undermine that situation 
again�  It has been stated on the public record that its future is safe�

In regard to the consultation process I ask the Minister of State to ensure the HSE and staff 
undertake all of it�  The members of staff are committed people who have given their lives to the 
support of the elderly in the community�  They have worked long hours through thick and thin 
and in difficult situations.  There is no more committed staff than those in St. Patrick’s Hospital 
in Cashel�  I want to ensure the proposal is worked through by the HSE in all its dealings with 
the staff and the management�  Under the management of Mary Prendergast, the hospital has 
gone from strength to strength�

I urge the Minister of State to ensure the consultation process is right�  As he said in his 
reply, a great deal of taxpayers’ money has been spent on St� Mary’s Hospital and it cannot be 
left as it has been for some years�  I welcome the fact that there will be activity in that hospital 
for which I foresee huge potential� We have a situation which is unique to many other areas, 
despite many warnings throughout the county, where there will be two very active hospitals in 
the town of Cashel for the foreseeable future�  That is welcome�  I thank the Minister of State�

21/03/2013JJ00400Deputy Alex White: I do not think I can say anything further other than to agree with the 
Deputy on the importance of consultation with regard to this matter�  A project group has been 
set up�  The terms of reference and a schedule of meetings have already been agreed�  I wish 
all concerned well in that regard�  I am sure there will be a productive process of consultation 
which will be in the interests of the future of the hospital�

21/03/2013JJ00550School Patronage

21/03/2013JJ00600Deputy Paschal Donohoe: I thank the Ceann Comhairle for the opportunity to raise the 
issue and the Minister of State at the Department of Education and Skills, Deputy Ciarán Can-
non, for coming in to respond�

I acknowledge the huge work the Department of Education and Skills is already leading in 
regard to diversity of patronage at second level schools and in having a wide variety of organi-
sations involved in running the secondary schools�  The Department has recently made strong 
progress in this area�  As the Minister of State is aware, three Educate Together secondary 
schools will open in the Dublin area in Hansfield, Lucan and Drogheda.  Each of those schools 
has different patronage arrangements but Educate Together will be involved in each of them�  
As he is also aware, the Educate Together movement at primary level has been extremely suc-
cessful�  Such schools are popular with parents and teachers and are delivering innovation in 
curricula and a new school environment which is having a very strong and beneficial effect 
on young boys and girls across the country�  In Dublin 1, 3, 7, 9 and 11 there is a very large 
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number of very successful Educate Together primary schools�  As those students progress to 
secondary school, there is no Educate Together secondary school available in that part of the 
city that is capable of taking them in and allowing them to develop their education within that 
stream.  There is significant parental interest and support for this, as the Minister for Education 
and Skills is already aware�  I know he met representatives of the campaign group and signalled 
that he supports it in principle�  This has already been advanced for other schools in Dublin�  He 
asked that work be undertaken to assess the level of demand and what role the City of Dublin 
VEC could play.

I raise the matter because of the level of parental interest�  Even though the campaign is just 
beginning, it has already obtained 2,500 signatories�  Given their numbers we have a duty to 
parents to offer them a second level option that allows the excellence that has been delivered at 
primary level to be maintained�  It is in the interest of the parents and the students who decide 
to go to Educate Together schools�  I also believe it is in the interest of the overall educational 
system.  All our schools, regardless of their patronage, do a fine job at the moment in moulding 
young boys and girls and giving them the support they need�  Educate Together has brought 
something to the system that should be welcomed and supported�  Given the level of parental 
demand and interest, I ask that the Government respond to this and put together a plan to meet 
the need and provide a school in this part of the city�  Given the progress made to date elsewhere 
on this, I ask that the same level of support be given to this part of the city�

21/03/2013KK00200Minister of State at the Department of Education and Skills (Deputy Ciarán Cannon): 
I am taking this matter on behalf the Minister for Education and Skills, Deputy Quinn�  I thank 
the Deputy for raising it as it affords me the opportunity to outline to the House the current posi-
tion regarding the provision of new post-primary schools�

Our school-going population has increased significantly in recent years and is expected to 
continue to increase over the coming years�  It is anticipated that at post-primary level an ad-
ditional 24,900 pupils will need school places by 2017 with a further 40,800 pupils needing 
places between 2017 and 2024, based on the Department’s statistics�

The figures I have outlined indicate the situation at national level.  The challenge for the 
Department is to establish in which locations the school-going cohort will increase most sig-
nificantly so that sufficient school accommodation can be put in place to meet demand.  The 
Department is utilising a geographical information system, GIS, for this purpose�  The GIS 
utilises data from the Central Statistics Office, Ordnance Survey Ireland, the General Register 
Office and the Department of Social Protection in addition to the Department’s own databases 
and data from the local authorities�  The Department has carried out a study of the country to 
identify where there will be a requirement for significant additional school provision at both 
primary and post primary levels over the coming years�

In June of 2011 the Minister announced that up to 40 new schools are to be established 
within the next six years to meet our increased demographics�  These consist of 20 new primary 
schools and 20 new post-primary schools�  This announcement did not include a proposal to 
establish a new post-primary school for Dublin 1, 3, 7 or 9�  The Minister also announced new 
arrangements for the recognition and determination of patronage of these new primary and 
post-primary schools�  The new arrangements published by the Department provide a balanced 
approach to allow applications to be made by prospective patrons for the establishment of 
schools�  The criteria used in deciding patronage of the new schools place a particular emphasis 
on parental demand for plurality and diversity of patronage�
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The Department’s forward planning section will continue to monitor enrolments in this area 
to ensure there is sufficient post-primary school accommodation to meet any projected future 
demands�

21/03/2013KK00300Deputy Paschal Donohoe: I thank the Minister of State for his response�  I welcome the 
progress that has been made in supporting Educate Together at secondary level�  Does the Min-
ister of State envisage a review of the number of new schools due to be provided in the next 
six years to see whether it would be possible for new schools to be included and to ensure the 
plan remains valid?  While I accept demographics plays a key role, it is not just a question of 
demographics and the Department needs to make choices.  There is significant demand in this 
part of the city for such a school�  The total level of demand for second level schools remains 
unchanged�  However, within that demand a big shift is taking place at the moment�  I do not say 
that with any disrespect to or in criticism of the existing second level schools which are doing 
a great job�  However, within the level of demand the Department is tracking by enrolment, a 
fundamental shift is taking place regarding the kinds of second level schools parents want their 
children to attend�  If the Department recognises that it is right to have within these areas such 
a large number of Educate Together primary schools, the same logic would dictate there should 
also be at least one such secondary school available to those parents�

I thank the Minister of State for the answer�  I will continue to pursue the point and I would 
appreciate a response to the two points I have made�

21/03/2013KK00400Deputy Ciarán Cannon: The Minister and the officials in the school building unit in pre-
paring to publish the five year capital programme in 2011 carried out considerable and forensic 
analysis of that likely demographic challenge and where the numbers would create the most 
pressure in terms of school accommodation�  In certain communities that bubble or pressure 
was occurring at primary level and we have responded to that by putting in place plans to con-
struct primary schools in those areas�  In other areas the demographic bubble had moved on to 
post-primary and again we have responded to that by providing for the construction of schools 
in those areas between 2011 and 2016.  As we come towards the end of that five year period 
we will carry out a similar analysis to address the next period, one would assume, from 2016 
onwards and I understand much of that demographic analysis is under way�

With the very limited resources available to the Department for school construction, the first 
challenge for Dublin 1, 3, 7 and 9 would be to establish that there is demand for a post-primary 
school over and above the existing provision�  Once that has been established, one would expect 
the issue of patronage would arise and, as requests for changes in patronage have dictated, there 
would be a survey of parents in the area to determine the likely patronage of such a school�

My assessment of the response before me would be that we would not decide on the patron-
age without establishing an actual demographic need for a new post-primary school to service 
the area driven by population increase�  As the Deputy might concede, there are some parts of 
Dublin city where we are seeing either a levelling off or a reduction of population in some areas�  
Whether the demographic need would arise for a new post-primary school in the area remains 
questionable�

The Deputy’s other suggestion is that we might divest the patronage of one school in the 
locality to another patron�  He might appreciate the challenges that might arise in such a sce-
nario�  At this point, I concede there is a degree of uncertainty over the development of a post-
primary school in Dublin 1, 3, 7 or 9�  We will certainly continue to engage with community 
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representatives in the area, including the Deputy, and work as best we can to ensure, if and when 
that demographic challenge arises, we are ready and willing to meet that challenge in terms of 
school construction�  We are also more than willing to engage actively with the community to 
determine the patronage of such a school�

21/03/2013LL00100Tourism Industry

21/03/2013LL00200Deputy Kevin Humphreys: I thank the Minister of State, Deputy Cannon, for taking this 
topical issue which relates to a matter in the constituency of Deputy Eoghan Murphy and my-
self�  I should point out that I have already raised this issue with the Minister for Communica-
tions, Energy and Natural Resources, Deputy Rabbitte, and have raised my concerns about the 
proposal with the ESB�

Number Twenty Nine, Georgian House Museum, is located at the corner of Merrion Square 
and Fitzwilliam Street�  It is currently ranked 14th of over 200 attractions in Dublin on the 
TripAdvisor website�  Current opening hours at the museum are excellent, it operates all year 
and provides, for a small fee of €6, guided tours to tourists and citizens wishing to learn about 
Georgian household living in the late 19th century.  Visitor numbers at the museum rose by 
10% in 2012 because of rather than despite the interactive guided tours.  The building was first 
occupied by Mrs Olivia Beatty, the widow of a prominent Dublin wine merchant�  A visit to the 
house gives young and old alike a chance to experience what life was like for the fortunate who 
lived in such elegant townhouses and the less fortunate who worked in them�

The ESB has used the building since 1928�  The Minister of State will be aware that the 
controversial demolition in the 1960s of the Georgian street scape on Fitzwilliam Street for 
the ESB headquarters was a major loss to our built heritage in Dublin�  The ESB committed to 
restoration of Number Twenty Nine in the 1980s as a condition of the development of office 
blocks facing onto Baggott Street and James’s Street East in the 1980s�  The exhibition is a part-
nership between the ESB and the National Museum of Ireland and has played an important role 
since 1991 in making more accessible the history of late Georgian Dublin�  Despite savings of 
€250,000, the ESB wants to downgrade the museum to seasonal opening hours without guides, 
which would destroy the unique attraction�

In the year of The Gathering, as we seek to improve our visitor offerings, it would be disas-
trous to cut opening hours from a six day, Tuesday to Sunday, 49 week interactive guided tour 
offering to an unguided five day, seven month, April to October, offering.  Many believe this 
will lead to eventual closure of the house�  For example, while March, owing to St� Patrick’s 
Day, is one of our busiest times, the museum would under the ESB proposal be closed at that 
time next year when thousands of tourists would be in town�  The tour guides, who would lose 
their jobs under the current proposals, appreciate that the ESB must make savings and agreed in 
2012 to a 5% pay cut�  While they have put a cost-saving proposal to the ESB, it has not been 
taken on board�

It would be embarrassing to lose such a tourism gem over such a small saving�  I ask that the 
Minister liaise across Departments and the ESB to ensure the guided tours and opening hours 
are not lost�  Our climate does not encourage tourists�  This museum is an all-weather historical 
tourist attraction, which has been building in terms of attraction year on year�  The cost saving 
proposal put forward by the tour guides would achieve the savings required�  In this year of The 
Gathering, we must treasure these gems and build on them�
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21/03/2013LL00300Deputy Ciarán Cannon: I am taking this issue on behalf of my colleague, the Minister for 
Transport, Tourism and Sport, Deputy Varadkar.  I wish to advise the House at the outset that 
the Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport has no responsibility in this matter�

Number Twenty Nine, Fitzwilliam Street is a restored Georgian house which is run as a 
museum of Dublin home life in the period 1790 to 1820�  It is owned by the Electricity Supply 
Board and run by it in association with the National Museum of Ireland�  Issues relating to the 
opening hours of the venue or the provision of guided tours, are commercial considerations 
for the ESB and the Minister has no role in the matter�  The ESB, as a commercial entity, must 
organise its resources in the manner it considers appropriate�  It is hoped that it can continue to 
make this important museum as accessible as possible to visitors and Dubliners alike�

Dublin has a comprehensive range of tourism product, including State assets such as the 
various branches of the National Museum, the National Gallery, Dublin Castle and Kilmainham 
Gaol�  There are also the long-established visitor attractions, such as the Book of Kells at Trinity 
College, Christchurch, the Chester Beatty Library and Malahide Castle�  In more recent times, 
Dublin has seen the growth of a range of new visitor attractions, such as the Guinness Store-
house and the Dublinia Viking Centre.  These attractions, old and new alike, draw hundreds of 
thousands of visitors every year�  That is not to say we are complacent about the tourism product 
in Dublin�  The Government, through Fáilte Ireland, has continued to invest in the improvement 
of Dublin’s visitor attractions�  Last year, a redeveloped Malahide Castle was opened�  Approval 
has also been given for an investment to enhance the presentation of the Book of Kells at Trin-
ity College�  To ensure that visitors really can get the maximum value from Dublin’s tourism 
assets, a special walking trail is currently being developed through some of the top cultural and 
heritage sights of the city centre, running across the city from College Green to Kilmainham�  
To be called “The Dubline”, it will give tourists greater accessibility to Dublin past and present. 

Dublin’s location is also a natural advantage, which is now being fully utilised as a tourism 
asset�  As a coastal destination on the edge of the countryside, Dublin can be a city where visi-
tors can engage in city-type activities such as museums and shopping or avail of an exciting 
array of water activities and outdoor pursuits in close proximity to the city�  We want to utilise 
Dublin’s natural attractions and will be doing so by marketing the city as “Dublin Plus”, a city 
that is urban and rural and for night and day�  The role of technology is now of major importance 
in bringing a city to life for the modern visitor�  Last month, a new app was launched as part of 
the Discover Ireland campaign to enhance further the experience of those who come to Dublin�  
The new app uses the latest in GPS and camera technology to allow tourists to become their 
own guide as they navigate the city’s attractions�  In a further enhancement to the technology 
assets available to tourists, free Wifi connections are provided at our main tourism offices.

All of the larger Dublin hotels have hosted a significant amount of North American busi-
ness, with some hotels observing particularly strong levels of US visitors�  Across all hotels, 
there was a good, strong mix of increased domestic, Northern and UK visitors�  Many of the 
most popular hotels were at 100% occupancy, an increase on their 2012 performance, which 
was considered excellent at the time.  These figures indicate the strength of the Dublin tourism 
product and reflect the quality of the support being provided by Government to the tourism sec-
tor in the capital�  We look forward with great anticipation to a strong overall performance for 
tourism in Dublin for 2013, based on the quality and range of Dublin’s visitor attractions and 
the continuing success of The Gathering Ireland initiative�

21/03/2013LL00400Deputy Kevin Humphreys: I am disappointed with the Minister of State’s response�  The 
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ESB is a semi-State company�  The response given is a typical Civil Service one�  I do not mean 
that as a personal criticism as I am sure the Minister of State only had sight of the reply before 
coming into the Chamber�

The biggest tourist attraction we have in this country is our people�  To downgrade Number 
Twenty Nine to an unguided attraction would be devastating�  It is important people have access 
to a person who can give them the history of the house whether in English, Irish or French�  The 
tour guides involved are skilled and take personal pride in their work�  They also acknowledge 
the great work done by the ESB�  These people are not seeking to look after their own needs�  
They want to ensure development of a quality product that will attract more tourists to this city 
and country�

As I stated earlier, I am disappointed with the quality of the response�  It is a standard re-
sponse, with little understanding of what tourism is about�  As I said earlier, the tour guides are 
prepared to make further sacrifices to ensure the financial viability of this museum.  Dublin 
is famous for its Georgian buildings�  It is important we have people who can inform visitors 
about how families in those houses lived and about the people who served in them in none too 
good circumstances�

I ask that the Minister of State report back on this matter to the Minister�  I believe a work-
able solution can be found�  The staff are more than willing to engage�  This is a unique product 
which interprets Georgian living conditions at the time�  It is a product that must be protected 
and developed not only for the staff but in terms of the number of tourists it can attract to this 
city�

21/03/2013MM00100Deputy Ciarán Cannon: I appreciate the concerns expressed by the Deputy and they are 
certainly valid�  As I pointed out in the response, No� 29 Fitzwilliam Street is owned by the 
ESB, which is an independent commercial entity and must organise its resources in the manner 
it considers appropriate�  However, I will certainly share the Deputy’s concern with both Min-
isters, Deputies Varadkar and Rabbitte, in an effort to resolve the situation and will respond to 
him as soon as we have further news on the matter�

21/03/2013MM00150Ceisteanna - Questions

21/03/2013MM00200Priority Questions

21/03/2013MM00250Mortgage Arrears Proposals

21/03/2013MM003001� Deputy Michael McGrath asked the Minister for Finance the way he will ensure that the 
balance in power between financial institutions and distressed borrowers is not altered in favour 
of the financial institutions as a result of recently announced measures to deal with the mortgage 
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arrears crisis; if he will commit to putting in place clear guidelines as to what a sustainable solu-
tion means for borrowers in terms of day to day cost of living expenses; and if he will make a 
statement on the matter� [14404/13]

21/03/2013MM00400Minister for Finance (Deputy Michael Noonan): The Deputy will be aware that on 13 
March 2013 the Central Bank announced new measures to address mortgage arrears, including 
the publication of performance targets for the main mortgage banks and a consultation process 
on changes to the code of conduct on mortgage arrears, CCMA�  This new approach is aimed at 
ensuring banks offer and conclude sustainable solutions for their customers in arrears by setting 
specific performance targets and proposing revisions to provisioning standards.  The Central 
Bank also proposes to update the CCMA so it continues to provide protection to customers who 
co-operate with their banks while facilitating and promoting the resolution of arrears cases�

The consultation paper on the review of the CCMA includes a number of proposals intended 
to clarify and strengthen protections for borrowers.  These include clarifications of the defini-
tion of “not co-operating” to ensure lenders and borrowers know what type of engagement is 
expected; safeguards for borrowers, including specific requirements for interaction by lenders 
with borrowers classified as not co-operating; and a new requirement for lenders to draw up 
and implement a contact policy, to be approved at board level, which ensures unsolicited com-
munications are not aggressive or intimidating, that borrowers are given sufficient breathing 
space following each unsolicited communication and that future contact is agreed in advance 
where possible�  Also included are increased provision of information requirements to ensure 
transparency on alternative repayment arrangements offered, including the reasons the alter-
native repayment arrangement offered is considered to be appropriate and sustainable for the 
borrower, the frequency with which the alternative repayment arrangement will be reviewed 
and the potential outcome of these reviews�  These provision of information requirements also 
cover the implications of options such as voluntary surrender or trading down for the borrower 
and his or her mortgage loan account, including associated costs or charges; how much, if any, 
of the outstanding arrears must be repaid; the impact on the borrower’s credit rating; and the 
importance of seeking independent advice on these options�

The Central Bank has informed me that in determining whether a proposal constitutes a 
sustainable solution, the lender will need to evaluate actual and prospective affordability for 
the distressed borrower and the capital implications for the credit institutions in terms of their 
prudential responsibility in order to minimise losses�

While the Central Bank does not mandate any particular model of restructuring and while 
sustainable solutions will be arrived at on a case-by-case basis, some fundamental principles 
must be respected�  These include an affordability assessment of the borrower based on his or 
her current and prospective future servicing capacity for all borrowings; a realistic valuation of 
the borrower’s assets, particularly his or her property; and the use of an appropriate interest rate 
when discounting future income flows, which should take account of the lender’s cost of funds.

The Central Bank has advised that it will assess compliance with these principles in its su-
pervisory audit of compliance with the targets, including through analysis of a sample of modi-
fications.  Other initiatives which the Deputy will be aware of, such as the mortgage advisory 
function and the personal insolvency reforms, will also contribute to ensuring a fair balance in 
the interaction between distressed borrowers and lending institutions�

21/03/2013MM00600Deputy Michael McGrath: I thank the Minister for his reply�  My fear following last 
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week’s announcement about restructuring of mortgages is that it very much puts the banks in 
the driving seat�  The banks will now be judge, jury and executioner when it comes to deal-
ing with the individual mortgage account of any family in the country�  When one looks at the 
requirement to put a sustainable solution in place, the bank will decide what the sustainable 
solution will be.  The definition requires that the bank be satisfied that the arrangement provides 
a sustainable solution�  The overall package, comprising the revised code of conduct and the 
legislation promised to reverse the Dunne judgment, and taking into account the banks’ veto in 
the personal insolvency service, means the balance of power has shifted very firmly in favour 
of the banks compared to mortgage holders�

The second part of my question relates to living expenses�  Reports in the media today state 
that minimum income guidelines will be issued by the new insolvency service and the Minister 
for Justice and Equality, Deputy Alan Shatter, next week�  Will these guidelines also be used by 
the banks when they deal with individual mortgage holders or are they merely designed to deal 
with cases that go before the new insolvency service?  We all accept the need for consistency of 
treatment for all borrowers, including those in arrears and those who are just about managing to 
pay their mortgages at present�  Will the Minister clarify the role of these guidelines in respect 
of individual mortgages and what their status will be?

21/03/2013MM00700Deputy Michael Noonan: The banks do not have a veto and will engage with persons who 
have impaired mortgages in a number of different circumstances, which of course, they do al-
ready�  There will be face-to-face informal contact between banks and persons with impaired 
mortgages, which can take the form of speaking to the bank manager or the person who ar-
ranged the mortgage in the first instance.  Although this is face-to-face informal contact, there is 
a code of conduct on contact developed by the Central Bank, which is now being modified.  The 
exchanges will be governed by this�  A person will not be entirely on his or her own�  MABS has 
up to 2,500 qualified accountants on its books who are available to help people in exchanges 
with their lenders�

The second area is more formal and this will be under the remit of the insolvency legisla-
tion�  The director of the insolvency service, who was appointed in October, will make a public 
announcement on 27 March launching the service�  He has retained and employed a cohort of 
personal insolvency practitioners�  Under the Act they will formally be available to persons 
with impaired mortgages to work out matters�  The banks do not have a veto, because if they do 
not agree to an arrangement under the insolvency service their position will worsen if a person 
drifts into bankruptcy�  There is no veto�

21/03/2013MM00800Deputy Michael McGrath: The Minister often refers to the independence of the Central 
Bank and states that an independent body oversees mortgages�  This is true in that it provides 
the overall framework, but it does not get down to the level of individual mortgages and arbi-
tration between mortgage holders and banks to achieve fair solutions, and ultimately this is the 
weakness in the strategy�

I wish to ask about the minimum income guidelines�  They are designed to be used by the 
insolvency service, but will they also be used by the banks in dealing with people in mortgage 
arrears who have not yet ended up or will not end up in the insolvency service?  What will be 
the standing of these guidelines?  Today we have read reports about second cars, Sky Sports, 
holidays and health insurance being under threat�  I acknowledge there must be consistency and 
fairness in how borrowers are treated, but people deserve to know exactly where they stand�  
Will these guidelines be used by banks outside the insolvency service?  If so, what will be their 
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status?  Will they be binding or will they merely be guidelines, which is what was announced 
today?

21/03/2013MM00900Deputy Michael Noonan: With regard to the role of the Central Bank, as well as establish-
ing the blueprint, which it announced last Wednesday, and laying out the timescale over which 
impaired mortgages will be dealt with until the position is resolved, it will also supervise and 
monitor the arrangements being made by individual banks with mortgage holders�  It will take 
a representative sample of the arrangements made to see if the case studies they examine cor-
respond to the guidelines that have been set down�  

As regards the set of issues concerning the living income for a family, there is a statutory 
obligation on insolvency practitioners to come up with guidelines�  They are working on it and 
will have the guidelines very shortly when an announcement will be made�  That strictly ap-
plies to arrangements made within the remit of the insolvency legislation�  However, this is a 
small country and all these people talk to each other�  One would expect, therefore, that what is 
developed by the insolvency service will become the norm for the informal dialogue as well�  I 
will make sure that the Deputy’s views are expressed to the Central Bank and the other banks so 
that people are not operating to different guidelines or no guidelines�  That is what the Deputy 
was saying�

21/03/2013NN00200Deputy Michael McGrath: Yes�

21/03/2013NN00300Deputy Michael Noonan: If one is developed by the statutory agency, the Deputy is right 
to say that it should apply universally�

21/03/2013NN00400Bank Staff Remuneration

21/03/2013NN005002� Deputy Pearse Doherty asked the Minister for Finance his plans to reduce the salaries 
of senior executives at bailed-out banks, as opposed to reducing the payroll more generally, in 
view of the fact that more than 6,400 staff in these banks earn more than €100,000, 165 top 
executives in Bank of Ireland and AIB are receiving salaries in excess of €200,000 per year, 55 
of these are earning more than €300,000 per year and 28 are earning more than €400,000 per 
year� [14401/13]

21/03/2013NN00600Deputy Michael Noonan: When publishing the Review of Remuneration Practices and 
Frameworks at the Covered Institutions, on 12 March 2013, I indicated that the Government 
had formed the view that with the remaining covered institutions still incurring losses it was an 
inescapable conclusion that the cost base of the institutions needs to be reduced further�  This is 
essential if they are to return to profitability, be in a position to support the economy and repay 
the State’s investment through a return to private ownership�

On behalf of the Government, I have now directed the banks to come up with plans as to 
how they intend to address this issue in a manner that can help meet the State’s objectives�  I 
expect the value of those plans to mean a saving of between 6% and 10% of total remunera-
tion costs through reductions in payroll and pension benefits, new working arrangements and 
structures that deliver efficiency gains.  In the circumstances, the Government has not focussed 
on individual salaries, employees’ levels or specific measures.  While the three remaining cov-
ered institutions face equally daunting challenges, they are individually at different stages in 
addressing their particular needs in their respective drives to return to profitability and are best 
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placed to respond to the wishes of the Government�

The Deputy will note that the review opined that salaries at the senior executive level and 
above, at the three remaining covered institutions, are generally behind the market as compared 
to quoted Irish companies and the Mercer European Financial Services survey based on mea-
sures implemented to date, namely but not solely due to the withdrawal of incentives�  It also 
stated that when incentives are taken into account this disparity widens significantly.  There 
is always a difficult balance to be struck between rewarding and retaining talent at this level, 
ranged against the financial circumstances of the banks and the measures imposed upon citi-
zens to address our current challenging economic and fiscal circumstances.  Simply reducing 
salaries above the €100,000 level would not generate sufficient savings to tackle the issue.  If 
remuneration costs are to be reduced with the aim of returning to profitability, then sacrifices at 
all employees’ levels will be required�

It can never be forgotten by management and employees of these banks, both past and pres-
ent, that without enormous cost to Irish taxpayers these institutions would not have survived 
and that this needs to be borne in mind during future discussions�

21/03/2013NN00700Deputy Pearse Doherty: I thank the Minister for his response, albeit a disappointing one�  
Does the Minister remember voting to legislate for a €250,000 cap on bankers’ pay in the cov-
ered institutions?  Can he recall pressing the button on this side of the House and believing that 
it was the right thing to do?  We have finally had sight of the Mercer report on high-level bank-
ers’ pay that was promised for the past two years�  Some €120,000 later we have now seen it�  
Last week, it was announced that Mr� Richie Boucher has taken home €843,000�

The Minister’s response to the Mercer report is that the banks must reduce their payroll 
costs, which does not target those whom he believed just a few years ago, when in Opposition, 
should have been capped�  There are many in the banking system who did not cause the crisis 
and were not in Mr. Boucher’s position in 2008.  They are now under fierce pressure because 
the Minister has announced that there has to be a payroll reduction of between 6% and 10%�  As 
we know, payroll reductions can come in many forms, including efficiencies or staff reductions. 

Why has the Minister not dealt with the 6,400 staff who are earning above €100,000 per 
annum, the 165 top officials who earn in excess of €200,000, the 55 who earn over €300,000 
or the 28 who earn over €400,000?  When Fianna Fáil defended the €500,000 cap for bankers’ 
pay, the Minister - who was in opposition - accused the then Minister for Finance of bottling it�  
May I say, with all justification, that the Minister has bottled it when it comes to bankers’ pay.

21/03/2013NN00800Deputy Michael Noonan: The issue of bankers’ pay and bonuses is a fraught one, both in 
Ireland and other jurisdictions�  It is only two weeks since the Capital Requirements, or CRD 
IV, Directive from Europe was under discussion.  The UK authorities were pushing in the op-
posite direction to allow much higher bonuses than would prevail in any other jurisdiction�  
Around the same time there was a referendum in Switzerland which sought to draw up new 
rules for bankers’ pay and bonuses�

We have agreed with the covered institutions caps for chief executives and chairpersons�  
We have also agreed that no bonuses of any sort will be paid�  Internationally, bonuses are much 
higher than basic salaries in the banking profession�

It is an issue that arises periodically�  It came up here extensively before Christmas with 
questions from many Deputies across the House but, in my view, it generated more heat than 
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light�  I wanted to act but on objective criteria, so I engaged Mercer to do an objective study�  
Mercer came up with the answers to what the remuneration levels were across the banks�  The 
IBRC was the outlier and they were significantly higher for reasons referred to in the Mercer 
report, but we had liquidated IBRC by the time the report was published�  We are therefore left 
with the two covered institutions�  

In respect of the Bank of Ireland and the gentleman whom the Deputy has named in the 
House, it should be remembered that the State is a minority shareholder in that bank�  We have 
15% of the shares.  The investors saw fit to reward that individual and made it a condition of 
their investment that they would retain him as chief executive�  We are minority shareholders�

21/03/2013NN00900Deputy Pearse Doherty: The Minister holds the shares of this State in the Bank of Ireland�  
They are in trust to him as the Minister for Finance who is a 15% shareholder�  However, the 
Minister has not once uttered a word about the fact that Mr� Richie Boucher was paid €910,000 
last year, the same as he was paid the year before�  His base salary is above the cap, his car 
expenses are €34,000 and his pension comprises an annual contribution above €186,000�  Not 
once, however, has the Minister ever raised the issue as a shareholder with a 15% share in that 
bank, which is probably bigger than any other shareholding�  The Minister has bottled this issue�

Why did he stand as a member of the Opposition and demand that a cap of €250,000 be 
imposed?  Can he justify that?  One of the public interest directors who sits on the remunera-
tion board, is a former Minister, Mr� Joe Walsh�  That wee, cosy relationship was created many 
years ago whereby former Ministers and former Secretaries General of Departments were put 
in as public interest directors�  Mr� Walsh sits on the remuneration committee and gets €90,000 
for his work�  One public interest director told me that equates to about 30 days’ work�  Given 
the state this country is in, can the Minister justify paying a public interest director €3,000 per 
day, while they allow the chief executive of the Bank of Ireland to walk away with €840,000?

21/03/2013OO00100Deputy Michael Noonan: First, Mr� Boucher’s pay and conditions were set out by the 
previous Government and the previous Minister for Finance and I inherited them as a matter of 
contract�  As I stated, the Government is a minority shareholder, as it was fortunate enough to 
attract private investment from Canada and the United States into the bank�  The Deputy will 
notice that since the private investment came in, while the shares were offered at 10 cent, earlier 
in the week they were trading at 16 cent or 17 cent.  Therefore, it is difficult to put a case that 
a good job is not being done in there at present�  The Deputy is accusing me of not attacking 
Mr� Boucher and other people personally�  That is not the way I do politics�  I do not organise 
lynching parties for individuals�  That might be the way Sinn Féin does politics but I do not�

There is a general issue that the cost base of all the banks is too high�  I have instructed the 
banks to get their cost base down and am giving them the kind of flexibility that my colleague in 
government, the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform, Deputy Howlin, gave to the pub-
lic service unions, wherein one size does not fit all.  There are different ways of getting down 
the cost base and I want them to match their strategies to the circumstances of the individual 
banks�  However, I want to get the cost base down and will do so�  As for the former Minister, 
Joe Walsh, I do not know anything to suggest he is not a good director or that he is not carrying 
out its functions as a director�

21/03/2013OO00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Go raibh maith agat�

21/03/2013OO00300Deputy Michael Noonan: This is another example of how, because he is a former Fianna 
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Fáil Minister, the Deputy wants to hang him in public�

21/03/2013OO00400Deputy Pearse Doherty: No, the issue is paying €3,000 per day�

21/03/2013OO00500Deputy Michael Noonan: Everything I know about him suggests he is a good director and 
a decent man�  Why pillory him here in the House for the sake of a cheap headline?

21/03/2013OO00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We must move on�

21/03/2013OO00650Tax Code

21/03/2013OO007003� Deputy Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan asked the Minister for Finance if his attention has been 
drawn to a complaint (details supplied) regarding the failure of the Revenue Commissioners to 
investigate the non payment of VAT; if the Revenue Commissioners have been notified of this 
complaint; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [14403/13]

21/03/2013OO00800Deputy Michael Noonan: I am advised by the Revenue Commissioners that no complaint 
has been formally brought to their attention by the European Commission regarding the matter 
raised by the Deputy�  The Revenue Commissioners have received a copy of the complaint that 
appears on the website of the entity named by the Deputy, which mentions anti-competitive 
practices and policies relating to the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine and the VAT 
situation of the bodies named in the complaint�  I point out that the grounds for a complaint to 
the European Commission include that a member state or public body has not complied with 
Community law�  On receipt of a formal complaint from the European Commission, Ireland will 
examine and respond formally to the Commission.  As for notifications made to the Revenue 
Commissioners on this issue, I point out that Revenue is precluded, under section 851A of the 
Taxes Consolidation Act 1997, from providing taxpayer-specific information to third parties, 
including elected representatives�  As such, they cannot comment on actions, if any, taken or 
planned regarding the two named entities�

21/03/2013OO00900Deputy Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan: Perhaps the Minister can answer the following question�  
Were the Irish Horse Board and Horse Sport Ireland granted public body status?  If not, how 
have they ended up being exempt from paying VAT?  Can the Minister explain this because it 
does not appear to add up?

21/03/2013OO01000Deputy Michael Noonan: I wish to point out that to be treated as a public body for VAT 
purposes, a body must be established as such by enactment�  In this context, since neither of 
the entities mentioned by the Deputy is a body established by an enactment, they cannot be af-
forded the VAT status of a public body.  This appears to answer the Deputy’s question.

21/03/2013OO01100Deputy Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan: That is fair enough�  Consequently, should they be and are 
they paying VAT?  If not, what is being done about it?

21/03/2013OO01200Deputy Michael Noonan: The Deputy will find this response to be highly unsatisfactory, 
as do I, but the answer I have to hand is that the provisions of section 851A of the Taxes Con-
solidation Act 1997 are designed to protect taxpayer confidentiality and they preclude the Rev-
enue Commissioners from providing taxpayer-specific information to third parties, including 
the Minister for Finance�  The Deputy might think of something about which we need to have 
a cup of coffee�
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21/03/2013OO01300Deputy Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan: I am glad someone still wants to have one with me�

21/03/2013OO01350IBRC Liquidation

21/03/2013OO014004� Deputy Michael McGrath asked the Minister for Finance the action he will take to ad-
dress the losses incurred by credit unions and other fixed deposit holders arising directly from 
the liquidation of Irish Bank Resolution Corporation; and if he will make a statement on the 
matter� [14405/13]

21/03/2013OO01500Deputy Michael Noonan: I have been informed there are a number of deposit accounts 
not entitled to full compensation under the deposit guarantee scheme, DGS, or the eligible li-
abilities guarantee, ELG, scheme or both due to the nature of the products or deposit options in 
which those account holders invested�  These include investments by credit unions and other 
fixed deposit holders.  The proceeds from the disposal of IBRC’s assets will be used to repay 
creditors in accordance with normal Companies Acts priorities and consequently, preferred 
creditors will be paid first and then the debt which NAMA will have purchased from the Central 
Bank will be paid�  If there are proceeds available after repayment in full of the NAMA debt, 
these proceeds will be applied to remaining unsecured creditors�  This would include credit 
unions to the extent that their deposits are unguaranteed�  

I am advised by the Central Bank of Ireland that certain tracker bonds sold to credit unions, 
which were liabilities of IBRC at the time of the liquidation, have a structured deposit element 
which is covered by the DGS for that element of the product.  As a result, the first €100,000 of 
any claim from these depositors is covered under the DGS�  The bond itself is not covered by 
the ELG scheme as it predates that scheme�  Credit unions affected have been advised to deal 
with the special liquidator regarding this matter�  Any issues regarding losses incurred by other 
fixed deposit holders are also a matter for the special liquidator.

In respect of credit unions, the Government already has provided €500 million of taxpayers’ 
money to support the stability of credit unions through resolution and restructuring�  In addition, 
the credit union movement has its own stabilisation fund�

21/03/2013OO01600Deputy Michael McGrath: I thank the Minister for the reply�  This issue is one of the un-
foreseen consequences of the liquidation of IBRC or at least it was unforeseen on this side of 
the House, because Members were not aware of it in advance�  While this is not a disaster for 
the credit union sector as a whole, it is a significant issue for the credit unions affected.  The 
Minister has confirmed the involvement of up to 16 credit unions with investments totalling ap-
proximately €15 million�  Under the deposit guarantee scheme, such credit unions will get back 
up to €100,000 each and consequently, the credit union sector faces net losses of €13 million 
to €14 million as a result of the liquidation�  They consider themselves very hard done by and 
they have a legitimate case�  Essentially, these were deposits in a State-owned bank and the liq-
uidation of that bank and the losses thereby imposed resulted from a policy intervention by the 
Government�  As the Minister is aware, virtually all other deposits in IBRC were transferred to 
AIB prior to the liquidation of the bank�  I should point out that many individuals also invested 
in this product.  Two cases have been brought to my attention.  The first concerned a widow 
who deposited €200,000, of which she will now lose €100,000�  The second was a 69-year-old 
pensioner who placed his entire savings of €450,000 in the product, of which he will now lose 
€350,000.  This is extremely harsh and my purpose in tabling this question was to achieve final-
ity on this issue�  Is the Minister stating it is not possible to intervene or that he will not inter-
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vene or that essentially, those concerned will get €100,000, after which they will join the queue 
of unsecured creditors?  I am attempting to get to the end point in this regard�

21/03/2013OO01700Deputy Michael Noonan: First, the Deputy may be interested in the type of investment 
product into which they had put their money�  It was called the Anglo Irish Bank Credit Union 
Bond 2005 and my understanding of this bond is that it was an equity-linked bond, marketed 
exclusively to credit unions by Anglo Irish Bank private bankers in 2005�  This bond was never 
covered by the eligible liabilities guarantee�  It was linked to the performance of the Euro Stoxx 
50 index and as outlined in the prospectus, in the event of Anglo defaulting, the investors’ 
capital will not be guaranteed�  The bond offered annual liquidity, that is, it could be cashed in 
once a year over its eight-year term�  I do not understand, when the State moved out virtually all 
deposits, the reason credit unions stayed in, when the prospectus has stated that in the event of 
Anglo defaulting, the investors’ capital would not be guaranteed, when they were not locked in 
and when they had the option of getting out each year on an annual basis�

That said, to answer the Deputy’s questions, in the first instance, €100,000 is safe.  Second, 
they will join their place in the queue with other creditors to share any residue�  In addition, 
however, if the hit on an individual credit union is such that it comes below the required re-
serves, it should take up the matter with the Credit Union Restructuring Board, ReBo, because 
the credit union movement has its own internal fund and the State also has provided €500 mil-
lion in a fund to help the capital requirements of impaired credit unions�

5 o’clock

That is the series of issues�

21/03/2013PP00200Deputy Michael McGrath: It is reasonable to ask why they did not transfer it out�  The 
answer probably is that it was Government policy that there would be a gradual wind down of 
IBRC up to 2020�  This particular tracker bond, as the Minister calls it, was due to mature over 
the next number of months so they had a reasonable expectation that it would be allowed to 
mature in full and they would realise the full value of the investment�  It has a structured deposit 
element, as the Minister’s reply indicated�  Is there any way to separate the deposit element 
from the equity linked aspect of the investment product and at least secure the deposit element 
of it for the investors?

21/03/2013PP00300Deputy Michael Noonan: Some of them have €1 million in�

21/03/2013PP00350Mortgage Arrears Proposals

21/03/2013PP004005� Deputy Pearse Doherty asked the Minister for Finance the reason in view of the crisis 
in mortgage arrears he did not take the power away from the banks and appoint an independent 
body with the power to compel banks to come to binding agreements with mortgage holders in 
last week’s mortgage arrears plan; if he considered this option; and if so, the reason he did not 
include it� [14402/13]

21/03/2013PP00500Deputy Michael Noonan: The Deputy will be aware that last week the Central Bank an-
nounced new measures to address mortgage arrears, including the publication of performance 
targets for the main mortgage banks and proposed changes to the code of conduct on mortgage 
arrears, CCMA�  The consultation paper on the review of the CCMA includes a number of pro-
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posals intended to clarify and strengthen the resolution process for arrears cases�

Specific targets have been set by the Central Bank to require banks to work through their 
mortgage book systematically and to offer durable solutions to mortgage holders for arrears 
cases that are 90 days or more overdue�  The Central Bank will also, over the coming period, 
set targets for the conclusion of durable solutions and for the sustainability of such solutions�  
The targets should provide a better measure of progress on a more consistent basis and promote 
a movement away from temporary forbearance measures which are not sustainable in the long 
term.  In addition, the banks will also be set specific, non-public, targets, principally relating 
to handling of early arrears cases�  The Central Bank is working with individual institutions to 
incorporate these measures which will be set in line with each institution’s capacity, processes 
and systems�  These targets will be adjusted quarterly to ensure they are ambitious�

The banks will be required to publish their performance against the targets for the year end 
December 2013 and make quarterly reports to the Central Bank�  Banks are also required to 
make regular returns to the Central Bank on their performance against targets�  The Central 
Bank will consider each bank’s performance against the targets, including assessing whether 
sustainable solutions have been offered to customers�

Separately from this Central Bank action, the new personal insolvency system, in particular 
the new resolution frameworks provided for in the Personal Insolvency Act, will also shortly be 
available to borrowers who are in significant difficulty in their mortgage repayments.  Utilising 
this process, the borrower will be in a position to consult an independent personal insolvency 
practitioner and where necessary to make a formal and realistic personal insolvency arrange-
ment proposal to all eligible creditors, including a mortgage lender�  In such a situation the 
creditors will be obliged to consider formally and vote on the arrangement as proposed by the 
debtor�  In the event of a refusal by creditors, the debtor will also have access to the reformed 
bankruptcy framework, which has significantly reduced the automatic discharge period to three 
years�  I also remind the Deputy that, under the mortgage advisory service developed by the 
Department of Social Protection, independent financial advice is available to borrowers who 
have been offered a long-term forbearance option by the lender and a panel of 2,000 to 2,500 
qualified accountants is now in place to provide this service.

21/03/2013PP00600Deputy Pearse Doherty: The mortgage crisis and the approach that has been taken to it 
for the last number of years were not created by the Minister�  The crisis has been there for the 
last four or five years.  However, the problem now is that the Minister has again left it with the 
banks and, as Deputy Michael McGrath said, the same concerns exist�  I genuinely hope the 
targets and the approach being taken by the Central Bank produce results, because we need 
those results and more mortgages back in a sustainable, restructured position�  However, all the 
evidence points to the fact that the banks will do the bare minimum�  We own AIB�  It has been 
recapitalised to write down the value of those properties to current market value, so the only 
threat the Central Bank can impose on AIB is that it will write down the value of those loans to 
the current market value, which it has been recapitalised for anyway�  Where is the incentive for 
AIB to deal with this issue in a proper fashion?

We will probably see in the first quarter what loans are restructured and we will hear on the 
grapevine about what is happening, but if this does not work will the Minister move speedily 
to set up an independent body, over and above the Central Bank, the banks and the mortgage 
holder, that can impose a settlement?  Will he consider that option to deal with this issue once 
and for all?
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21/03/2013PP00700Deputy Michael Noonan: Our view is that the best way to move forward is on a case by 
case basis, where lenders and borrowers come to an equitable and sustainable arrangement�  
That is done in the first instance under the monitoring systems of the Central Bank.  As I said to 
Deputy Michael McGrath earlier, the Central Bank will sample the restructured cases to ensure 
the system is operating satisfactorily�  In addition, under the independent Insolvency Service 
of Ireland other arrangements will be made�  On the one hand there is the independent Central 
Bank quantifying what needs to be done, setting that against a timeline and monitoring it as it 
proceeds�  On the other hand there is an independent insolvency agency under the direction of 
the insolvency director which has a more formal process�  In both cases, there are two inde-
pendent agencies doing this work�  The piece that does not match the Deputy’s requirements 
is that they do not impose solutions�  However, the imposition of the solution will follow�  If 
the insolvency arrangement on the bilaterals does not reach agreement and the person who is 
insolvent moves on to bankruptcy, then the solutions are imposed under bankruptcy law�  That 
is the sequence�

21/03/2013PP00800Deputy Pearse Doherty: That is not a solution for the vast majority of people, and the 
Minister knows that�  If one is bankrupt, one loses one’s house�  That is not a solution for the 
approximately 186,000 people who are in mortgage distress�  The problem is that while it is 
good that the Central Bank is looking at the banks and will study what they do, the banks have 
basically refused to listen to the Minister, other Ministers and the Central Bank for the last two 
years.  They have not dealt with this crisis.  The only thing the Central Bank can do, if it finds 
after studying their documents that the banks have not done this, is make them make provisions 
against the loans, and the State-owned banks have already been recapitalised to make those 
provisions�  I will continue to return to this issue but, hand on heart, I hope this does resolve it, 
because people need a little light at the end of the tunnel�

I was struck by something Matthew Elderfield said at the press conference when the Min-
ister launched these measures�  My understanding of what he said was that for those who will 
enter restructuring, the bank will look at the long-term gain for all the different options that 
are available�  However, where the value that the bank can get back in the restructuring is less 
than the current value of the home, the bank will look at repossessing the home�  That is a very 
dangerous situation.  Basically, Matthew Elderfield referred to what is more beneficial for the 
bank in the long term�  If somebody has a mortgage of €400,000 and the current market value of 
the house is €200,000, and the bank comes to the realisation that the most it can get back from 
the individual is €180,000 with all the different restructuring instruments it has available, it is 
beneficial for the bank to repossess because it can make €20,000 profit.  However, that is not 
something we should countenance.  I was alarmed when Matthew Elderfield said that.  Will the 
Minister comment on that?  Does he believe that should be the case or that banks could follow 
that approach?

21/03/2013PP00900Deputy Michael Noonan: My personal opinion is that it is not that the banks were not 
acting on this over the last two years or so but that many of the solutions put forward were not 
sustainable�  At the end of December, for example, there was a total stock of 79,852 mortgage 
accounts that were categorised as restructured�  Of these restructured accounts, 42,037 were not 
in arrears�  The arrangement appears to have been sustainable for one half of them and unsus-
tainable for the other half given that half of them were in arrears again�

Of the restructured accounts, 37% are on interest only arrangements and a further 17,000 
mortgages are on payments that are greater than interest only, in other words, interest plus some 
capital�  What we want are arrangements that are sustainable�  When someone enters into an 
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arrangement, the matter should be done and dusted and the person should be able to move on, 
provided there is no dramatic change in his or her income�  Obviously, the arrangement will 
change if somebody wins the lottery or an unemployed partner returns to work�  We want sus-
tainable arrangements and the reason we want the Central Bank to monitor and random sample 
the arrangements that are being made is to test their sustainability�  It is not the case that nothing 
was being done but that what was being done was not satisfactory� 

21/03/2013QQ00200Deputy Pearse Doherty: What about the comments made by the Financial Regulator, Mr� 
Matthew Elderfield?

21/03/2013QQ00300Deputy Michael Noonan: I cannot speak for Mr. Elderfield.  He is an independent regula-
tor and I cannot put words in his mouth�

21/03/2013QQ00350Other Questions

21/03/2013QQ00400Mortgage Arrears 

21/03/2013QQ005006� Deputy Joe McHugh asked the Minister for Finance the numbers of mortgages that were 
drawn down in County Donegal and in Northern Ireland which are in arrears today; if he will 
explain his strategy for supporting affected families’ wishes to move into sustainable financial 
arrangements and to also remain in the family home; and if he will make a statement on the 
matter� [13937/13]

21/03/2013QQ00600(Deputy Michael Noonan): The Central Bank has advised me that it does not publish a 
geographical breakdown of its quarterly mortgage arrears statistics, nor does it publish data on 
the level of mortgage arrears outside of the State�   The Government is very aware of the sig-
nificant difficulties some home owners are facing in meeting their mortgage obligations and it 
has put in place a comprehensive strategy to address the arrears problem with the objective of, 
where possible, to allow people remain in their home�

A key element in this is real and effective engagement by lenders with their mortgage cus-
tomers in arrears�  As the Deputy will be aware, last week the Central Bank announced new 
measures to require the main banks to offer and conclude sustainable solutions tailored to in-
dividual cases�  The range of solutions that can be deployed include the standard forbearance 
arrangements that are already used but can also extend to the more in depth restructuring ar-
rangements as suggested in the Keane report.  The Central Bank has set out specific perfor-
mance targets for the number of durable solutions to be proposed by banks and will over time 
set targets for the conclusion and durability of such arrangements�  This is a very important and 
necessary development in the ongoing engagement the Central Bank has with banks on their 
mortgage arrears resolution strategies�

It has to be accepted, however, that it will not be possible in all cases for people with the 
most distressed mortgages to retain an ownership interest in their home�  This will not necessar-
ily mean they will have to leave the home�  The mortgage to rent scheme is available to assist 
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families who would be eligible for social housing, and whose house is suitable for that purpose, 
to remain in their home�  However, to be eligible for this the borrower would have to be in close 
contact with the lender under the mortgage arrears resolution process and his or her mortgage 
would have to be deemed to have been unsustainable in that process�

Personal insolvency reform was also identified by the Keane report as a key measure in 
addressing the mortgage arrears problem�  The new Personal Insolvency Act has been put in 
place.  In the context of the personal insolvency arrangement framework, which is the specific 
framework put in place by that Act to deal with unsustainable secured debt, there are certain 
criteria and factors that will have to be taken into account when the principal private residence 
is being considered�  A very important factor is the onus that will be on the personal insolvency 
practitioner to, in so far as is reasonably practicable, formulate a proposal that will not require 
a person to dispose of an interest in or cease to occupy their primary home�

Also, as the Deputy will be aware, an extensive information and advice service has been 
put in place to assist mortgage holders, in particular when the person is considering a long-term 
forbearance offer from their lender�

21/03/2013QQ00700Deputy Martin Heydon: I thank the Minister for his response�  Mortgage arrears is the 
biggest issue in my constituency of Kildare South and the most common problem raised at my 
clinics�  The Minister is well aware of the great distress mortgage arrears have on individuals 
and families as they try to cope with changing financial circumstances.  The Government has 
stated the banks must propose sustainable mortgage solutions for distressed borrowers�  This 
week, I have been contacted by two constituents who received letters from their respective 
banks blankly stating that the options open to them were voluntary sale or voluntary surrender�  
We must force the banks to be more creative instead of availing of the easy option from their 
perspective�  Will the Central Bank do more to ensure the banks propose creative solutions?  
The mortgage to rent scheme has the potential to be a highly effective tool�  What steps will be 
taken to roll out the scheme more widely in order that people are able to resolve their financial 
difficulties and remain in their homes?

21/03/2013QQ00800Deputy Michael Noonan: There is no doubt that private debt is a very serious issue�  It is 
one of the key economic and social issues in the country and a matter which we are addressing 
in great detail�  In terms of the options available to the banks, the Keane report laid out in detail 
a range of options�  These options serve as a menu for face to face interventions by the banks 
and insolvency services to apply to particular cases�  I am surprised to learn that the Deputy 
recently encountered two cases where the letters he described were issued�  I presume they 
were issued at the end of a process�  If they were issued at the commencement of a process, the 
Deputy should write to the Financial Regulator, Mr. Matthew Elderfield.

21/03/2013QQ00900Deputy Martin Heydon: I welcome the roll-out of the personal insolvency service, which 
is badly needed�  I deal with constituents who have mortgages which they have no hope of ever 
repaying�  The Central Bank must monitor closely how the banks engage with people in such 
circumstances to find a resolution that allows them to return to normal life and contribute to the 
local economy�

21/03/2013QQ01000Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: Those of us who heard the Governor of the Central Bank, 
Professor Patrick Honohan, state he was tearing out his hair began to tear out our own hair as we 
pondered what might come next�  While the Minister’s plan sets targets for restructuring mort-
gage debt, it does not define what is a fair restructuring process.  The question refers to County 
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Donegal and Deputy Heydon referred to cases in his constituency�  Every Deputy could relate 
similar stories about people in mortgage arrears�  Will the Minister establish an independent 
body with the ability to compel banks to act?  As Sinn Féin’s spokesperson on justice, I worked 
through the Personal Insolvency Act, which gives the banks a veto over the personal insolvency 
process�  If we leave it to the banks to sort out the problem of mortgage arrears, they will hit the 
Minister’s targets but the question is whether they will they do so in a fair manner or whether 
Deputies will continue to take telephone calls from constituents such as those who contacted 
Deputy Heydon�  Will the Minister establish an independent body?

21/03/2013QQ01100Deputy Michael McGrath: The targets that have been set are targets for the number of 
solutions proposed by the banks by June, September and December, respectively�  It is critical 
that the Central Bank sets binding targets for the conclusion of agreements with borrowers�  We 
must move into that space because the banks will be allowed to propose sustainable solutions 
involving interest only repayments or having someone declared insolvent�  Both these options 
are listed as sustainable solutions�  We need targets for concluding agreements�

Much of what we have seen so far is temporary forbearance�  Those of us who are trying 
to help people secure longer term forbearance, for example, split mortgage or mortgage to rent 
facilities, have found time and again that the banks are telling individual borrowers they do not 
qualify for a split mortgage�  I had a case recently where a couple with a number of children 
living in a four bedroom house were told four bedroom houses do not qualify for mortgage to 
rent facilities�  Who is making the rules?  People are not being given proper reasons for being 
deemed ineligible for a split mortgage�  Has the Central Bank issued detailed guidance to the 
banks on this matter or are the banks making up their own rules on how split mortgages should 
work?  Some banks are charging full interest, while others do not charge any interest on split 
mortgages�  There is also no consistency in the qualifying criteria for mortgage to rent facilities�  

21/03/2013QQ01200Deputy Liam Twomey: The issue I raise may be a constitutional matter�  Is it possible 
under the Personal Insolvency Act to protect family income, while at the same time relieving 
mortgage holders of their debt burden and allowing them to get on with their lives, even if this 
may not involve protecting the family home?

21/03/2013QQ01300Deputy Michael Noonan: To respond to Deputy Mac Lochlainn, the Personal Insolvency 
Act does not provide for a veto�  This claim has been repeated time and again�  The legislation 
provides for arrangements where creditors vote�  If, however, it drifts into bankruptcy, where it 
will go if there is no arrangement, solutions are imposed� 

Deputy McGrath and his party have been looking for independence in the application of 
solutions�  The Central Bank is independent and the new insolvency agency is independent also�  
It is not the Department of Finance that will be making the arrangements�  They will be moni-
tored by the Central Bank and, when things go down the legal route through the insolvency 
legislation, the insolvency service of Ireland under its director will sign off on the arrangements 
to be made�

Deputy McGrath asked about targets�  The targets highlighted were percentages of offers of 
solutions.  On the same day, Mr. Elderfield also said that, in parallel with the targets for solu-
tions offered, he would set targets for concluding arrangements�  He is on the record as having 
said that� 

Deputy Twomey spoke about sustainability of income and keeping the family home�  Ev-
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ery case will be dealt with separately�  While cases can be put in different groups and there are 
several categories of cases, the director of insolvency is now drawing up guidelines as to what 
would be a satisfactory family income, after the arrangement�  It is now built into the insolvency 
arrangements that they will be sufficient for a family to live on after whatever arrangement is 
put in place to suit their needs�  In some cases people might rather hand back the keys�  I have 
heard that said�  In some cases getting out of a bad situation might be the way forward, but I am 
not advocating that�

21/03/2013RR00125Bank Debt Restructuring

21/03/2013RR001507� Deputy Micheál Martin asked the Minister for Finance if he has sought to review with 
the Troika the rate at which banks are required to de-leverage such that lending to the domestic 
economy can be supported; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [14034/13]

21/03/2013RR00200Deputy Michael Noonan: As the Deputy will be aware, the Irish authorities have taken a 
wide range of restructuring measures to tackle the banking crisis over the past three years�  The 
deleveraging programme set out in the financial measures programme in 2011 was an integral 
part of this process�  By reducing the size of the banking system, deleveraging was intended to 
reduce bank reliance on wholesale and central bank funding and so help to create a clean, ap-
propriately sized banking system able to provide new lending necessary to support economic 
activity in Ireland�

Specifically, the deleveraging plans agreed under the financial measures programme aimed 
to put in place credible, workable plans for the disposal and run-off of non-core assets to enable 
each bank to achieve a target loan to deposit ratio of 122�5% by the end of 2013�  In order to 
protect the domestic economy, deleveraging was to focus on non-core assets consisting largely 
of international loan assets across a number of portfolios in the UK, the US and Europe and not 
required to service the retail, SME and corporate banking requirements of the Irish economy�  
The deleveraging plans also sought to pace asset disposals appropriately, in order to avoid ex-
cessive capital losses�

To date significant progress has been made. As outlined in the recently published Depart-
ment of Finance annual review, both Bank of Ireland and AIB are currently on track to achieve 
their year-end 2013 deleveraging targets�  PTSB’s programme has been largely postponed pend-
ing the EC’s decision on its restructuring plan�  Total deleveraging achieved across AIB, Bank 
of Ireland and PTSB was €57 billion as at 31 December 2012�  Deleveraging to date has been 
achieved within assumed discounts avoiding fire sales as planned.  Remaining deleveraging is 
anticipated to be achieved through run-down and work-out of non-core loan books over time�  
I should stress that the asset disposal programmes at AIB and Bank of Ireland have largely 
completed�

  Additional information not given on the floor of the House

Given the progress made to date by AIB and Bank of Ireland, the fact that the majority 
of non-core assets are not Irish assets and the fact that their asset disposal programmes have 
largely completed, I am comfortable that the completion of these plans is not constraining the 
amount of new lending available in the market�

In order to further minimise risks to domestic lending arising from the bank’s deleveraging 
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programmes, further refinements to the deleveraging framework were agreed with the troika 
towards the end of last year�  It was considered that the loan to deposit ratio metric had served 
its purpose in terms of driving non-core deleveraging and remaining deleveraging would be 
best achieved by a specific quantum of non-core deleverage requirement.  This resulted in 
the  banks’ deleveraging being assessed based on the existing nominal targets for disposal and 
run-off of non-core assets in line with the 2011 financial measures programme.  This ensures 
excessive deleveraging of core portfolios is avoided so as not to impair the flow of credit to the 
domestic economy and also removed any unintended distortion to the deposit market�

21/03/2013RR00500Deputy Michael McGrath: The essence of this question is credit�  As we know, the banks 
are deleveraging through the sale of their portfolios of loan assets, mainly abroad, and also by 
not giving out new credit�  Last year, the Government set targets for credit given by the pillar 
banks to the SME sector.  The banks say, and the Credit Review Office confirms, that they gave 
out €8 billion of lending last year to SMEs of which €2�5 billion was new lending to the SME 
sector�  That same sector repaid €4�5 billion to the banks over the course of last year�  Therefore, 
the amount of credit in circulation among SMEs last year contracted by €2 billion�  Part of the 
reason for that, and for the banks’ lack of risk appetite, is that they are striving to meet targets�  
They are rebuilding their balance sheets�  That needs to happen�  We all acknowledge that de-
leveraging is a requirement and that the banks need to shrink their exposure�  It is, however, 
having an impact on the economy.  The overall GDP figure for last year was quite positive, at 
almost 1%.  The third quarter, Q3, figure showed negative growth and the fourth quarter, Q4, 
was absolutely flat.  Part of the reason the economy is not doing better is that credit is still the 
main issue�

The banks are ahead of target in achieving these requirements�  If there is any headroom 
and if the advice from the Central Bank is that easing off on achieving those targets so quickly 
could result in additional credit becoming available for the economy, then that is something we 
should look at�  That is why I make this proposal� 

21/03/2013RR00600Deputy Michael Noonan: The Government puts lending targets on the banks�  For 2011 
and 2012, they achieved their targets�  As the Deputy says, the SME sector are also repaying 
loans�  Both sides of the balance sheet must be taken into account�

There is a general problem with credit in the domestic economy but some of it stems from 
lack of demand for credit rather than lack of supply.  Until confidence rebuilds we will not get 
stronger demand.  It is improving, however.  The figures to which the Deputy refers, which were 
published today, show the domestic economy stabilised in the last two quarters of last year�  The 
domestic economy is beginning to grow, as well as the exporting sector�  I hope this will be a 
better year�  

We must also look at non-bank sources of credit�  Approximately 65% of dollar spend in the 
United States economy, for example, comes from the markets in one way or another and not 
from bank lending�  We have to move in that direction in Europe�  The theme I have selected for 
the informal ECOFIN meeting which takes place in Dublin in April is non-bank credit, to see 
if we can get more credit into the economy from sources other than the banks�  Already, we are 
making some progress on that through the European Investment Bank and the particular funds 
that have been put in place on a joint partnership basis by the National Pensions Reserve Fund 
and so on�

21/03/2013RR00700Deputy Michael McGrath: The problem at present is that households are trying to pay 
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back debt, the Government is trying to reduce its overall indebtedness and the banks are trying 
to reduce theirs.  The combination of all of that makes economic recovery much more difficult.

I accept there are a number of reasons that credit is not flowing as we would like it to.  Part 
of it is that the banks do not have an appetite for risk and that demand is weak in an economy 
that is weak.  However, I ask the Minister to go back and look at the definition of the targets for 
the banks and at the measurement of those targets�  Last year, only €2�5 billion of the €8 billion 
credit was new lending and the same SME sector paid back €4�5 billion, so the total stock of 
credit available to SMEs shrank by €2 billion.  Those are the hard facts, confirmed by the Credit 
Review Office.  

Something is wrong and I am trying to get under the skin of what is going wrong and why 
credit is not being made available in the way we would like it to be�  Deleveraging is one issue, 
but I ask the Minister to go back and look at the targets�

21/03/2013RR00800Deputy Thomas P. Broughan: On the ending of the blanket bank guarantee, did the Gov-
ernment impose conditions on banks in relation to lending to SMEs?  Was any quid pro quo 
required from the savings that would accrue to banks’ balance sheets?

Has the Minister a view on the extraordinary annual salary of nearly €1 million paid to the 
chief executive of Bank of Ireland, which was recently published?  He also receives various 
emoluments�  Large salaries are also being paid to the  Governor of the Central Bank, to other 
directors and to his aide-de-camp at the bank�  Is it not extraordinary that a bank in which we 
still have a significant share and which depends on us for its stability should reward its senior 
staff in such a reckless and shameful fashion, given the constraints on the public sector, small 
businesses and families?

21/03/2013SS00200Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: We accept that there needed to be some deleveraging in 
the banks’ loan-to-deposit ratios, but the speed is impacting on the ability to get credit into the 
real economy.  We know the State’s unemployment figures.

Of the €3�5 billion in lending that AIB committed to last year, €600 million was new while 
the rest was refinancing.  We are facing a real challenge.  Has the Minister considered how to 
slow down the deleveraging process so that it assists the economy?

21/03/2013SS00300Deputy Mick Wallace: The Minister referred to markets supplying 65% of lending in 
America but that is not an option for an economy of our scale�  Markets deal with much larger 
quantities and would not be interested in the small stuff�

We are all aware that much of the banks’ recent lending has been in the form of refinanc-
ing rather than anything else�  From personal experience, getting money out of a bank is like 
trying to pull teeth from a hen�  Many small businesses have approached me about this matter�  
Irrespective of how good their business prospects, they are struggling to get any finance from 
the banks�  The Government should ring-fence money for small businesses and control its dis-
tribution�

21/03/2013SS00400Deputy Michael Noonan: The best I can say is that it is a work in progress�  The deleverag-
ing is almost complete�  If deleveraging was putting a brake on lending, that brake is no longer 
there to any extent�

We set targets for the banks�  In 2011, €3 billion was sanctioned�  In 2012, it was €3�5 bil-
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lion�  There is a €4 billion target for 2013�  This is in the form of new or increased credit facili-
ties to small to medium-sized enterprises, SMEs�  Both banks have reported that they achieved 
their targets in 2011 and 2012.  The Credit Review Office, CRO, has supported this conten-
tion�  Lending targets are imposed on the banks�  They must submit their lending plans to the 
Department of Finance and to the CRO at the beginning of each year�  They must outline how 
they intend to achieve their lending targets�  They also meet with the Department and the CRO 
on a quarterly basis to discuss progress�  The monthly management meetings with the banks 
also provide a forum for the issue of SME lending to be raised by Departments�  We keep the 
situation under constant review�  I will re-examine it but we examine it every two weeks and 
certainly every month�

Deputy Broughan asked about the targets�  They were set down and I have supplied them 
to him�  He also asked about salaries at Bank of Ireland�  When Deputy Pearse Doherty asked 
about this matter, we went through it in considerable detail and I do not need to go through it 
again�

Regarding the speed of deleveraging, the banks were ahead of target for part of the year, but 
they are on track now and have gone below the 122�5% level�  I do not have the exact percent-
ages, but I am sure that we will have an opportunity to supply them to Deputy Mac Lochlainn 
again�

There is already a great deal of market-based lending.  For example, Silicon Valley Bank is 
operating in Ireland and has put $100 million on the table for small IT companies for start-up 
purposes�  The National Pensions Reserve Fund, NPRF, has entered into bilateral arrangements 
with foreign investment funds that are specifically geared towards SMEs.  Three funds of ap-
proximately €200 million each are operating�  The Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innova-
tion is running a micro-finance scheme using a pool of money.  The situation is improving and 
we will keep working at it, but I would like to-----

21/03/2013SS00500Deputy Mick Wallace: Give me its number�

21/03/2013SS00600Property Taxation Exemptions

21/03/2013SS007008� Deputy Michael Healy-Rae asked the Minister for Finance if homes affected by radon 
will be exempt from property tax; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [12339/13]

21/03/2013SS00800Deputy Michael Noonan: As I have previously advised the Deputy, I have no plans to 
provide for an exemption from the local property tax for properties affected by radon gas�  I 
am advised by the Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government that high 
radon levels in homes are easy to identify and, once identified, are relatively simple to fix.  The 
testing of houses for radon is a relatively straightforward and non-invasive process�  It is also 
inexpensive, with a test costing approximately €56�  If radon levels are found to be below the 
national reference levels, no further action is necessary�

Where radon levels are found to be high, the installation of an active radon sump is the most 
common and effective remediation method�  A sump can be installed within a day and with very 
little disruption to the house, as the work is carried out outside the house�  This method can typi-
cally reduce the highest radon concentrations by 90%�  An alternative approach is to increase 
indoor ventilation�  This can reduce radon levels by up to 50% and is thus suitable for homes 
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with up to twice the national reference level�  The national radon control strategy is the most 
appropriate way to address the issue of radon contamination and it is not appropriate to provide 
exemptions from the local property tax to cater for every possible adverse circumstance, par-
ticularly one that may be capable of relatively simple remediation�

The local property tax is a self-assessment tax based on the market value of the property�  
In the first instance it will be a matter for the liable person to calculate the tax due based on his 
or her assessment of the market value of the property�  The presence of radon gas would be one 
factor that a liable person may take into account in valuing his or her property�

21/03/2013SS00900Deputy Thomas P. Broughan: The key point is the value of the house�  People want to live 
in their houses�  Given Revenue’s new website, is there not a cavalier attitude to valuations?  If 
the issue is pyrite, radon or an unfinished estate, is it not grossly unfair to be treated the same 
as an unaffected house?  For example, the Minister for the Environment, Community and Local 
Government, Deputy Hogan, published SI 91 on unfinished estates.  In the whole of the four 
Dublin local authority areas, he categorised just a single estate as being exempted from the 
property tax, namely, Priory Hall�

Many of the Minister’s Deputies, who were sitting behind him until a few minutes ago, are 
very disappointed that the property tax grotesquely impinges on the east Leinster area�

21/03/2013SS01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I want to call the Minister to respond�

21/03/2013SS01100Deputy Thomas P. Broughan: Is this not one of the problems?  The Government has set 
the tax up with so many imponderables�  Undoubtedly, it will be the red hot issue in the next 
general election on which the Minister’s party and, sadly, my party will be thrashed�

21/03/2013SS01200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are not going to get into the next general election�

21/03/2013SS01300Deputy Thomas P. Broughan: He is aware of the issue�

21/03/2013SS01400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I have called the Minister�  Other Deputies wish to contrib-
ute�

21/03/2013SS01500Deputy Michael Noonan: The tax is based on a self-assessment of the value of the prop-
erty.  If a house has any impairment, be it subject to flooding or a high instance of radon gas, 
the person assessing the value of his or her home will take it into account�  If there is radon in a 
home and a similar house up the street does not have radon, the value should be marked down 
when submitting a return to Revenue�  This is what Revenue has advised�

The valuations posted by Revenue on its website are for guidance purposes�  They are not 
mandatory valuations�  One of the problems experienced in introducing this property tax is the 
poorness of the available data�  Revenue has put a great deal of data together and, generally 
speaking, its guidance prices are helpful, but they are not mandatory�

21/03/2013SS01600Deputy Mick Wallace: The Minister stated that the tax is based on a self-assessment�  If 
I own a house in a housing estate where some of the houses have been proven to have pyrite 
and I put it on the market, even though I might owe €300,000 on it, the highest offer I will get 
is €100,000 because potential buyers would be suspicious it might have pyrite�  Nobody would 
buy a house at the moment in a housing estate where there is pyrite�  Is it okay for me to put the 
value of my house at the highest offer I get, namely, €100,000 rather than the estimated value 
of €300,000?
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Could the Minister explain why when the household charge was being calculated, more than 
40,000 houses were exempt from it because the houses were in unfinished estates yet the figure 
has now been reduced to approximately 5,000?  There has not been a dramatic amount of work 
done in unfinished estates in the intervening period.  How did the number reduce so quickly?

21/03/2013TT00200Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: On the same issue, any local councillor around the coun-
try would tell the Minister that it is a real crisis and that councils are taking a step back because 
of the exposure to huge financial stress in cases where developers have walked away.  It is re-
markable that of 770 unfinished ghost estates across the State, only 421 are exempt.  That is a 
big difference from the situation pertaining to the household charge�

We received representations suggesting the Revenue is seeking medical documentation as 
well as local authority proof in cases of grants received for extensions on the basis of disability�  
That issue requires immediate clarification.  Why would Revenue double-check?  The fact the 
local authority has granted the application should be sufficient proof.  I seek clarification from 
the Minister in that regard�

21/03/2013TT00300Deputy Michael Noonan: No such application has been entertained yet�  We can raise the 
issue with the Revenue but it is news to me that it is happening�

21/03/2013TT00400Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: Could the Minister raise the matter with Revenue?

21/03/2013TT00500Deputy Michael Noonan: I will�  I have not heard it is happening�  We will see�

In response to Deputy Wallace’s question on the house valuation, what Revenue says is that 
it is up to the householder to value the house and return it to Revenue�  If the valuation is in its 
opinion honest, it will be accepted�  Obviously, if an estate is one in which pyrite is present in 
many of the houses and that reduces the value even of houses that do not have a pyrite problem, 
that seems to be reasonable when one puts in a value�  If any question arises, an explanation 
would be required�  It is the same as what I said previously about houses that are subject to 
flooding that cannot get insurance.  While they might be lovely houses to look at, they have a 
very low market value�  The value that goes into the return is the honest opinion of what is the 
market value�  It is only if it is totally out of line with everything else that Revenue will check 
it out�  That is the position�  Was another point raised?

21/03/2013TT00600Deputy Mick Wallace: I inquired about the reduction from 40,000 houses to 5,000�

21/03/2013TT00700Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: There was a question about the reduction in the number 
of houses exempt from the tax�

21/03/2013TT00800Deputy Michael Noonan: The Department of the Environment, Community and Local 
Government came up with the exemptions�  What I did in the Act – with the approval of ev-
eryone – was to exempt certain categories of house, and we exempted houses in ghost estates�  
It was then up to the Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government, in 
consultation with local authorities, to nominate the estates, which is what they have done�  I am 
not second-guessing them�  I just do not have the information�

  Written Answers follow Adjournment.
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21/03/2013TT01000Message from Seanad

21/03/2013TT01100An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Seanad Éireann has passed the Finance Bill 2013, without 
recommendation�

The Dáil adjourned at 5�45 p�m� until 2 p�m� on Tuesday, 26 March 2013�


