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Dé Céadaoin, 8 Iúil 2020

Wednesday, 8 July 2020

Chuaigh an Cathaoirleach Gníomhach (Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh) i gceannas ar 10�30 a�m�

Paidir.
Prayer.

08/07/2020A00100Gnó na Dála - Business of Dáil

08/07/2020A00200Acting Chairman (Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh): Táimid ag tosú arís ar an mBille um an 
gCiste Iasachta do Mhionfhiontair (Leasú), 2020�  Glaoim ar an bPríomh-Aoire ar dtús mar tá 
moladh aige�

08/07/2020A00300Minister of State at the Department of the Taoiseach (Deputy Dara Calleary): Go raibh 
maith agat a Chathaoirligh�

It is proposed notwithstanding anything in Standing Orders or the Order of the Dáil of yes-
terday that in relation to Second Stage of the Microenterprise Loan Fund (Amendment) Bill 
2020 if there are no speakers offering before 12 noon the debate shall be adjourned; the House 
shall suspend until 12 noon today and the proceedings on Second Stage shall, if not previously 
concluded, be brought to a conclusion no later than 6�30 p�m�

08/07/2020A00350Acting Chairman (Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh): An bhfuil aon duine ag cur in a gcoinne?  
Níl�  Mar sin, tá sé glactha ag an Teach�

08/07/2020A00400Microenterprise Loan Fund (Amendment) Bill 2020: Second Stage (Resumed)

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

08/07/2020A00600Acting Chairman (Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh): I call Deputy MacSharry�

08/07/2020A00700Deputy Marc MacSharry: I am grateful for the opportunity to make a few points about 
finance initiatives that are needed to support business.  There has been much talk over the past 
number of months about the need to support small business in particular and the talk has been 
encouraging from all sides�  We now have a Government in place�  Indeed, it was remiss of me 
not to wish the Government well and wish the Minister of State, Deputy English, who is with us 
this morning, and all his colleagues well and Godspeed in their very difficult job in the months 
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ahead�

I have concerns about the finance initiatives.  Indeed, the Minister of State will have seen 
the various business organisations, in particular ISME, Chambers Ireland, IBEC and others, 
state that it encourages borrowing that is arguably extremely dangerous at this time�  There is no 
question but that many businesses have been effectively wiped out and have their doors closed 
throughout this period�  That has had an enormous impact on our society and economy and on 
employment and so on�  However, when we say to people who are already on the rack that we 
are going to enable them to borrow, that is not a good precedent to set�  The other aspect of this 
is that the way we underwrite these loans and the way the SBCI money in particular is distrib-
uted is through our existing bank base�  As we learned to our expense and to much frustration 
across political parties and indeed society, the banks’ focus is on the bottom line�  They must 
be profitable.

We have moneys being made available to us at, I think, a minus percentage rate but by the 
time that gets to an SME farmer, shopkeeper, fisherman or carpenter, quite a number of percent-
age points have been added on, effectively to give profits to banks which are already profitable.  
It is sort of a three-card trick to say “live horse and you will get grass”�  We know businesses 
have been wiped out this year�  In particular in the tourism and hospitality world, even if ev-
erything was opened up, consumer sentiment is not such that those businesses would be in a 
position to recoup the losses they have had or to make their business model work with lowered 
capacity and turnover levels and the reduction in profitability that is going result from that.

I would have much preferred Ireland, as a State, replicate the proven models that were in-
troduced in the past, such as the Agricultural Credit Corporation, ACC, for funding agriculture 
and farming activity and the Industrial Credit Corporation, ICC, for funding industrial and 
commercial activity�  Instead we have allowed the pillar banks to do this�  As I said, the pillar 
banks, even when we had public interest directors on their boards, were in a position to serve 
only their shareholders whose only modus operandi is profitability.  That is good for them but, 
as a State, it is wrong that we are facilitating that�  What would have been much better is 20 to 
25 good underwriters with a State institution lending to them�  Instead we have this bureaucratic 
group of levels, through Microfinance Ireland, SBCI, the Department, the pillar banks and the 
underwriters�  Eventually the punter gets to borrow money at 4% or 5%, which carries a very 
substantial premium over the amount we, as a country, are getting the money for�  What we are 
doing is getting peace of mind politically by thinking we are facilitating and supporting small 
enterprise when the truth is that all this is really doing is enabling the better-heeled to get on 
while ensuring those who genuinely need support hit the wall�  This is a big concern for me be-
cause we are encouraging people to strangle themselves with debt in what is already a desperate 
situation for most�

I represent the constituency of Sligo-North Leitrim�  We are responsible for parts of south 
County Donegal and north County Roscommon�  It is a part of the country where only two sec-
tors really contribute in a major way to our society.  That is not to take away from all the others, 
but obviously tourism and hospitality and agriculture are our two major pursuits.  While wish-
ing the Minister of State and all of our colleagues well and Godspeed in the months ahead, I 
hope their focus can be on that�  It is a little bit disheartening that tourism, for example, is buried 
in a Department with other things�  Many tourism operators have reached out and made contact 
with, I am sure, all Members in constituencies where it is a vital component of economic activ-
ity to protest that no measures have come forward, other than to strangle themselves with debt 
while we make the banks more profitable.  Other than that they are on their own.  Through me-
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dia briefings it is becoming evident from officials, politicians, Ministers or whoever that some 
businesses may not survive, so in many ways we are throwing in the towel already�

If one looks at the measures introduced to support business in France, on commercial rents 
it has what I think is called the 40:40:20 scheme where the state picked up around 40% of the 
commercial rent�  The landlord would take a 20% reduction and the tenant would pay 40%�  We 
did not nothing like that�  Many people are already strangled by having to pay commercial rents 
to landlords with mortgage commitments and they have found themselves in a position where 
they just cannot afford to reopen.  The business models of cafés, restaurants, bars and hotels 
operated based on 60% to 80% occupancy and they are now operating at 25% with social dis-
tancing rules and so on.  We use terminology such as “helicopter money” or “direct financing” 
and the €1 trillion in loans and direct grants announced at a higher level in Brussels was wel-
come, but we are not seeing that in the direct grants here�  People can borrow and we are adding 
a number of percentage points for handling fees or whatever we are calling them in order to be 
profitable, but the reality is we are not getting the hard cash to the people who need it to help 
them survive this�  That is what is needed�

Covid is probably going to be around for many years and a loan is not going to cut it�  We are 
going to have to directly finance and support businesses.  While I will obviously not be voting 
against the legislation, if this is the whole picture we are going nowhere�  It is designed to facili-
tate the better heeled to borrow and expand but the average Joe SME does not have a prayer of 
getting this kind of money�  In order to get the Brexit loan, which is more or less what the Covid 
one was based on, the Strategic Banking Corporation of Ireland, SBCI, was asked to define a 
business plan that was visionary and reinvented the wheel, for want of a better expression�  That 
is just not acceptable because before Covid all or many of these businesses were profitable and 
were in a position to make money�  More importantly, they were in a position to create employ-
ment�  We had high employment numbers and while many of us would like to see those people 
being paid more, they were nevertheless employed�  I appreciate that this is part of a picture�  
However, I would much prefer if the State moved back to the ACC Bank and ICC Bank model 
where we had direct control, were not looking at profitability and were supporting the sectors 
and industries that required it�  This is a start but it is not remotely the sort of start I would have 
hoped for�  I hope we start stripping out all the bureaucracy, the handling fees and the need to 
make our pillar banks more profitable than they already are and get with the programme.  We 
need to simplify this and ask how to get money to the people who need it fast, in order to that 
they can generate economic activity and create jobs.  Please God, there might be a little bit of 
profitability for those people in due course, although that is not a word many businesses will be 
able to countenance in the year or two ahead�

While this is not directly related to microfinance, it relates to having the financial resources 
to support businesses in other ways.  The Dáil sitting here in the Convention Centre is an abject 
waste of taxpayers’ money�  It is shameful given that, in Leinster House, each of us has our 
own self-isolation unit with a monitor in front of us to watch proceedings�  With some will and 
just a pinch of imagination, we could have a fully functional Oireachtas on the campus where 
it was intended to be rather than needlessly wasting €25,000 a day down here�  We have all the 
facilities required and if we just employed that pinch of imagination, we could all be back up 
on Kildare Street doing our work as people expect�

08/07/2020B00200Deputy Thomas Pringle: I will raise a number of points�  Everybody is supporting this 
legislation and it is vital to ensure microenterprises can continue to work, or to put in place the 
resources for them to continue to work in the current climate�  However, we need to consider 
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why we have arrived at this position�  Due to the length of time it has taken to form a Gov-
ernment, legislation could not be passed during that period�  While it may be unusual that the 
coronavirus and the general election clashed together to make this happen, as a body politic 
we have to look at how our Constitution impacts on this matter as well�  The Constitution was 
written at a time when we had two and a half parties in the State�  In 1937, it was envisaged 
that Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael would interchange, with one out of power and one in power and 
that party would go straight into government�  The reality is that does not happen any more and 
that is the case right across Europe�  It is not unique to Ireland or anywhere else�  Time will be 
taken after all elections for negotiations to take place and parties to come together to form a 
Government�  We have to recognise that�  I call on the Government to look at this issue and the 
constitutional requirements involved�  We will probably have to have a referendum, so that will 
need to be looked at�  We do not want to have the same problem after the next general election 
where urgent legislation may be required but we have to wait until the formation of a Govern-
ment�  A way can be found to ensure talks on the formation of a Government can take place and 
that government can function in the interim period�  That needs to be considered and I ask the 
Government to look at that because it is vitally important�

The Microenterprise Loan Fund (Amendment) Bill 2020 is obviously very welcome�  I have 
listened to the contributions over the last few days about the interest rates charged on the loans 
that have been granted and it sticks in one’s craw to see interest rates of 5�5% or 6�5% being 
charged when normal interest rates are around 0�5% or 1%�  That is a barrier�  I would like to see 
information about how big a barrier it is because I imagine if I was in business and was going 
down the tubes, if I could get money at 5�5% I might take it to keep myself going�  One might 
not decide to do that but it is definitely something one would have to consider.  There may be 
many other issues around why there is such a poor uptake of this loan.  Based on the Microfi-
nance Ireland website, at first glance it appears to be successful.  So far, 3,169 loans have been 
approved, which are protecting 8,020 jobs.  That is very welcome.  However, there are 249,000 
microenterprises in this State, which have all been affected by the Covid crisis and one would 
imagine that the demand, intensity and need for finance to keep going would increase.  While 
I know there has been a lacuna period during which loans could not be granted, the number of 
loans received from Microfinance Ireland represents 0.012% of microenterprises in the country.  
That is extremely low and I wonder if this Bill had been passed and the money had been in place 
in time, whether that figure would be significantly higher.  We should be expecting 15% to 25% 
of businesses to be applying for and getting loans�

The loans also need to be looked at further because of the amount of information required, 
the work that has to be done and the cost involved in getting the loan and providing all the pa-
perwork that is needed�  That must be looked at and addressed�  I would like to see a report on 
what the barriers are for businesses in attracting loans�  I believe that small or microenterprises 
are the key to all of our constituencies throughout the country�  There is a huge amount of em-
ployment among them�  A huge number of people working in microenterprises struggle at the 
best of times and probably need this support�

I will support the legislation but it needs to be looked at and evaluated over time with regard 
to what the actual barriers are�  The interest rate is probably one of the barriers and perhaps the 
publicity it has received has prevented people from looking to access the funding but there are 
an awful lot more barriers in place�  Many small businesses do not have the level of paperwork 
required to consider the loan�  There is also an item with regard to de minimis aid and whether 
an enterprise has received previous supports�  I do not know what impact this has on the ability 
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of Microfinance Ireland to lend to a small business but perhaps it is a barrier that prevents busi-
nesses from going further with an application�  All of this needs to be looked at�  The number 
of businesses applying to the fund needs to be increased significantly for it to have a genuine 
impact�

As an aside, I was looking at the criteria for qualifying for the loan and it is interesting to see 
that illegal economic activities are barred�  I wonder why this even had to be included among 
the criteria�  It is good that they are barred but I wonder why it has to be there�

08/07/2020C00200Deputy Christopher O’Sullivan: I would not want to have vertigo up here; there is a 
pretty steep fall�  I wish the Minister of State, Deputy English, the best of luck in his new role�  
I know he relishes a challenge and I sincerely wish him the very best of luck and I look forward 
to working with him.  I had expected the Tánaiste to be here.  The first time I met the Tánaiste 
was in Kinsale prior to the election and I photobombed him for the purposes of getting a bit of 
publicity�  It seems to have worked�  We were standing in Kinsale, which is part of my constitu-
ency, and it was clear to see what a vibrant town it is�  The success of Kinsale and other such 
towns is built on small, medium and micro enterprises, such as cafes, restaurants, beautiful 
bookshops and boutiques.  Directly across the road from where we stood my first cousin has 
a flower shop.  All of these small businesses are the heartbeat and backbone of what makes a 
town such as Kinsale work�

I am not sure whether the Minister of State, Deputy English, has visited that neck of the 
woods but these are exactly the type of businesses, towns and streets that we are looking to 
protect.  When Covid is done and dusted and when we are finished, we need to be able to go 
back to towns such as Kinsale and ensure the doors of these businesses are still open� The mi-
croenterprise fund will play a vital role in this if we structure and administer it properly�  The 
same could be said for towns such as Bantry, Bandon, Skibbereen, Dunmanway, Schull, Castle-
townbere and my home town of Clonakilty�

Recently, I opened my constituency office on Ashe Street in Clonakilty, which is a gem of 
a street�  It is not only picturesque but the businesses there are very innovative and creative�  
There are all different types of businesses.  When I set up my office the first knocks on my door 
were not from constituents looking for issues to be addressed but the other neighbouring busi-
nesses and local businesses welcoming me to the street with open arms�  This demonstrates 
the tight knit network of businesses in our towns and regional areas, including clothes shops, 
boutiques and other retail, and how they all look out for and support each other�

One of the specific remits of the Minister of State will be retail.  These are the types of busi-
nesses we need to look after�  We are all shouting about hospitality, restaurants and cafes, and 
we need to do so, but retail also plays an important role�  They are all looking out for each other�  
Unfortunately, within a few weeks of setting up my office we had one of the first casualties of 
Covid as one of the businesses on the street shut its stores for the last time�  The entire com-
munity on Ashe Street was heartbroken�  The people were devastated because they had become 
very close and they had seen one of their friends close down�  We can sense the worry and con-
cern among the business owners on Ashe Street�  They will bounce back and I am absolutely 
sure that somebody else will move into that premises but we need to do everything within our 
power to allay their concerns and make sure that these clothes shops, fashion shops, boutiques, 
cafes and restaurants can keep their doors open and are still there when we get a vaccine and 
can return to some type of normality�  I am trying to demonstrate the importance of these micro-
enterprises that employ fewer than ten people and I know the Minister of State is familiar with 
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it�  There are the backbone of our communities, towns and streets�

It is important that I take this time and opportunity to mention hospitality�  Towns such as 
Kinsale and Clonakilty would not have retail industries if it was not for footfall�  This is where 
we need to come in strongly with the July stimulus�  The VAT rate has to be reduced�  There 
have been repeated calls for this and I want to reiterate them�

The wage subsidy scheme has been an absolute lifesaver for these industries�  I am speaking 
in particular about hotels.  Perhaps they do not fit into the microenterprise category but it is im-
portant that we speak about how important the wage subsidy scheme has been for them to keep 
going�  I was speaking to a hotelier this morning and they simply would not have their doors 
open if it was not for the wage subsidy scheme�  We need to extend it and we need to prepare, 
unfortunately, for the potential of a second wave so that we do not leave businesses high and 
dry�  We must be prepared and be in a position to extend the wage subsidy scheme if there is a 
second wave�

Bigger industries will have to apply for the working capital loan�  As is the case with the 
microenterprise fund, there is great difficulty and businesses are finding it hard to stomach and 
swallow the fact they are dealing with 4% or 5% interest rates when they know that in Europe 
and internationally we are looking at zero or negative interest loans�  We need to pass on the 
zero interest rate of which we are able to avail to the small and medium enterprises�  I would 
like to ask the Minister of State whether there is any way the interest rates can be examined in 
terms of how the microenterprise loan is administered�

There is not just tourism in west Cork and we also have vital farming and fishing industries.  
They need to be facilitated through the microenterprise loan fund because there is an opportu-
nity for them to obtain some relief.  They are facing similar difficulties.

I also want to mention briefly the event sector because I hope to get an opportunity to con-
tribute to tomorrow’s debate on this�  We all love going to gigs and I am sure that in the room 

where we are standing there have been some incredible and exhilarating gigs and 
events and we have all been to gigs just up the road in the 3Arena.  It is not exclu-
sive to Dublin�  Where I am from in west Cork is the second rock and roll capital of 

Ireland�  We have amazing venues such as DeBarra’s music venue and Levis’ Bar in the small 
village of Ballydehob, which has hosted some of the biggest names in the world�  These venues 
are all incredibly nervous and on edge�  They are not sure what the future holds�

  They have contacted many of us with a list of their wishes�  I will take the opportunity to 
read these out in order that we can take note of them because they fit into the microenterprise 
bracket of employers of fewer than ten people�

  They are looking for the Covid payment and wage subsidy scheme to continue for events 
and arts workers - that is very important - at least until mass gatherings can reconvene, which 
may be some way off, if we are to be honest.  They are looking for business grant support of 
20% of the 2018 turnover for SMEs and events and arts sector workers�  They are looking for 
bank loan and lease payment holidays to continue�  They are looking for their insurance policies 
to be re-evaluated�  That is very important because, obviously, with events not going ahead the 
risks are much lower, so that needs to be re-evaluated�  Rent assistance and funding of an in-
dustry assistance programme to cater for mental health and well-being are incredibly important�  
Since this pandemic the arts community has really come together to look after one another’s 

11 o’clock
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mental health, but there needs to be a properly funded programme for that�  Reduction of the 
VAT rate needs to be seriously considered for arts and events workers�  They refer to a break 
on commercial rates, and the recipients of the Covid payment to be eligible for other welfare 
supports, such as rent allowance�

  This is the first time in history, to my knowledge, that the arts and events industry has been 
through this, so we need to be there for those in the industry until mass gatherings can recom-
mence�  I will elaborate on this again tomorrow�

  Every avenue over-66s look down, every corner they turn around, they face brick walls�  
They have been excluded from the PUP and cannot apply for the restart grant if they are not 
ratepayers�  Bed and breakfast owners are a good example of this�  They are excluded from the 
enterprise grant because the €1,000 grant is available only to those coming off the PUP, but they 
could never avail of the PUP�  Furthermore, they may not necessarily apply for loans such as 
this, so we need to make them eligible for the restart grant�

  I was talking to a local enterprise office, LEO, company recently.  Microfinance Ireland 
has been in touch to say the money has gone�  That re-enforces the importance of passing this 
legislation.  Microfinance Ireland is telling the LEOs to stop sending businesses to it until more 
funding comes�  The interest rate, as I have already said, needs to be looked at�  Finally, there 
is approximately a 60% or 70% approval rating, from what I can gather�  Is there a way we can 
increase that approval rating?

  I thank the Minister of State for listening�

08/07/2020D00200Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: This is a straightforward Bill.  We are talking about cash flow 
and working capital for businesses�  We all welcome this legislation and see its necessity�  We 
all come from places that are absolutely reliant on SMEs and microenterprises�  These are the 
people we know in the community who provide employment to other people in the community�  
I do not need to go into the domestic and global hit that businesses and we as a society have 
taken�  We need to ensure we can come out of this, and the only way we can do so is by support-
ing those businesses that were viable before the pandemic�  Some people and businesses were 
dealing with difficulties beforehand.  As some other Deputies have stated, a solution will never 
be found in a banking sector that is utterly reliant on profit.  That is fair enough from a business 
point of view, but the sector is not able or willing to do what we need it to do at this point�

We have had difficulties with the restart grant.  A number of people could not qualify on the 
basis that they have not paid rates.  A significant number of people found the grant was not suf-
ficient to get them back up and running because it was based on the rates they had paid.  While 
we have had some solutions for people who are self-employed, there are still difficulties.  It is 
straightforward: the money is just not enough for the businesses to wash their faces.

Sinn Féin has tabled an amendment to this legislation to deal with microfinance loans but, 
really, the power lies with the Minister of State, Deputy English, the Tánaiste and the Govern-
ment�  It comes down to the fact that it is about interest rates�  Many have already mentioned 
this�  We are talking about people sometimes having to pay interest rates of 4�5% or 5�5% or 
sometimes higher�  People at times have to go to loan sharks and are charged extortionate rates�  
The fact is that if people need to get money to keep their businesses going, they will be willing 
to do that, but it is not the support they need.  We definitely need to look at grant aid for specific 
businesses�  If we can draw down loans from Europe at a negative interest rate, and if we are 
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now looking at the possibility of a Europe-wide recovery and fiscal stimulus, we need to ensure 
we can get adequate and fair access to such moneys and provide them to businesses as they 
need�  Some of that will be grant aid�  Many businesses will not be able to reopen�  They are 
caught in certain situations�  I think other Deputies mentioned the fact that we have people in 
the arts sector looking at no possibility they will be able to operate major gigs or anything like 
that in the near future, so we will have to have bespoke solutions�

The big thing is that we need to ensure we are able to give people interest rates as close as 
possible to 0%�  We need to ensure that the risk assessment is streamlined, particularly when 
we are talking about businesses that were viable beforehand, so we can foresee that these busi-
nesses will be viable into the future�  We have to protect them now�  It will be a lot more costly 
if we let these businesses go to the wall, if we do not introduce a stimulus and if we do not catch 
them before they fall.  It will cost a hell of a lot more to create new jobs and put new businesses 
in place�  If we do not pay to keep these businesses open, we will pay through social protection 
payments and other costs�  That is before we even talk about the societal damage that letting 
them fail may cause�

I spoke last night to a woman who spoke about making an application�  In fairness, I think 
people will only commend the local enterprise offices and the work they have done.  She said, 
however, that while the repurposed Brexit loans were welcome, when she tried to apply she 
found that the payback mechanisms and interest rates were a lot worse than when she just went 
and found her own credit through banks, which is far from perfect�  A huge amount of her cost 
is from a small hairdressing business�  In fairness to her, she carried out works on it from the 
point of view of being able to operate best practice as regards physical distancing�  This was 
combined with the added cost she has of ensuring that everybody is healthy and maintains 
cleanliness, which is absolutely necessary for infection control�  Such people really need to be 
helped out�

Throughout this island, this State, we have towns such as Dundalk and Drogheda that need 
this kind of support�  If we do not have it, a huge number of people will hit the wall, and the 
impact that that will have on all of us will be spectacular, so we need to stop it before it starts�  
We need to streamline the risk assessment and ensure for loans such as this that we can give 
people interest rates of as close to 0% as is possible�  I am leaving this with the Minister of State, 
Deputy English, and the Tánaiste�  They have the power to bring this to Cabinet�  We need to 
ensure it happens�  This is the reason more people have not applied for these loans�  There are 
other difficulties.  The fact is that this just needs streamlining.  It is as simple as that.  Combined 
with that, we need to ensure that the July stimulus programme contains an adequate response�

We need to accept that different resources will be needed for different business sectors of 
society�  Some people will not be looking at full reopenings and will be looking only at partial 
work or no work into August, September, October and beyond�  We need to ensure they do not 
go to the wall�  These businesses are the people within our community who employ other people 
within our community�  We need to back them�  If we do not, we will be headed for something 
far worse even than what we dealt with back in 2007 and 2008 and right through what people 
term the age of austerity, which we certainly do not need to go back to�  What we need to do 
now is ensure we give people the working capital to operate the businesses that were viable 
beforehand and will be viable again�  We need to ensure that employment is maintained and that 
we can put our society back into action�  If that requires that we get the proper resources and 
supports domestically and from Europe, that needs to be done�  We also need to tackle the other 
issues that have already been mentioned in relation to the insurance fiasco that businesses are 
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dealing with and the fact that we need banks to play ball�

08/07/2020E00200Deputy Violet-Anne Wynne: I join my party colleagues in welcoming this Bill to the floor 
of the House and I express my support for the amendments tabled by Deputy O’Reilly�

I will take this opportunity to raise the issue of SMEs in my home county of Clare�  Tour-
ism is a large seasonal employer in County Clare, particularly in west Clare�  Many of these 
businesses are small, family-run operations and operate mainly in the summer months when 
the industry is at its busiest�  These businesses, along with many self-employed tradespersons, 
transportation companies and other microbusinesses, are struggling to cope as the country re-
opens post Covid-19�  As the Minister of State is aware, the tourism sector across the island has 
taken a major blow this year due to Covid-19 and the travel restrictions.  This has place between 
6,000 and 8,000 seasonal jobs at risk in County Clare alone.  This and Monday’s announcement 
that Shannon Airport is looking for redundancies and pay cuts among its staff, as well as the 
imminent closure of Moneypoint power station, have placed a dark grey cloud over the county�  
Large-scale unemployment in the county is a real possibility�

A recent survey carried out by Ennis Chamber of Commerce in the middle of the pandemic 
found some startling numbers for the SME sector in County Clare.  One of the major issues for 
businesses was the lack of support they were receiving from their insurance providers�  This 
will not be a surprise to this House as the matter has been raised on several occasions�  A total of 
48% of respondents in the survey answered “No” when asked whether their insurance provid-
ers had been co-operative during the crisis.  That figure is just not good enough.  When asked 
to predict their losses going forward, 33% of respondents indicated their business losses would 
be between 25% and 50%, with a further 31% indicating the losses would be between 50% and 
70%�

I have been told stories of grant applications being refused because they came in an hour 
after the deadline on a Friday evening.  These SMEs have, in many cases, reduced their staffing 
costs to save money.  This often means that administrative staff are still on furlough and the 
business owner is working full days before having to head home to complete the paperwork 
later in the evening�  This is why these applications need to be simple and easy to access and 
complete�  They need to be free from red tape and they cannot have long processing times�  
While it is welcome that Microfinance Ireland has been processing applications during this 
crisis, we need to ensure that this continues.  Loans provided via Microfinance Ireland are cal-
culated on interest rates of between 5�5% and 6�5%�  How will this be of assistance to any SME 
facing major issues with cash flow?  It is astonishing.  Bank of Ireland, for example, is advertis-
ing loans to SMEs for a much better rate of 5�48% in some cases�  While these loans are seen to 
be an easier route to finance compared with the banks, these interest rates are not competitive.  
For this reason, we must ensure the rates are kept as low as possible so these companies can af-
ford to repay loans without taking on any more crippling finance they may not be able to afford 
down the line�  At a time when the Government can borrow at 0% interest and sometimes even 
at negative interest rates, it is time we used this access to low interest rates to pass this on to our 
SMEs at the most affordable rate possible.

It is safe to say that this is a major difference of repayment amounts for a company that 
is already struggling to stay afloat.  In a small business, this could be the difference between 
rehiring a part-time student and not doing so�  As much as anyone else, students are dependent 
on these posts over the summer months to help support them over the college year�  This is yet 
another group that is forgotten about�  Canada, for example, announced at the end of April an 
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emergency student benefit for students who have seen summer work dry up and do not qualify 
for their version of our pandemic unemployment payment, PUP�  While it was welcome that 
students with part-time jobs could qualify for the PUP, this does not cover all students.  While 
I acknowledge the Tánaiste’s comments on youth unemployment, we must ensure our young 
people do not get left behind as we re-image post Covid-19�

Some self-employed persons, such as plumbers, carpenters and bus and taxi operators, 
found themselves out of work, many of them for the first time in their lives, and started to draw 
the PUP.  Now, as the country reopens, they are being offered small jobs here and there.  The 
problem for these people is that they must sign off the PUP if they take even one day’s work.  
Therefore, it is not practical for them to take such work�  Being self-employed means they are 
not entitled to claim casual jobseeker’s payments which would allow them to sign off for the 
days they got work�

With so many people out of work or on reduced wages or hours upon returning to work, 
there is significant hesitation about completing home improvement works.  For tradespeople, 
this reduced workload could continue for some time� These people are also being forgotten�  
There are families contemplating whether it is a good or bad idea to sign off and take the risk.  
They are worried what will happen at the end of all this when the PUP stops�  They have other 
halves who cannot go back to work because they do not have the childcare facilities available to 
them to do so should both need to work on the same day�  Many of these family-run companies 
have been around for years and many of them weathered the financial crisis of the 1980s and 
the crash of the Celtic tiger in 2008�  They have never experienced anything like the current 
uncertainty and the inability to know what will or will not happen�

I also call on this Government to put in place a strong stimulus package to allow SMEs to 
bounce back post Covid-19�  This package needs to be bold and radical and needs to be some-
thing that will work�  These SMEs are the backbone of our economy�  Recent OECD reports 
suggest some 92% of businesses in this State have fewer than ten employees�  That clearly 
shows that microbusinesses are the heart of our economy�  Over 70% of our workforce is em-
ployed by SMEs�  If that does not show the need for a real stimulus package, I do not know 
what would�

As discussed by my colleague, Deputy O’Reilly, when she spoke on the Bill yesterday, Sinn 
Féin proposes that repayments on these loans be paused for at least 12 months�  Businesses that 
were struggling with cash flow problems even before the onset of Covid-19 need these breaks 
if they are to be viable�  We need to follow countries like the UK, which is providing similar 
stimulus packages at more affordable rates of repayment.  We need to support these businesses, 
not cripple them with further debt as they try to reopen�

08/07/2020E00300Deputy Chris Andrews: I congratulate the Minister of State and wish him well in his new 
role�  It is a great honour and responsibility�  Trying to get the balance right between saving lives 
and opening up the economy is going to be difficult and challenging, and we have to strike that 
balance�

Microenterprises and SMEs have experienced shocks that are putting their very existence 
in doubt�  I heard John Moran on “Morning Ireland” last week or the week before say that €6�5 
billion of funding for SMEs was announced, but only €100 million was drawn down�  As my 
colleague, Deputy O’Reilly, said yesterday, many of these supports are inaccessible�  Busi-
nesses have contacted me about the restart grant, which has been mentioned a number of times 
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this morning and was mentioned in yesterday’s debate�  In many cases, they were approved for 
these grants weeks ago but have still not heard anything�  This will soon become known as the 
Government of announcements because it makes announcement after announcement with very 
little delivery on these announcements�  This will undermine the July stimulus plan and the an-
nouncement made on that�

I will give an example of an announcement on which there has been no delivery�  In early 
May, the then Minister announced a rates waiver for certain businesses, which would allow 
them to claim back the rates they had claimed over the same period last year�  Unfortunately, 
SMEs have heard nothing more to date�  I have been contacted by a number of small business 
owners who are all in the same boat.  They all have a serious shortage of cash flow and anyone 
who has been involved in business will know that cash is crucial to any small business�   They 
need this rates waiver�  They need the breathing space�  However, the council has not processed 
the waiver�  It does not know the criteria and is waiting on the Department to provide instruc-
tion�  The problem for small businesses is that they are still waiting�  For two months, SMEs 
have been waiting�  For two months, the council has been waiting to hear from the Government�  
Without this support and other supports, the businesses in question may have to close�  The mar-
gin is that fine.  They are balancing on a knife edge and they need everything that they can get.

Last week, I asked the Tánaiste the following questions:

Can he say why, two months on, the Government has not informed Dublin City Council 
of the three-month rates waiver for SMEs?  Why has the largest council [Dublin City Coun-
cil] ... not been updated on a scheme announced two months ago?  Will he confirm that there 
will be no rowing back on the waiver scheme and that SMEs will receive it?

Last week, in response to those questions, the Tánaiste stated:

We informed the world that rates were being waived for companies that had to close for 
that three-month period�  We ��� have to consider extending that waiver�  I do not know why 
Dublin City Council has not been formally informed but I will check that out�

They are still waiting�  They still have not heard anything�  The SMEs have not heard any-
thing�  The local authorities have not heard anything�  That was a week ago�  I have been in 
touch with the chief executive of Dublin City Council and he has informed me that the intro-
duction of the rates waiver is awaiting decision by the Department on the details of the scheme�  
Despite intensive pressure from the local authority sector, no circular has been issued with 
details of that scheme�  It seems that those in this Government and that which preceded it have 
been making announcements and then sitting on their hands�  What is happening in the Depart-
ment that the Tánaiste does not know that the rates waiver has not been delivered two months 
after it was announced?

As already stated, the Tánaiste indicated last week that he announced to the world the rates 
waiver scheme�  However, the Department has done nothing to make sure that it is delivered�  
This delay in deciding on the scheme is unhelpful to both SMEs and local authorities�  The lo-
cal authorities need to know the criteria for the waiver�  They need to know who is eligible and 
who is not�  They need to know because they themselves need to budget�  I ask that the Tánaiste 
and the Minister of State ensure that the local authorities are notified of the criteria for the rates 
waiver scheme and that it is issued as a matter of urgency�  Otherwise, the Government will 
become known as the Government for announcements�
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08/07/2020F00200Acting Chairman (Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh): Go raibh maith agat, a Theachta�  An 
bhfuil aon duine ar thaobh an Rialtais ag ofráil?  Gan aon duine ansin, glaofaidh mé ar an 
Teachta Denis Naughten�

08/07/2020F00300Deputy Denis Naughten: The Acting Chairman is doing well up there today�  We will take 
note of that�

08/07/2020F00400Acting Chairman (Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh): I can barely see the Deputy�

08/07/2020F00500Deputy Denis Naughten: I welcome the opportunity to speak on this legislation and I 
congratulate the Minister of State on his appointment to this particular Department�  I have no 
doubt that he will do exceptionally well there�  I wish him the best of luck in the Department�

The big focus for many of us is local business�  These are the companies that are not ex-
porting�  They are not big American multinationals but they are the lifeblood of the economy 
in places right across the regions�  These companies employ 58% of the total workforce, or the 
total number of people who are paying tax�  Many of them have been badly hit as a result of Co-
vid-19 and it is a considerable challenge for them now to try to redesign their way of operating�

As the Minister of State will be aware, in my previous life as Minister I actively promoted 
a Government scheme called the trading online voucher in order to try to get businesses to start 
trading online�  I commend the Government on increasing the grant rate in this regard, from 
50% up to 90%, and there has been a phenomenal take-up of that voucher for a number of 
reasons�  First, businesses and businesspeople were not working�  They had time to carry out a 
little more research than would have been the case when there were working day to day in try-
ing to keep money coming through the door and many of them researched this trading online 
voucher�  The fact that there was a 90% grant absolutely made it attractive�  However, what 
has been most frustrating is that this grant has dried up�  The reason it has dried up is because 
the funding is not being made available, through the Department of Communications, Climate 
Action and Environment, to the local enterprise offices.  The offices have already drawn down 
their full allocation for this year�  A supplementary allocation was given to the local enterprise 
offices for the trading online voucher but all of that was drawn down immediately.  Even coun-
ties such as Roscommon and Galway, for example, which would not be the biggest counties in 
terms of SMEs, have waiting lists of people who have gone through the training process, have 
been approved for a grant and are now waiting for that grant to be paid�

We cannot allow this to continue because these businesses need to redesign what they are 
doing�  They need to reinvent themselves and their doing so should not be dependent on a very 
small amount of grant aid that is being made available�  That single investment of up to €2,500 
could be the difference between a company staying afloat or not and redesigning how it delivers 
for its customers�  For very little money, we can have a dramatic impact on the viability of many 
businesses across this country�

I accept that we are talking about providing credit�  There has been much debate about the 
interest rate for that credit, but here is something that is a phenomenal success�  The data has 
shown that anyone who has availed of the voucher in the past has seen their number of em-
ployees increase�  This is an absolute no-brainer and yet Government is holding this scheme 
by the neck and not allowing it to grow because it will not put a small amount of money into 
it�  It is farcical to talk about an economic stimulus in three weeks’ time if we are holding every 
business that wants to redesign itself by the neck and saying that it cannot grow and develop 
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because we are not prepared to give it the €2,500 grant.  The same applies to microfinance.  It 
is all well and good but, as the Minister of State knows well, many businesses out there do not 
want to borrow�  Here we have an opportunity to incentivise the redesign of how they deliver 
their business with a small grant and yet we are not prepared to give them that grant�

In addition, we cannot even make the online course available to them in order that they can 
do the training�  The decision has been taken that we will strangle this particular scheme now 
and will not let people do the online course so that they would be eligible for the grant�  The 
studies have shown that 50% of people who do the online course find that they already have the 
existing infrastructure in place, they do not need to develop a new online trading platform and 
they can utilise the tools they have at present�  We are strangling those particular businesses as 
well because we are not giving them access to that course�  These are the basic fundamentals 
that can have a significant impact tomorrow morning on redesigning our economy post Covid 
and allowing companies to survive�

The reason I am so animated about this scheme is that the figures relating to the analysis that 
has already been carried out show that this is probably one of the most successful grant schemes 
ever introduced in the State.  The figures I will give are pre-Covid-19, brought up to date using 
research carried out roughly to give the current figures based on the growth in online trading.  
On average, pre-Covid-19, Irish people were spending €21,000 every minute online�  The dif-
ficulty is that €14,000 a minute of that money was being spent on goods and services outside 
of Ireland�  Straight away, a huge market is available there to Irish businesses if they can start 
trading online�  Roughly one third of Irish businesses are trading online, so there is a great op-
portunity to grow that area, and about one fifth of businesses are selling online overseas.  There 
is a massive opportunity to meet domestic demand and to start to trade internationally, without 
having to go through an Enterprise Ireland office in France, Germany or somewhere else.  This 
is small money to start getting businesses trading online and thinking about new opportunities 
for growth�

Pre-Covid-19, about two thirds of people in this country were purchasing goods and ser-
vices online�  Naturally enough, that has increased dramatically during the Covid-19 crisis�  
Figures show that 90% of people will research a product online before buying it�  They may not 
buy that product online, but they will research it online�  From analysis of Irish people, what is 
interesting is that they will pay more to buy a product locally rather than internationally�  The 
reason is that the quality of a product is guaranteed�  If there is a problem with the product, it 
is easy physically to bring it back to a local business rather than having to put it in the post and 
send it halfway across the world�

People are prepared to buy locally online.  The difficulty is that we are not giving those busi-
nesses the opportunity to have their shops open online and that is because the Government has 
decided that the quota has been hit for this year, regardless of Covid-19, and those businesses 
will have to wait until next year to start trading online�  Yet, we will spend the next couple of 
weeks bringing in new legislation, schemes and initiatives that will be full of bureaucracy and 
red tape and will take months to implement and of which businesses may not then avail�  The 
online trading voucher scheme, however, has been a phenomenal success, but we are not pre-
pared to put in a small amount of money to transform businesses right across the country�  I ap-
peal to the Minister of State, therefore, to get the finger out and ensure funding is put in place for 
this scheme�  It has been a great success - a proven success - and it has the ability to transform 
absolutely the delivery of services in this country�
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While I am discussing the trading online voucher scheme, until now businesses such as res-
taurants were not allowed to avail of it�  I know of one local business in Roscommon town, The 
Good Place cafe, which has developed its own app�  It has been a phenomenal success during 
the Covid-19 crisis and has allowed people to order and pay for their products online and collect 
them at the door�  If that business has been able to stay above water by making an app available, 
surely we should be facilitating other businesses and services to do the same thing�  The focus 
has to be on trying to keep people in employment and the biggest challenge in doing that will be 
the services sector.  Again, for a small grant of €2,500 we can keep four, five or six people em-
ployed in these businesses and yet we are not prepared to release the money to do that�  I hope 
that before the end of this month we will see the money being provided in a substantial way, not 
piecemeal or drip fed, to allow the trading online voucher courses to continue and allow people 
to draw down those grants as quickly as possible�

The second issue I want to raise concerns the 138 different State agencies that taxpayers are 
funding to support small businesses�  We have 35 Government agencies, 31 local authorities, 49 
local development companies and 31 enterprise offices.  All of them are providing some type 
of support to SMEs�  Is it any wonder that businesses are confused about the supports that exist 
and are available to them?  Every opportunity I get I actively encourage businesses to go on the 
www.supportingsmes.gov.ie website, access the small business tool, put in the details of their 
business and quickly find out what supports and grants are available.  Not enough businesses, 
however, are filling out that online tool.  We need to start working with the businesses that are 
not doing that�  The Government will advertise, but advertisement has not worked to date�  The 
Government will use seminars, but seminars have not worked to date either, because the people 
whom we need to use that online tool are the very ones who will not attend those seminars�

In fairness to the Government, there is a huge range of supports, including grants, advice 
and access to capital in various forms�  I will make a suggestion to the Minister of State, how-
ever�  As he knows, the LEADER companies across the country are winding down and the 
funding available to the rural development Vote in the Department of Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine is also winding down.  We have a huge cohort of staff there who have great skills 
in working with small, indigenous businesses.  I suggest we redeploy those staff, and any other 
staff within Government agencies who may be surplus to requirements at the moment as a 
result of Covid-19, and that they go individually, door-to-door to these businesses, sit down 
with them, fill out the online SME tool and support those businesses in applying for the various 
grants and supports available�

I suggest that because I think this is the single biggest weakness we have now�  We can 
bring forward all the legislation we like in the next weeks and months to support businesses, 
but the ones that are going to come for help are the ones where it is now too late because they 
are already about to close their doors or are not prepared to reopen them.  Staff in the LEADER 
companies across the country should be going to those businesses and knocking on their doors�  
They should sit down with those employers or self-employed people, go through the SME on-
line tool, fill it out with them, identify what supports are available and assist those businesses in 
applying for and drawing down those supports�

The accessibility of these supports is a fundamental problem�  We have a listening ear among 
businesses, but they do not know where to start�  Many of the people involved may not be tech 
literate, yet these are the businesses we need to ensure are able to survive post-Covid-19�  Loans 
are fine and I welcome this legislation.  There has been debate regarding the interest rate being 
charged, but my and the Minister of State’s engagement with businesses across the region has 
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shown they do not want to get into further debt.  Many of those businesses cannot afford to get 
into further debt and many are looking at an uncertain future�

They are weighing up whether they should open their doors�  They are also wondering 
whether they should re-employ the same number of staff and how to lay off staff.  A phenomenal 
number of businesses are getting human resource advice on how to lay off staff.  Yet we are not 
prepared to spend a very small amount of money on informing people that there are supports, 
that advice and resources put in place by the Government are available to them as businesses, 
and that we are prepared to work through those with them and give them the advice they need�  
Do not wait for those businesses to close their doors�  Do not wait for them to knock on the door�  
Let us get out there and meet them face to face.  Let us sit down with them and fill out those 
online tools�  Let us assist them in applying for the various supports that are available, and there 
are many�  The Minister of State will be amazed at the number of businesses that will go to the 
wall in six months because they did not avail of the restart grant or the rates waiver because they 
were unaware of them.  We cannot afford to do that.  We cannot afford to have people become 
unemployed because they did not access all of the available supports�

New legislation is welcome and we in the Regional Group will assist Government in bring-
ing it forward�  However, let us utilise what we have at the moment�  Let us support our existing 
businesses and dedicated and loyal employers to avail of the financial supports already in place.  
Let us maximise the utilisation of those in the short term, and then explain to them how they 
can grow and develop their business with these new incentives�

08/07/2020H00200An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Danny Healy Rae is sharing time with Deputies Michael 
Healy Rae, Nolan and O’Donoghue�  You seem a long way away, Deputy�

08/07/2020H00300Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: I am very far away but I am still here anyway�  I congratulate 
the Minister of State, Deputy English, on his new post�  I wish him well�  I had a lot of interac-
tion with him when he was at the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government�  I 
hope we will continue to work positively on behalf of the people we represent�

First, I have to declare that I am a small publican in a small rural village�  Publicans around 
the county of Kerry, and indeed countrywide, are very concerned about comments made by the 
new Taoiseach, Deputy Micheál Martin�  They are wondering if pubs will be allowed to open 
on 20 July.  In that vein, what is the difference between somebody having a meal and a pint in a 
restaurant and someone who comes after having his or her meal, who can only afford the price 
of two or three pints, and who cannot get in anywhere for a pint?  That does not make sense 
to me�  Pubs should be open now the same as restaurants-cum-pubs�  They are regulated and 
always have been, and over the years they have provided a massive service to communities, 
especially rural communities�  Now, sadly, they are closed, and it is in doubt whether they will 
open.  What difference is it to have the meal in the pub or to have it before coming to the pub?  
It should not be any different.  It only makes sense where there are lots of restaurants in urban 
areas or where there are crowds, and we saw there were crowds in Dublin, and people are queu-
ing up to get in�  We know that when only half of the places are open, more people will go to 
places that are open when they cannot got to places that are closed�  People make sense of what 
is done, but what is being done does not help stop the coronavirus one iota�

I want to talk about the VAT rate for the hotel and tourism industries, which have been call-
ing for a reduction for many weeks and months now�  The former Minister of State, Deputy 
Griffin, said there should be no problem in reducing it but he did not do it.  I must remind him 
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that he was the Minister of State involved in raising it from 9% to 13�5%�  I call for it to be 
reduced to at least 5% to help these people who are on their knees�

Bus operators and drivers and taxi drivers and owners are on their knees, and we need give 
them help.  Some of them are afraid to come off the €350 pandemic unemployment payment 
because if they try and fail, and it is very doubtful whether they will succeed, they cannot then 
get back on the payment�  Something needs to be done for the people who will try�  I ask that 
the temporary wage subsidy scheme be extended to include seasonal workers who were not 
working in January or February�

I must mention our new Minister, Deputy Cowen�  His case should be closed now because 
he paid the price, he paid the penalty and he has said he is sorry�  What I am more interested in 
now is what he will do as Minister with responsibility for agriculture and how he will deal with 
all the issues�

One issue we must deal with is the fair deal scheme for farmers, because it is not fair now, 
and even the Bill that is proposed is not adequate�  Will the Minister ensure that the value of the 
farm is disregarded and that the scheme will apply only to the residential house on the land, as is 
the case for everyone else throughout the country?  The value of the farm should be disregard-
ed.  Where a young fellow values his farm at just €400,000, the sum he will have to pay under 
the three-year cap on the value of the farm could amount to €80,000 on top of that €400,000�

I am sorry�  I am eating into someone else’s time�

08/07/2020H00400An Ceann Comhairle: I remind Deputies that we are talking about the Microenterprise 
Loan Fund (Amendment) Bill�  There are a lot of important things to talk about, but if we could 
focus on the Bill, which is the subject matter before us, it would be kind of helpful.

08/07/2020H00500Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: I wish to speak to the Microenterprise Loan Fund (Amend-
ment) Bill because it is important�  We, as Members, are elected to represent our constituents 
from all around the country, and I, for County Kerry, support the Microenterprise Loan Fund 
(Amendment) Bill, quite simply because every method of finance that is directed, particularly 
to our SMEs, is important at this critical time�  I am here today to represent the business people 
of Kerry - the farmers, fishermen, small operators, and whatever type of people who are in busi-
ness and are trying to keep, create and sustain the jobs they already have, keep their families and 
themselves in gainful employment, or get them back into gainful employment�

It is important, in speaking to this Bill, that I mention the important role our mainstay 
banks, credit unions and post offices have to play.  Every institution that has anything to do 
with finance must co-operate and work with our small businesses and do everything to ensure 
they will be able to get up and running again�  For far too long the doors have been closed�  It 
is through nobody’s fault�  It had to be done�  The wheels of industry have stopped rolling�  We 
want desperately to get these businesses up and running again�

On the issue of our credit unions and the important role they will play over the coming 
weeks and months, the regulatory levies imposed on them have gone up 264% in the past four 
or five years.  That is totally unfair and wrong and should never have happened.  I cannot un-
derstand why regulatory fees should have gone up by such an enormous amount�

Our post offices must be supported because these are institutions of the State that will be 
important in revitalising our small businesses�  We are charged with working here for the next 
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number of weeks to ensure that the July provision will be rolled out and will be a positive mea-
sure, and to ensure that all the money Ireland can access abroad is brought here and put into 
various schemes in order that the economy can get going again�  That is very important�

I want to emphasise that at this time small businesses want grants rather than loans�  Many 
of the small businesses we are trying to support already have loans that they can longer sustain 
or carry�  They need grants and assistance�  I compliment and thank the previous Government 
for putting in place the wage subsidy scheme and the working capital loan scheme�  I wish to 
thank in advance the new Government for keeping them in place�  We are desperately relying on 
the Minister of State and others, including the new Taoiseach, to support our small businesses�

As has been stated, I am worried about the Taoiseach’s comments�  I want to put on the re-
cord of the Dáil that the Taoiseach should not paint all of Ireland with a Dublin brush when he is 
considering what to do over the coming days and weeks�  He, more than anybody in the world, 
should know that there is a world beyond the Red Cow roundabout�  I want him to think of that 
when he is making any decision�  With the permission of the Whip, I will propose an amend-
ment to section 120 of the Bill�  I will discuss this matter with the Whip�  It is an important 
amendment and shows that when decisions are being made the areas affected should be looked 
at in isolation rather than in terms of the totality of the country as happened before�

08/07/2020J00200An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Carol Nolan lives beyond the Red Cow roundabout�

08/07/2020J00300Deputy Carol Nolan: I want to begin by wishing the Minister of State every success in his 
new role, particularly as, now more than ever, it is very important to get businesses back up and 
running�  I ask him to ensure that as many of our SMEs as possible survive�  I welcome the op-
portunity to speak on this important Bill�

As we know, microenterprises are the beating heart of the local economy�  To get that heart 
pumping again, we must ensure that the Government and local authorities get back to basics�  
They must remember that well over 90% of all of the trade in the State involves SMEs and 
microenterprises with fewer than ten employees�  In April, I asked the Minister of State’s prede-
cessor, the current Minister for Employment Affairs and Social Protection, Deputy Humphreys, 
if she would consider implementing a nationwide shop local campaign to encourage people and 
communities to support local businesses because there is, as we know, a need now more than 
ever to make sure that our businesses are adequately supported, helped through every step and 
made aware of the schemes that exist in order to ensure their survival�

Each year we run the fantastic TidyTowns competition�  It would be great if there was 
something similar at national level for towns which have contributed the most to bring about a 
genuine shop local spirit�  As chair of the retail consultation forum, the Minister of State will 
be acutely aware that Covid-19 has brought particular challenges for small and large retailers 
across the State�  That is why I was somewhat taken aback last week when he announced that 
the projected gross expenditure for the Department in the original Estimate was €970.9 mil-
lion�  That is a lot of money, but, as he noted, it represented an increase of only €21 million on 
the 2019 Revised Estimates allocation.  Is he certain that his Department will have sufficient 
resources to deal with the scale of the problem that exists for microenterprises?

Section 6 seeks to make provision that Microfinance Ireland may borrow money from a pro-
motional financial institution, but that the aggregate of any borrowings at any one time shall not 
exceed €100 million.  That is a significant sum of money, but do we believe it will be adequate 
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to fulfil the task that lies before us?  As the Government has acknowledged, the unprecedented 
circumstances of the pandemic have resulted in a swiftly evolving landscape for enterprises�  
This will mean that it must keep the supports provided under review and utilise the appropriate 
mechanisms to adjust and amend the supports and their timeframes accordingly.  This is vital.

We have to create a space in which the voices of local retailers are heard, and not just heard 
but acted upon�  As I said, everything needs to be done to ensure that they are supported and 
helped in their struggle for survival�  Small businesses are being lumped with levels of debt that 
are unsustainable in the short term�  This matter needs to be examined�  Many owners of small 
businesses have told me that they do not want to incur debts and would instead prefer supports�

We know from the most recent report from Microfinance Ireland that to the end of Decem-
ber 2019, 346 businesses have failed and 2,085 loans were drawn down�  If those were the 
circumstances which pertained in 2019 prior to Covid, we can only anticipate how much worse 
things will be from here on�  It was also recently reported that investors in Irish banks in which 
the Government holds large stakes are nervous about the sector and about facing high levels 
of bad loans if they continue to lend to small businesses without the types of credit guarantee 
schemes that have emerged elsewhere in Europe�  Small businesses need guarantees that ap-
plying to access funds will not be the straw that breaks their backs�  They will need more than 
warm words, rhetoric and easy money put before them�  They will need assurances that if they 
try their best to retain employment in local economies that they will not be punished but rather 
supported�  I will end on that note�

08/07/2020J00400Deputy Richard O’Donoghue: The importance of the Bill cannot be underestimated�  
Some 1�5 million people in Ireland are employed by the SME sector, which needs monetary 
help in order to remain viable�  I understand the priority that needs to be given to increasing this 
fund.  Compensation needs to be provided for the rebate of fixed costs and the losses endured 
by SMEs during the Covid-19 shutdown�  The system needs to be simple to operate�  An SME 
accountant can verify the loss of revenue and expenditure during the pandemic�  The process 
can be administered through Revenue�

We need to discuss the issue of clarity regarding the rates charged for borrowing�  It should 
be noted that the current stimulus package is not working�  Only €100 million has been drawn 

down from a package of €6�5 billion�  Why is this the case?  The answer is that it 
is too cumbersome.  It is not just me saying this; it has been echoed by the Central 
Bank, chambers of commerce throughout Ireland and KPMG�  The rates charged 

should be related to the cost of fund with a minimum administration charge�  The cost of loans 
needs to be as close to 0% as possible and there should be no repayments for a year�

The current process is far too complicated�  The SME sector was a casualty of the Govern-
ment’s request to close�  The policing of loans and rent should be monitored by way of staged 
payments.  If debtors are to be paid off, they should need to provide proof that they have been 
paid.  In simple terms, if an SME owes money to a local firm or business and it cannot pay, 
that will lead to a configuration effect and two companies will close down.  Money must be 
redirected now�

Forty per cent of businesses in Limerick will collapse if compensation is not provided�  
Businesses are so busy trying to reopen they do not realise how serious the cash flow problem 
is�  They are sitting on the cash�  If they do not pay their creditors, creditors too will collapse�  
The Government needs to support businesses now or it will end up paying out more on the dole�  

12 o’clock
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Limerick has a city but it also has a rural county which is very dependent on small and medium 
enterprises.  Confidence will follow.

  We need this amending legislation enacted otherwise all of our businesses will close�  Is 
this what we want to see happening?  There are businesses working to reopen but the credit 
controls previously in place no longer exist and suppliers are seeking funds upfront before the 
businesses can reopen�  This is not how we open our businesses�  In other countries, businesses 
are being visited and consulted on what government can do to help�  This week, I learned that 
three publicans in my area will not reopen because they cannot see a future in the business�  
Yesterday, I visited a pub in Kilmallock where I had lunch, but without a pint�  This pub has put 
in place all of the required social distancing measures while retaining all of its staff.

  We need to get funding to businesses now to protect cash flow going forward.  There is a 
simple process by which this could be done�  The funding could be provided through Revenue 
and processed by the accountants therein�  We need to stop complicating the issue�  We need to 
engage with businesses on how we can help them to reopen and get our employees back to work 
and then they will support us going forward�

Debate adjourned.

08/07/2020K00200Ceisteanna ó Cheannairí - Leaders’ Questions

08/07/2020K00300Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Today, I want to raise the issue of the Debenhams workers�  
I was alarmed and disappointed with the Taoiseach’s response yesterday when these matters 
were raised�  His response was lacklustre and it was not the type of response that I believe is 
required from Government�

As the Taoiseach will know, the Debenhams workers have been in dispute with their em-
ployer for some months now�  At the height of the Covid emergency, they were on the picket line 
and they are on the picket line still, 24-7, standing up for their right to be treated with respect 
but also fighting a battle that has a much wider significance than just Debenhams.  Debenhams 
has used a tactical liquidation of its Irish stores to walk away from all of its responsibilities to 
its workers�  It is now the intention of Debenhams to take possession of all assets and stock in 
its Irish stores to funnel the profits through its British operations, at the same time leaving its 
workers here high and dry�  

The Debenhams workers are not the first to be treated in this appalling manner by their 
employer and because of Government inaction, they will not be the last�  The use of tactical 
liquidation is not new to this State.  The Taoiseach will recall that in 2015 staff who had given 
a lifetime of service to Clerys were unceremoniously dumped by their employers and left high 
and dry�  They did not receive their statutory redundancy lump sum, they never got moneys 
owned in lieu of notice of redundancy or holiday pay and the State was left to foot the bill�  This 
is the blueprint for what is happening in Debenhams�  There needs to be immediate intervention 
by the State and Government�  The Taoiseach will recall that in the case of Clerys we all said 
at that time that this could never happen again, but it has�  Now is the time for immediate and 
effective action.

What the workers are looking for is not unreasonable, it is necessary�  They want the Gov-
ernment to intervene and engage with KPMG, the liquidators appointed by the UK parent com-
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pany�  They want the Government to directly intervene with the parent company and they want 
Debenhams to honour previous agreements to pay two weeks’ redundancy per year of service 
in addition to the statutory redundancy�  They want to be treated with respect�  They do not want 
a situation where Debenhams can simply walk away�  It is now urgent that the Government act�  
It is also urgent that we legislate�  I want the Taoiseach to move beyond the words he uttered 
yesterday, which were equivocal and non-committal.  I want to hear a firm commitment from 
him today that the Government will act immediately to directly support these workers and will 
also act immediately to legislate�

08/07/2020K00400The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy for raising the issue and the question in regard to the 
Debenhams workers�  My response yesterday was not lacklustre and it was not equivocal in 
terms of how Debenhams has treated its workers in Ireland�  It has treated them very badly and 
very poorly�  The State will do everything it can to support the workers who have been made 
redundant by the company in the manner described by the Deputy�

The programme for Government outlines the necessity to review legislation, particularly in 
terms of its utilisation by companies to lay off workers by way of the trading side of the compa-
ny being insolvent and the separating out of the assets, which are then not available to facilitate 
the payment of redundancy to workers�  There is a commitment in the programme for Govern-
ment to review the Companies Act with a view to closing off the vehicles or mechanisms by 
which companies can treat workers so shabbily and badly�  

Governments arbitrarily cannot intervene in liquidations as easily as suggested by the Dep-
uty�  That said, Debenhams should do the right thing by its workers�  It should pay the levels of 
redundancy agreed in previous engagements�  There are obligations on the company in terms of 
its workers�  The Government will do everything it can within the law to support the workers�  
We will provide every resource possible to enable them to secure their rights and entitlement, 
but also future employment and other supports they may require to enable them to deal with 
what has been a very difficult and traumatic situation for them as workers.  They have been 
treated very poorly in that regard�  The Government is committed to reviewing that legislation 
and amending it�

08/07/2020K00500Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Here is the problem�  The State and the Government have 
not intervened in the appropriate way to protect these workers�  I remind the Taoiseach that 
since 2015 he has been saying that there needs to be a review and a change to the legislation�  
In regard to the Clerys situation he said, “The most effective intervention is legislative”.  At 
that time, he challenged for a review of the law to ensure that this type of behaviour cannot 
continue�  Five years on, the Taoiseach is still talking about reviewing legislation�  That is not 
good enough.  Deputy Micheál Martin may be new to the office of Taoiseach but he is not new 
to Government�  Fianna Fáil supported the previous Administration for four long and very dif-
ficult years, during which it did precisely zilch, nothing, to ensure that this type of scandalous 
situation would not happen again�

This afternoon, we will publish legislation in line with the Duffy Cahill report to prevent 
these kinds of tactical liquidations and insolvencies�  I ask that the Government support this leg-
islation and, furthermore, that we make time before we rise for the summer to ensure we have 
on our books the right law, which is long overdue to protect the Debenhams workers and all the 
other vulnerable workers out there at this time of economic crisis, so that this type of scandal 
cannot happen again�  That requires the Taoiseach to act, not to contemplate, push things down 
the pipe or hide behind complexity but to lead from the front, to act and to legislate�
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08/07/2020L00200The Taoiseach: I think the Deputy was very disingenuous and dishonest in her presenta-
tion�  I was not in government in 2015 and I have not been in government over the past number 
of years�  We have been in government for one week�  That is the reality, unlike the great politi-
cal untruth and mantra that the Deputy and her party have been peddling for quite some time�  
It is disingenuous and it does a disservice to the issue�  It does not help anybody to make these 
kinds of disingenuous political attacks on other political parties�  It might suit the Deputy politi-
cally but it does not actually help anybody or the workers�

08/07/2020L00300Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: Will the Taoiseach tell us what he is going to do?

08/07/2020L00400The Taoiseach: It is in the programme for Government that there is a commitment to leg-
islating-----

08/07/2020L00500Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: When?

08/07/2020L00600The Taoiseach: -----in respect of the separation of property from trading entities that is be-
ing used�  The Tánaiste and Minister will be examining that legislation�  That will happen but it 
is not going to deal with the Debenhams workers’ plight, and the Deputy knows that�

08/07/2020L00700Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: I know that the Government will not do anything�

08/07/2020L00800The Taoiseach: It is important that when we are dealing with workers who have gone 
through a traumatic situation, it is not to try to raise expectations unrealistically and blame ev-
erybody else when it is the company that is fundamentally at fault in its behaviour towards the 
workers�

08/07/2020L00900Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: It is the Government that is at fault�  Legislate�

08/07/2020L01000The Taoiseach: It was not the previous Government’s fault and it is not this Government’s 
fault, but what the Government certainly can do is look at the legislation in dealing with it�

08/07/2020L01100Deputy Denis Naughten: This week, it has been agreed that the Chief Medical Officer, 
Dr� Tony Holohan, is to be awarded the freedom of the city of Dublin, an honour he deserves�  
Together with the now Tánaiste and the now Minister with responsibility for further and higher 
education, he was the steady hand we needed as we navigated our way through the pandemic, 
and the nation drew reassurance from his calm demeanour during his daily briefings.

The time is now right to recognise also the work of all front-line health workers�  Many of 
our doctors, nurses and healthcare assistants placed themselves at risk to go to work every day 
to keep us safe and to care for those who were seriously ill.  Many of them made significant 
personal sacrifices during this time, including moving out of their homes and away from their 
families in some cases to keep them safe, while continuing to provide care, not only for those 
with Covid-19 but also for others who needed healthcare during uncertain times�  These health-
care workers have worked long hours in extremely difficult circumstances and we must now 
stop and recognise the work they have done on behalf of us all.  These people have been selfless 
and our country owes them a great debt of gratitude�  If it is not possible to reward them with 
pay increases or some form of bonus system, at a very minimum we should offer them addi-
tional paid leave, that is, time to spend with their families, with whom they may have sacrificed 
precious family time, or time out to recover from the physical and emotional tiredness they are 
undoubtedly feeling�

Would the Taoiseach agree that now is the time for us to come together as a country and 
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offer our healthcare workers more than a round of applause by acknowledging their work and 
sacrifices?

08/07/2020L01200The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy for his question and presentation�  I agree with him, par-
ticularly on the contribution that front-line health service staff and those in the background have 
made to the fight against Covid-19, effectively contributing to the suppression of the virus for 
now and to a very low level of community transmission�  I also share the Deputy’s admiration 
for the work of Dr. Tony Holohan, the Chief Medical Officer, and the calm leadership he gave.  
We all wish him the very best at this time, as we do to the previous Taoiseach and the previous 
Minister for Health�

Without question, healthcare workers, especially in the acute hospital setting in the early 
phase of Covid-19, put themselves at risk for the betterment of their fellow citizens�  We saw 
in the “RTÉ Investigates” programme the intensity of that commitment and of that contribu-
tion and the considerable emotional trauma that went with it in the additional duties that nurs-
ing staff and doctors had to take on to communicate with families who could not be near their 
loved ones�  It also illustrates the value of a strong and good-quality public service, which is 
something we should never underestimate in this country�  In a time of crisis, it is the State, 
fundamentally, that intervenes through the quality and expertise of its public service�

In the first instance, that is why the Government has committed to honouring, notwithstand-
ing the enormous financial difficulties the State will be in, the pay agreements that will fall due 
in the autumn�  It is to recognise the contribution of the public service in general to helping the 
country come through Covid-19 and it also applies to An Garda Síochána and other front-line 
workers, as well as those in retail and so on who also came to the front line to help people�

The Government will examine the Deputy’s suggestion and proposal�  I cannot make com-
mitments here today but I will discuss it with others�  I am conscious of the point the Deputy 
raised and the importance of recognition of people who went to exceptional lengths to help peo-
ple on an individual basis and, by so doing, helped the country at large to get through this crisis�

08/07/2020L01300Deputy Denis Naughten: One way in which we can help to relieve pressure on our front-
line workers is by eliminating trolleys in our hospitals�  In the past month, patients and trolleys 
are something we have again started to see within our hospitals throughout the country�  We 
need to take action now to address the bed crisis�  That is the very minimum we owe to front-
line healthcare staff throughout Ireland.

Take, for example, Portiuncula Hospital in Ballinasloe�  Since the start of June, on average 
eight patients have been on trolleys every single day�  A total of 10% of the beds of the hospital 
have been lost as a direct result of the measures to reduce the risk of infection from Covid-19�  
We need to see direct and immediate action taken to address this problem�  Would the Taoiseach 
not agree that our healthcare workers have been under enough pressure for the past four months 
from a virus we could not control?  Let us not add to that�  Let us take action now on something 
we can control�

08/07/2020L01400The Taoiseach: Portiuncula Hospital has had a net reduction of about eight beds because, 
as the Deputy said, of the impact of Covid-19 and the desire to prevent the spread of the virus 
throughout the hospital, and to have sufficient isolation facilities for suspected cases and any 
particular case the hospital has of a patient with Covid�  The Deputy is correct that the number 
of presentations at emergency departments is back more or less to where it was prior to Covid�  
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It has been steadily increasing in all acute hospitals�

That poses significant challenges over the coming months because, on the one hand, we 
want to resume services, and non-Covid services in particular, as best we can�  Clearly, however, 
living with Covid and with Covid ever present, we will have to develop innovative approaches 
to make sure we keep emergency department attendances much lower than would have been 
acceptable in previous times�  Where hospitals’ capacity was at 95% prior to Covid, which is 
too high in any event in emergency departments in terms of overcrowding, the ideal figure will 
be reduced to 80% to facilitate the management of any spike in numbers or surge in that regard�  
We are very conscious of that�  The HSE is developing a plan — it should be published by the 
end of the month — in regard to its strategy on resuming services and dealing with the crunch 
issue of overcrowding, particularly in the emergency departments�

08/07/2020M00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: The position on mental health services in Tipperary is very seri-
ous�  It was serious all along prior to Covid�

I wish the new Minister of State, Deputy Mary Butler, the very best�  Hers is a very good ap-
pointment�  I look forward to engaging with and working with her�  She has agreed to a request 
from Deputy Cahill and me to visit Clonmel�

There is not one single long-stay mental health bed in Tipperary�  A Vision for Change was a 
disaster�  We lost our wonderful St� Michael’s unit, which many used for decades�  It was closed�  
The last Minister of State responsible for mental health, Mr� Jim Daly, acknowledged it was a 
mistake.  He admitted, and his officials now admit, that there is a deficit of 25 long-stay mental 
health beds in south Tipperary alone.  Kilkenny just does not have room for us.  It has to cover 
the whole south east�

I salute the volunteers in Clonmel and those who are picking up the slack, including those 
in Tipperary’s Fight for Mental Health Services; Ms June Looby and all her team at River Suir 
Suicide Patrol; Fr. Michael Twomey, whom the Minister of State, Deputy Butler, has agreed to 
meet; and Mr. Joe Leahy and all his team at C-Saw.  There are volunteers doing the work and 
providing the supports that the services should be providing�  This is not fair or right�  Covid has 
put major pressure on people’s mental health and lives.  We need action.  Words will not suffice 
any more�  We need the beds�

We need our crisis house to be expanded; we are waiting for that also.  We need specialist 
nurses to be appointed on a 24-7 basis at the accident and emergency department to assess pa-
tients who present with mental health difficulties and require admission.  Many have been sent 
home and, sadly, many have died�

Outside Dublin, Tipperary has the highest rate of suicide owing to mental health issues�  
That is appalling at this time�  Clonmel, unfortunately, has the highest rate in the county�  It is 
just not acceptable.  People are crying out for help.  Volunteers and families are trying to sup-
port them but there are no services�  People are being turned away�  I encountered a case last 
weekend in which a person was sent around from Billy to Jack and could go nowhere�  The in-
dividual was sent home again and she was threatening to self-harm�  Her family was very upset 
and there was considerable disquiet�  Therefore, we need the beds�

I acknowledge that A Vision for Change has been replaced�  It is three years out of date�  It 
gave us no change or hope in Tipperary�  It was a failure�  We need the beds�  It is acknowledged 
by the former Minister of State, Mr. Jim Daly, and the HSE officials that there is a deficit of 
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beds but we need them now.  We could find €600,000 recently to do up St. Michael’s because 
of Covid�  The authorities refused point blank to allow mental health patients back in or even to 
have a space there, or one room for those presenting at the adjacent St. Joseph’s Hospital with 
a mental health crisis�  Now the facility in St� Michael’s is kitted out for Covid patients�  I hope 
it will not have to be used for this purpose�  We acknowledge the good work done in this regard 
but the facility must be kept open�  It has been proven that where there is a will, there is a way�  
Money was found to open the facility for Covid�  We must have the facility reopened for mental 
health patients�  The 25 to 30 beds that were prepared, with en suite rooms, must be used to treat 
the people of Tipperary and west Waterford because they need the services�  We must not have 
the terrible phenomenon of suicide�  Too many lives have been lost�

08/07/2020M00300The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy for raising what is a serious issue, namely, mental health 
services in general, but specifically mental health services in Clonmel and the rest of Tipper-
ary�  There are two dimensions to mental health services�  One is obviously physical facilities�  
I refer to acute capacity — in other words, acute beds — in particular facilities�  The south east 
in general, including Tipperary, has been short of acute capacity in mental health services for 
quite some time�

The other aspect is securing the necessary personnel or staff to provide the services once a 
facility is available�  It seems to me, having worked in the area and having engaged with previ-
ous Ministers and the HSE, that there has been a significant challenge in recruiting and securing 
qualified personnel.  I welcome that the Deputy has already engaged with the Minister of State, 
Deputy Mary Butler, on this�  I have no doubt she will respond diligently to the points he and 
his colleagues in Tipperary have made�

With regard to St� Michael’s, the Deputy has said physical improvements have been made�  
We will have to ensure we can get the right personnel in place and recruit the professionals�  
In addition, we must work with non-governmental organisations, NGOs, some of which the 
Deputy has described�  These can help in providing services to people who have been on wait-
ing lists for far too long trying to gain access to very basic mental health services�

I am particularly conscious that Covid-19 will create additional burdens in terms of mental 
health need�  Many will be impacted so we must improve our services to respond to this�  I have 
heard what the Deputy has had to say�  I believe he and Deputy Cahill are meeting the Minister 
of State.  I will certainly work with the Minister of State to determine what we can do specifi-
cally to try to improve circumstances in Tipperary�

08/07/2020M00400Deputy Mattie McGrath: I thank the Taoiseach for his response.  Has he the will to find a 
way?  A Vision for Change has been a failure�  A mental health crisis nurse was appointed on a 
24-7 basis but did not get the go-ahead because of the embargo on mental health places�  This 
embargo is not fair when people are losing their lives.  It is just shocking.  St. Michael’s hospital 
has been transformed to deal with Covid�  What is happening with mental health services can-
not be allowed�  The people of the county will not allow the hospital to be closed when Covid 
passes.  We must have the beds used and we must have the qualified staff.  The Rolls-Royce 
community service we were promised when St� Michael’s was closed as part of A Vision for 
Change has not got into gear and we have lost too many lives�  Too many families have been 
left distraught and devastated�  There are now many more pressures on people, including busi-
nesspeople, owing to Covid so we need the beds�  We need the Taoiseach and his Ministers to 
find a way and to have the will to find it.
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08/07/2020M00500The Taoiseach: First, I do have the will to deal with this issue�  Second, as I said, the Min-
ister of State will work with the Deputy on this�

Every region needs acute capacity but the Deputy should not underestimate the importance 
of strong community-based mental health services�  In my view, a continuum is needed�  The 
better and the stronger the community health presence, the less the need for acute admissions�  I 
recall meeting the services in Monaghan a long time ago�  At that stage, Monaghan was one of 
the leaders in developing the non-acute side of mental health services�  It is extremely important 
that we develop both sides in tandem because one has a direct impact on the other�  I take the 
Deputy’s points�

08/07/2020M00600Deputy Joan Collins: In 2018 and 2019, the families of children with the rare muscle-
wasting disease, spinal muscular atrophy, launched a campaign to have the drug, Spinraza, ap-
proved�  The public and Deputies were targeted so they would support the campaign to ensure 
patients in Ireland would be reimbursed for the clinically proven and licensed drug�  Many 
Deputies, including the Taoiseach and the now Minister for Health, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, 
supported the families in question�  The Deputies raised the issue in the Dáil and supported the 
families in person at the protests and audiovisual room briefings.  At the time, Ireland was the 
only one of the Beneluxa initiative partners that had not approved the funding of Spinraza�  It 
was eventually approved on 11 June 2019, and the families involved in the campaign and those 
affected by the illness were greatly relieved that their children could access the drug.

I received a telephone call from one of the families just last Thursday and learned that 12 
children are still waiting to commence treatment�  One of those waiting is a 17-year-old woman�  
Her father, Pat, sent me an email�  It states:

I am looking for your help as the situation with my daughter is totally unacceptable�  
My daughter is deteriorating at an alarming rate while it is 391 days since Spinraza was ap-
proved and it sits on a shelf while my daughter lives in constant pain and discomfort�

His daughter sent a note, in which she states:

My case at the moment is that Spinraza, a life-changing drug for people with SMA, 
one of them being me, was approved on 11 June 2019�  I have still received no access to it�  
Each day my muscles and body get weaker�  When I was 12 I lost my ability to walk and by 
now, at 17, I have lost the ability to lift my arms up over my shoulders, brush my hair, turn 
myself over at night and even go to the toilet and have a shower alone�  I need assistance to 
do every little thing�

I have lost so much quality in my life that I know Spinraza could bring back�  Since my 
muscles have become weaker, I suffer from extremely bad anxiety.  It has gotten to the stage 
that I cannot leave my house without my mam being by my side and I am so anxious that I 
am not able to sleep alone in my own room downstairs without panicking�

This woman’s neurologist was in contact with the HSE before the pandemic and she was 
told no beds were available and the required care cannot be followed up�  This is why the young 
woman has not been able to access Spinraza�

Why is this the case and will the Taoiseach find out the reasons?  There are 12 people wait-
ing for the treatment and they are concerned that the funding has stopped and they have not 
been told what is happening.  Will the Taoiseach find out what is happening to these 12 people 
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and provide a timeline on when their treatment will commence?  I understand that Covid-19 has 
had an impact on our health services but these people should be given some sort of a timeline 
and told they will be treated by a certain date�

08/07/2020N00200The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy for raising the matter�  I will certainly do what I can 
to find out what is going on with those 12 children, particularly the 17-year-old young woman 
referred to by her.  I remember the campaign and the major commitment made by the families 
involved�  There is an ongoing issue with orphan drugs, or drugs that are developed for what 
are classed as small populations in particular disease categories�  I do not know why 12 children 
remain to be treated right now but I will follow up on the matter and see what we can do to 
facilitate access to the drug�  I will come back to the Deputy but I will have to speak with the 
Minister and officials from the Department of Health.  Perhaps the Deputy could forward the 
details of the individual to me or my office and I will certainly do what I can to get to the bottom 
of this and try to find out what is going on with the access to the drug for the children concerned.

08/07/2020N00300Deputy Joan Collins: I thank the Taoiseach�  Some 18 people have started the treatment 
and 12 are still waiting�  This was the case before the restrictions were introduced and it is im-
portant we deal with this�  It is a small number of people who need this treatment urgently�  I 
would really appreciate the Taoiseach following up on this with the Minister�  I will send the 
correspondence to him�

08/07/2020N00400The Taoiseach: Every day matters to the people concerned and I will certainly do that�  I 
appreciate the Deputy raising the matter�

08/07/2020N00500Ceisteanna ar Reachtaíocht a Gealladh - Questions on Promised Legislation

08/07/2020N00600Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Access to affordable housing was, arguably, the biggest 
topic during last February’s general election campaign�  It is little wonder, given that people 
had endured years of failed policy that left them paying extortionate rents and there was an in-
ability on the part of practically an entire generation to access affordable housing and precious 
little council housing�  This was an approach by a Government that the Taoiseach’s party sup-
ported fully for a number of years so it is probably not all that surprising that the commentary 
on housing in the programme for Government is so lame�  It represents more of the same, it is 
disappointing and it is a recipe for failure�

Last evening, the Government voted against a motion brought forward by my colleague, 
Deputy Ó Broin, that set out real solutions to affordable housing and the bones of a plan for the 
most ambitious public housing programme in the history of the State�

08/07/2020N00700An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy’s time is up�

08/07/2020N00800Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Be in no doubt that this is the scale of ambition required 
to deliver affordable housing to our people.  I have a question for the Taoiseach.  On the basis 
of what the Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government stated last night, why is it 
that people will have to wait until September to see the new Government’s plan for affordable 
housing?  Why is it that the Government will lose so many weeks and months on this-----

08/07/2020N00900An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy, please�  Your time is up�

08/07/2020N01000Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: -----given that the Taoiseach has said he understands the 
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immediacy of the matter and that he has not wasted a minute since coming into office?  Why is 
there such a delay on this?  Why face down the fully reasonable and ambitious plan articulated 
by our housing spokesperson last evening?

08/07/2020N01100An Ceann Comhairle: Whatever about wasting a minute, the Deputy has taken an extra 
minute�

08/07/2020N01200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: I will take it when I can�

08/07/2020N01300The Taoiseach: I welcome the conversion of the Deputy and the Sinn Féin Party to afford-
able housing, especially as, during the lifetime of the previous Dáil, Sinn Féin voted against a 
Fianna Fáil motion on affordable housing.  The programme for Government-----

08/07/2020N01400Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: It has no spending commitments and no targets�  It is a waste of 
paper�

08/07/2020N01500The Taoiseach: I have the floor for just a minute.  I know the Ceann Comhairle is very 
anxious that I do not overstay my time in responding to this question�  The key point is that the 
programme for Government is very comprehensive on the matter of affordable housing.

08/07/2020N01600Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: There are no targets�

08/07/2020N01700The Taoiseach: It is a core part of our policy to enable people to get to a position where they 
can afford houses.  The State will be far more involved as a result of the programme for Govern-
ment in providing the wherewithal, either through the local authorities or the Land Develop-
ment Agency, to provide affordable housing.  It is something to which we are very committed.  
There are a number of schemes outlined�

08/07/2020N01800Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: No targets�

08/07/2020N01900The Taoiseach: The Deputies can take it that the new Minister will pursue this with great 
energy�

08/07/2020N02000Deputy Alan Kelly: The programme for Government contains a commitment in respect 
of ensuring that sufficient supports will be in place for mortgage holders who have repayment 
difficulties.  I am conscious of all of the Taoiseach’s commentary on this matter while he was 
a member of the Opposition�  The Government of the Central Bank and the European Banking 
Authority have clarified that interest does not have to be charged on 80,000 mortgages where 
a payment break has been taken due to Covid-19, once the amount concerned is less than 1% 
of the entire interest bill�  Other European countries have acted on this and put in place certain 
strategies, including interest and payment breaks, etc., as, over the life of a mortgage, signifi-
cant costs of thousands of euro can be added�

We will move a motion in Private Members’ time tonight by means of which we are seeking 
to stop the banks from imposing penalties and surcharges�  Given the statements from the Cen-
tral Bank and the European Banking Authority, as well as clarifications and comments from the 
Taoiseach and colleagues on similar concerns, what is the immediate plan of the Government 
to ensure mortgage holders will not be met with thousands of euro in excess charges?  How will 
it prevent this from happening?

08/07/2020N02100The Taoiseach: The European Banking Authority has clarified the matter of application of 
interest in cases of payment breaks that people have received from banks�  It is worth pointing 
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out that approximately 140,000 payment breaks have been issued in respect of approximately 
78,000 mortgages�  These are popular initiatives and many people have availed of them and 
found them very helpful�  The Minister for Finance will now engage with the banks on this lat-
est clarification from the European Banking Authority and the comments of the Governor of 
the Central Bank�  The key issue with existing banking rules was to ensure the creditworthiness 
of individuals was not impaired by availing of these particular schemes�  Another key principle 
was that banks would not profit from these forbearance measures.  The Minister for Finance 
will engage actively on this matter and is reviewing it in light of the statements�

08/07/2020N02200An Ceann Comhairle: As there are no Deputies present from either the Social Democrats 
or Solidarity, the next speaker will be Deputy Denis Naughten�

08/07/2020N02300Deputy Denis Naughten: With the onset of Covid-19 has come the realisation, at long last, 
across all sectors of society that broadband is now as important as electricity for every home in 
Ireland, regardless of location.  Before the end of this year, we will see a basic fibre broadband 
offering in our cities, as well as villages and rural areas, of 500 Mbps.  That is a far cry from 
the original proposal of 30 Mbps�  All of us who are directly involved in the national broadband 
plan know that this project can be delivered far quicker than currently planned, and a commit-
ment provided for in the new programme for Government reflects that.  However, families need 
broadband now and we have the opportunity to capitalise on the move to remote working�  I ask 
the Taoiseach when we will see the funding committed to accelerate urgently the roll-out of the 
national broadband plan�

08/07/2020O00200The Taoiseach: It is a desire of Government to accelerate the roll-out of the national broad-
band plan and to encourage and facilitate remote working, for example, which I believe could 
be a big game changer over time in terms of both the quality of life for people but also enabling 
greater economic activity in rural Ireland.  I have seen it at first hand with the Ludgate develop-
ment in Skibbereen, for example, and the way that acted as a catalyst for employment growth 
and facilitating companies to develop and grow out of that high-speed connectivity�  That was 
the result of a combination of voluntary, community and private sector engagement�  My under-
standing is that the Minister will be engaging with the company to see how this can be rolled 
out quickly�

08/07/2020O00300Deputy Mattie McGrath: The programme for Government specifically mentions older 
people, and the Government has a Minister of State with responsibility for older people�  I note 
he will have an examination of the issue of increasing the pension age�  Our older citizens have 
made this country what it is and they have been severely punished with the lockdown�  Even 
worse, they have been excluded from any source of payment�  They were not looking for much�  
All they looked for many times was perhaps the difference between their pension and the €350 
payment�  They have been badly let down by the previous Government and I hope that the 
Taoiseach will rectify that because those people suffered as much if not more than most dur-
ing the lockdown�  They were locked away from their families and loved ones�  Some of them 
were sick.  There needs to be specific support for them, and pious platitudes in the programme 
for Government will not do it for them�  They need to be recognised for the part they played 
in the development of our country and the part they continue to play in rearing and supporting 
their families and their grandchildren, and in supporting their communities�  They need to be 
supported�  It is a shame that the Covid pandemic payment, or even a portion of it, is not being 
paid to them�

08/07/2020O00400The Taoiseach: To be fair all round, the pandemic unemployment payment was at the time, 
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and all parties leaders were engaged in consultations with the then Government on it, an ex-
traordinary intervention in terms of supporting people’s livelihood and incomes�

08/07/2020O00500Deputy Mattie McGrath: The over-60s-----

08/07/2020O00600The Taoiseach: I know that�  There are limits to what the State can do in terms of expanding 
that payment or wider supports�  The next phase will involve a targeting of resources to make 
sure we can get people back to work and create alternative employment opportunities for people 
who have been laid off.  Obviously, we will be borrowing for quite some time, but there is an 
obligation on us all to make sure that what we borrow enhances the productive capacity of the 
economy in the medium to longer term�  That will mean targeting the funding to areas where 
we can create employment and create opportunities for people who are currently unemployed�

08/07/2020O00700Deputy Joan Collins: Phase 3 brought the further opening of the economy, with more 
workers going back to work, and one of the ways they go back to work is on public transport�  
I have noticed, and people have come to me saying this, that fewer than 50% of people are 
wearing face masks on public transport�  We reduced the 2 m social distancing rule to 1 m on 
public transport, yet we are lagging behind on the legislation to make the wearing of face masks 
mandatory on public transport and in terms of how we enforce that�  I ask the Taoiseach what 
the Government intends to do on that issue�

08/07/2020O00800The Taoiseach: My understanding is that work is under way regarding the regulations on 
public transport�  The point the Deputy has made is a very fair one�  In my view, masks have to 
be worn on public transport and should be worn more frequently in enclosed areas, particularly 
in shops�  All of us have to get into the habit of wearing a mask in enclosed environments and 
on public transport in the interests of safety for our fellow citizens�

08/07/2020O00900Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: If we are to have any relevance here in Dáil Éireann, we must 
represent and talk for the people who cannot talk for or represent themselves�  I am very con-
cerned about people not being allowed into nursing homes to visit their fathers, mothers, broth-
ers, sisters or other loved ones because in many instances those residents cannot talk about or 
highlight issues for themselves and they need family members to do that�  I recognise that most 
nursing homes are positive in that regard and are doing whatever they can for the people in 
their nursing homes but, sadly, we see where one man was totally neglected, and one man is too 
many to be neglected in this country�  I am asking the Taoiseach to ensure that family members 
or some other loved ones can go into the nursing home to check that everything is fine with the 
residents who cannot talk for themselves�

08/07/2020O01000The Taoiseach: That is a fair point�  In most nursing homes that I am aware of families are 
allowed to visit their loved ones, albeit in restricted time limits and circumstances�  In regard to 
the specific case the Deputy referenced, my understanding is that HIQA has compiled a report 
regarding that individual case�  The overall point the Deputy is making, however, is that people 
need an advocate or a family member to speak up for them to make sure their well-being is 
optimal�  That cannot be argued with and it is something we will ensure continues to be policy 
that is operated by nursing homes generally across the country�

08/07/2020O01100Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: The Garda Síochána compensation Bill has been promised 
legislation for some considerable time, an issue that has been brought into sharp focus by the 
recent tragic killing of Detective Garda Colm Horkan�  In the current circumstances, and given 
that during the Covid-19 crisis gardaí were the subject of a certain number of attacks and threats 
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in the course of their work, and that almost 5,000 gardaí have been laid off duty as a result of 
injuries incurred during the course of their duty, I ask the Taoiseach if that compensation Bill is 
likely to be brought before the House at the earliest possible date�

08/07/2020O01200The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy for the points he has raised�  That legislation will not be 
brought forward in this session, but we will see how soon we can bring it in�  I will check that 
with the Minister for Justice and Equality�  The more general point the Deputy has made is apt 
given the role gardaí played in the implementation of the various legislative measures around 
Covid-19�  It has to be said that the number of attacks on gardaí was very low in comparison 
with the volume of engagement and work done by them�  Nonetheless, some gardaí were sub-
ject to disgusting and very nasty attacks such as people spitting at them, and that called for 
proper protocols to be in place in terms of testing and supporting gardaí in such situations�  I 
came across a case in that regard and I would be fully aware of the anxiety it causes a Garda 
family.  We have to be clear and unequivocal not just in our condemnation of those attacks but 
also in supporting the gardaí who are carrying out their duty on behalf of all of us�

08/07/2020O01300Deputy Mark Ward: I want to bring the Taoiseach’s attention to page 56 of the programme 
of Government, which references a commitment to resource harm reduction and education 
campaigns in regard to drug misuse�  That is around nitrous oxide, or laughing gas as it is com-
monly known, in particular�  One only has to walk around my area of Dublin Mid-West to see 
discarded silver canisters and silver bullets in our parks and on the ground where young chil-
dren are starting to experiment with these drugs, which poses a danger�  This substance gives 
these young children a very quick high�  They are playing Russian roulette with it�  They do not 
know how it will affect them until they take this drug.  I welcome the news that as of this week 
it has been added on to drugs.ie after I asked the previous Minister to look into it�  This will give 
parents and children factual and relevant information�  Will the Government commit resources 
to an education campaign on nitrous oxide in schools?

08/07/2020P00200The Taoiseach: I cannot see the Deputy in the hall�  I will take what he says on board�  As 
I said yesterday, my own view on drug and alcohol abuse where children and young people are 
concerned is that the most effective defence is the development of self-esteem and self-respect 
in children at the earliest age.  Programmes designed to facilitate that are the most effective ap-
proach�  That is what psychologists and the people involved say�  Highlighting one particular 
drug does not tend to be effective in the long term.  That said, I am happy to work with the 
Deputy to see what types of programmes can be pursued in local schools to address specific 
forms of substance abuse�  There must be a community-based response to the emergence of 
drug abuse of this kind�

08/07/2020P00300Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: The programme for Government commits to the extension of the 
moratorium on the termination of tenancies in line with public health advice�  As the Taoiseach 
knows, the current emergency ban on notices to quit, evictions and rent increases expires in 11 
days�  There are thousands, if not tens of thousands, of renters who are very uncertain about 
what their future holds�  Does the Government intend to extend the ban on notices to quit, evic-
tions and rent increases until the end of the year?  Moreover, does the Government intend to put 
a mechanism in place to deal with the very substantial rent arrears debt burden that will accrue 
as a result of renters losing their jobs during the Covid-19 pandemic?

08/07/2020P00400The Taoiseach: The Government will be considering this in the coming week, in advance 
of the date the Deputy has identified.  It must also take legal advice on the issue of notices to 
quit�  I accept that people need certainty on that�  Research on the rent arrears issue will inform 
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our assistance to people in difficulty in that situation.

08/07/2020P00500Deputy Fergus O’Dowd: The programme for Government includes a commitment to the 
provision of a statutory home care service�  Will the Taoiseach outline a timeline for the intro-
duction of same?  Home care is the ideal form of care for older people�  Older people need a 
statutory entitlement in order to pay and access this urgently needed service�  This will keep 
people out of institutions like nursing homes�

08/07/2020P00600The Taoiseach: That is a commitment in the programme for Government�  Some work still 
has to be done to ensure that when the statutory commitment is made, the capacity to deliver it 
efficiently and properly is available.  The legislation will probably be introduced in the autumn.  
We will finalise the autumn legislative schedule in due course.

08/07/2020P00700Deputy Seán Crowe: It was announced in budget 2020 that the weekly income limit for 
medical card eligibility for people over 70 would be increased by €50 for a single person and 
€150 for a couple from July 2020�  The legislation to increase the income limit has been pub-
lished but it has not been enacted.  When will this be signed off and when will we see it enacted?

08/07/2020P00800The Taoiseach: I will have the commitment to those over 70 and the associated legislation 
examined�  There is also legislation under way concerning access to GP care for children under 
12�  I will check if something can be done before the end of July and I will come back to the 
Deputy�

08/07/2020P00900Deputy James Browne: I wish to raise the very serious issue of mesh implants�  Under the 
heading “More compassionate care” on page 48 of the programme for Government, there is a 
reference to patients’ voices being heard�  A government report issued in the UK this morning 
stated that the UK Government should issue an immediate apology to those suffering due to 
mesh implants�  Women have been traumatised, experiencing crippling pain, destroyed relation-
ships and financial ruin as a result of paying for operations.  Will there be a State inquiry into 
this practice in Ireland?  Will there be a State apology?

08/07/2020P01000The Taoiseach: I will have the question of an inquiry and an apology examined and discuss 
it with the Minister for Health�  I will come back to the Deputy and the House on this issue�

08/07/2020P01100Deputy Emer Higgins: My question also concerns the Health (General Practitioner Service 
and Alteration of Criteria for Eligibility) Bill 2020�  This is really important legislation which 
would increase the income threshold for those over 70 years to become eligible to receive a 
medical card�  I too have received many queries on this matter from people in Lucan, Rathcoole, 
Palmerstown, Newcastle, Saggart, Brittas and Clondalkin�  I would appreciate if the Taoiseach 
could outline when the Bill will be scheduled for First Stage and Second Stage and whether it 
is expected to pass all Stages in Dáil Éireann and Seanad Éireann this year�

08/07/2020P01200The Taoiseach: With the co-operation of the House, we hope to have the Health (General 
Practitioner Service and Alteration of Criteria for Eligibility) Bill 2020 passed before the end 
of the month�  As I said to Deputy Martin Browne, that encompasses both access to GP care for 
children aged 12 and under and increases in the gross income limits for medical card eligibility 
for persons aged 70 or older, in line with the budget announcement of 2020�  We hope to get it 
through before the end of July�

08/07/2020P01300Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: SI 120/2020 - Health Act 1947 (Affected Areas) Order, made 
on 7 April, provides: “It is hereby declared that the State (being every area or region thereof) 
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is an area where there is known or thought to be sustained human transmission of Covid-19”�  
While it may have been the case on 7 April that there was known or thought to be sustained 
human transmission in every area or region, it is obvious that this is no longer the case�  Deputy 
Michael Collins, a member of our group who is on the Special Committee on Covid-19 Re-
sponse, sought a review of that order�  He was told by the Department of Health that these 
orders could be annulled by the Dáil within 21 days of being laid and that this constituted suffi-
cient parliamentary oversight�  However, if there is a spike or resurgence of Covid-19 that needs 
to be restricted, we will require a new order, not one affecting the whole State.

Section 45(2) of the Health Act 1947 provides: “An order under this section may relate to 
an area consisting of either the whole or part of the State”�  There is no such provision in the 
statutory instrument relating to Covid-19�  Therefore, for the order to still be valid, there would 
have to be transmission in every area or region of the State�  That is not the case�  As today is 
the 21st day, the last day when this can be done, will the Taoiseach and the Government allow 
a motion to be introduced whereby Dáil Éireann will annul SI 120/2020 - Health Act 1947 (Af-
fected Areas) Order 2020?  Surely the Government should agree to that� 

08/07/2020P01400The Taoiseach: The answer is “No”.  The Deputy presented this just prior to this session.  
We need to be very careful about annulling anything without the proper detailed consideration 
and examination in the context of Covid-19.  Further transmission of the virus in affected areas 
is still possible�  We need to consider any change to legislation concerning Covid-19 in the 
round�  We certainly should not do it in a hurry via a motion tabled minutes before a session 
of the House�  We have to be far more considered in changing legislation designed to protect 
people from the virus�

08/07/2020P01500Acting Chairman (Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh): I remind Deputies to be brief�

08/07/2020P01600Deputy Carol Nolan: Page 40 of the programme for Government is entitled “Just Transi-
tion”�  It has come to my attention that the funding for bog rehabilitation has not yet been signed 
off on.  This is of great concern as work on bog rehabilitation in the midlands was due to com-
mence in October.  Will the Taoiseach ensure that this funding is signed off on urgently?

08/07/2020Q00100The Taoiseach: I certainly will talk to the relevant Department and have the issue examined 
to see if we can get it resolved�  Just transition is a very important part of the overall climate 
change agenda�

08/07/2020Q00200Deputy Sorca Clarke: The Taoiseach was Minister for Education and Science in 1999 
when Holy Family national school, also known as Curraghmore national school, first applied 

for a new building.  That €5 million project is now 37 months into a 12-month 
contract and there is no confirmed completion date.  The buck-passing between 
the builder, the local authority and the Department of Education and Skills is not 

good enough�  The rate of progress on the site is not good enough�  There are 357 pupils and 
their families who desperately need this building project to be completed before school returns 
in September�

There are 16 classes in the school but only ten rooms�  The problem for this school is not 
social distancing but where the children physically will sit to be educated�  Last year, they were 
educated on three separate sites�  One of those sites was in Kinnegad, which is a 40 km round 
trip for pupils�  Since the Taoiseach was Minister for Education and Science in 1999, there 
have, by my count, been a further ten Ministers with the education portfolio�  This is a national 

1 o’clock
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shambles, not a local crisis�  I am asking the Taoiseach to intervene directly in this matter�  If no 
solution is offered, I ask him to come down and explain to the parents of the children in those 
six classes what the plan is to educate them next year�

08/07/2020Q00300The Taoiseach: First, I certainly will have that matter examined�  From my experience, one 
of the greatest difficulties in getting schools built has been around site acquisition, planning and 
other issues locally�  I do not know the full history of this particular school since 1999, but there 
clearly are issues and there must have been hurdle after hurdle put in the way�  The situation is 
not acceptable for the pupils, families, teachers or the community�  I will ask the Minister for 
Education and Skills to give me a full report on the matter so that we can see what could be done 
in the short term as we look to the reopening of schools at the end of August�

08/07/2020Q00400Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: Last night, the report of a review in the UK led by Baroness 
Cumberlege into certain medical treatments, including sodium valproate, was published�  In 
respect of sodium valproate, Baroness Cumberlege said:

I have conducted many reviews and inquiries over the years, but I have never encoun-
tered anything like this; the intensity of suffering experienced by so many families, and the 
fact that they have endured it for decades.  Much of this suffering was entirely avoidable...

The Minister for Health, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, gave a 100% commitment that we would 
have a public inquiry into the effects of sodium valproate.  Will he and the Taoiseach keep that 
promise?  Will the Taoiseach agree to allow time at the earliest possible opportunity for a full 
debate in this Chamber on the sodium valproate issue?

08/07/2020Q00500The Taoiseach: I have not yet read the report to which the Deputy referred but we can, of 
course, allow time for a substantive debate on this issue�  The Chief Whip will engage with the 
Deputy in this regard�  It may not be possible to have the debate in July given all the emergency 
legislation that has to be got through to facilitate the economic recovery and so on�  However, 
that report and the wider issue certainly needs very detailed consideration because it has created 
a lot of suffering and undue trauma for many people.

08/07/2020Q00600Deputy Claire Kerrane: The programme for Government contains a commitment to re-
view and update the national carers strategy, the most recent version of which was published 
in 2012�  We know the enormous contribution carers make in looking after some of our most 
vulnerable citizens every day of the week�  We know the impact Covid-19 has had on those car-
ers�  When will the review and update of the national carers strategy happen?  Unlike in 2012, 
will funding be ring-fenced to ensure the strategy is implemented correctly?

08/07/2020Q00700The Taoiseach: That review will commence shortly but I will come back to the Deputy 
with an exact timeline�  Underpinning all of this is the role of carers in our society and their 
centrality in assisting people and communities�  Recognising their role will be a key part of the 
implementation of the programme for Government�

08/07/2020Q00800Deputy Peter Fitzpatrick: Patients using private hospitals are now facing a fee for Co-
vid-19 testing before they go for a procedure�  These are the hospitals that got millions of euro 
in taxpayers’ money during the pandemic�  I got a telephone call this morning from a constituent 
whose daughter has cancer and has to go to one of these hospitals regularly�  She has been told 
that at every visit, whether for a check-up or chemotherapy, she will be charged €250�  This fee 
is being charged in respect of children’s appointments�  We need clarity on this issue and we 
need the Taoiseach to intervene and sort it out once and for all�
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08/07/2020Q00900The Taoiseach: Both I and the Minister for Health are on record as saying that private hos-
pitals should not be profiteering out of Covid-19.  What the Deputy is referring to are excessive 
charges and they are wrong�  I will talk to the Minister for Health with a view to engaging with 
the private hospitals in regard to this practice�

08/07/2020Q01000Deputy Kieran O’Donnell: Pages 26 to 28 of the programme for Government set out com-
mitments around the capital programme, including a €6�1 million grant for Shannon Airport�  
There is reference to engaging with other EU member states on specific funding supports for 
aviation and looking at flexibility around state aid rules.  There is also reference to the Tourism 
Ireland regional co-operative marketing fund in respect of supports for route development for 
airports outside Dublin�  The Covid crisis has had a detrimental impact on the aviation industry 
and on all airports in Ireland, but it has impacted exponentially on Shannon Airport�  We are 
probably going to see a reduction in traffic numbers out of Cork and Dublin collectively of 
some 40%�  At Shannon Airport, we have seen a 96% reduction to date and will probably see 
a 70% decrease by the end of the year�  Yesterday, airport management announced a voluntary 
redundancy package which has created great anxiety among the 230 staff.  I bring this up in 
the context of the programme for Government and the aviation task force that was established�  
When does the Taoiseach expect that task force to report to the Cabinet?  Will its report be made 
public and will the Government commit to acting on its recommendations?  Shannon Airport 
has no Heathrow connectivity at the moment, unlike Cork and Dublin airports�  Will the Taoise-
ach undertake to give Shannon the supports it needs?

08/07/2020Q01100The Taoiseach: My understanding is that the task force reported the week before last�  
There is no question that Covid-19 has had a devastating impact on aviation�  I have read the 
figures and reports in regard to Shannon.  As the Deputy said, the incredible drop in traffic vol-
umes and so on is devastating for the airport�  The Government is very conscious of the wider 
aviation challenge�  In terms of regional policy, the role of airports like Shannon in the regions 
is critical�  There is an enormous challenge for our airports and airlines and that challenge is 
further impacted by the public health advice that, for now, people should not travel for non-
essential purposes in order to curb the spread of the virus�  We understand the enormous chal-
lenges facing aviation and the airports and we will be alert to them and respond to them in the 
context of the forthcoming support packages and so on�

08/07/2020Q01200Deputy Paul Donnelly: The programme for Government includes an undertaking, which 
was also given by the previous Government, to legislate for a special fund for community cen-
tres to enable them to deal with fire safety and other health and safety issues that emerged in the 
past 12 to 15 months�  Will this fund cover the entire works required to allow those centres to 
open and remain open?  In my area, two centres in Hartstown and Huntstown have each raised 
tens of thousands of euro from the local community, but, as we know, that well has dried up�  
One can only go to the well a certain number of times�  These community centres are not under 
the local authority and, as such, rely exclusively on funding they raise, as well as fees collected 
from those who use them.  That income will be significantly impacted upon.  The centres are 
more than 30 or 40 years old and in dire need.  This is not just a local issue in the constituency 
of Dublin West, it affects centres throughout the State.

08/07/2020R00200The Taoiseach: I am not in a position to sanction grants for specific community centres, 
but the wider point made by the Deputy is valid�  One of the reasons we are creating the idea 
of a community centre fund is that, historically, sports and other organisations had access to 
funding, but community centres often had difficulty accessing funds outside of local authorities 
which might provide some funding.  It has always proved very difficult for community centres 
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in general to access a direct channel for applying for a capital grant, for example�  We would 
like to develop a fund to facilitate that in a more transparent way�  One of the newly appointed 
Ministers of State will have responsibility for urban affairs and there may be avenues through 
which support can be provided to the centres identified by the Deputy.

  Sitting suspended at 1.12 p.m. and resumed at 2.10 p.m.

08/07/2020X00100Microenterprise Loan Fund (Amendment) Bill 2020: Second Stage (Resumed)

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

08/07/2020X00300Deputy James Lawless: I take this opportunity to speak to the Microenterprise Loan Fund 
(Amendment) Bill, the debate on which, I understand, is due to conclude today�  I am glad to 
support this Bill and I commend it to the House�  I want to take a moment to recognise the 
new surroundings and the amphitheatre in which we find ourselves.  I pay tribute to the Ceann 
Comhairle and the Oireachtas staff who are behind this great new venture on which we find our-
selves embarking�  If I ever imagined myself addressing such an auditorium, I thought I might 
have a somewhat larger audience in attendance, but such are the slings and arrows�  Here we are 
and at least we can get on with our business, as we are doing today�

This Bill is one of the many vital items of legislation being addressed and introduced by the 
new Government�  It highlights why we needed that Government�  While it was of essence that 
we put a Government in place after the long hiatus of talks and the pandemic, the political fates 
that were aligning made it all the more imperative that we get a Government in order that this 
type of Bill could get into the Chamber and be passed�

I wish the new Government well�  It is important to note that the Government, despite some 
claims to the contrary at the outset, enjoys a solid majority.  I know that there were upwards of 
30 Deputies in excess of a majority on the day that the Taoiseach, Deputy Micheál Martin, was 
appointed�  I think that by any metric, whether votes, seats or percentages, the Government en-
joys an overwhelming mathematical majority of the House, electorate, public support, etc.  It is 
important that that is the case and that we all get on with the job of supporting that Government 
and its important work and measures to tackle matters such as this�  This is one of many priority 
items that it was so important to introduce�

I pay tribute to the resilience of so many small businesses in our towns, villages and con-
stituencies that have somehow survived�  It is still an open question as to whether some will 
survive�  I pay tribute to those that have got to this point in the pandemic�  In many cases, they 
reinvented themselves successfully and ingeniously in various ways�  I marvelled at the rapid 
response in my constituency, which was mirrored across the country�  We had a unique situ-
ation at the height of the lockdown whereby individuals were cooped up in their own homes 
and private houses for weeks and months on end�  At the same time, we had suppliers of goods 
and services, which were of great interest to those individuals, behind closed doors in depots, 
corner stores and everywhere else�  It did not take a huge leap of faith or imagination to connect 
the two�

I was delighted that my colleague, the Minister of State, Deputy Troy, spearheaded writing 
to the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation to try to get the needed certainty that 
businesses could begin to trade online and to trade over the phone in remote fashion�  That got 
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going quite quickly in the end.  An Post, delivery services and courier firms played a part in that 
online fulfilment too.  It was remarkable to see the speed with which local retailers embraced it 
once it was clear that it was kosher to do so�

In my constituency, Ted Johnsons hardware in Naas, a popular family-run traditional busi-
ness mobilised and it led to a situation where clerks, tellers and store staff were taking orders 
over the phone until lunchtime every morning, manning the phones in every sense, and then on 
the road in a van that afternoon to deliver their wares, which were highly in demand in the area�  
They fulfilled that need, keeping the company in business and the staff in jobs and meeting the 
needs relating to the supply chain�  Businesses like that embraced this new remote world for 
the first time, tackling matters such as supply chains, logistics, filling orders and methods of 
payment, the nuts and bolts of remote delivery and large-scale supply chain management�  In 
the time it took a Harvard business paper to come off the printer, the company had invented 
and reinvented it in its own storeroom�  I pay tribute to businesses such as that to which I refer�

I talked about survival and this is a matter of survival for many businesses�  I think Darwin 
said that it is not always the strongest or biggest that will survive, but those who are most adapt-
able to change�  Our small retailers demonstrated and lived that value during the pandemic in 
the way in which they proved adaptable and changed, remodelling their own offerings.  I pay 
tribute to them for doing that�

On a note of more caution and concern, while we embrace that, an online trading voucher 
has been talked about�  Deputy Denis Naughten mentioned it earlier�  This matter also came to 
my attention during the pandemic�  The online trading voucher support scheme appears to have 
run dry�  That is a matter of great concern to those concerns which have reinvented themselves 
and which are putting their shoulders to the wheel in order to serve their customers and keep 
their businesses afloat and their staff in jobs.  The trading voucher scheme enables businesses to 
get online and provides access to support, mentoring and finance.  I appeal to the Ministers and 
to anybody else with power in this area to examine the position�  We cannot say to businesses 
at the height of this pandemic, when everybody is embracing remote distribution channels, that 
last year’s allocation is used up and that they will have to wait until next year�  I do not think 
that is good enough.  I hope, expect and am confident that this matter will be tackled.

On the bricks and mortar and the people who cannot do business online, we are all very 
familiar with online Zoom calls, Skype chats and everything else�  A lot of business and social-
ising is being done that way�  In the normal way we would now be embarking on the summer 
school season�  That along with conferences and other get-togethers are now transitioning to 
online, which is great in the sense that it continues and prevails, and those discussions take 
place.  However, it is not such great news for the coffee shops, pubs, restaurants and hotels that 
supported those events.  People cannot buy a cup of coffee on a Zoom call and they cannot go 
and have their meals with other delegates coming out of an online conference�  That is a concern 
right across the country�

We have seen considerable focus on staycations and people going down the country�  I ap-
plaud that and people should do that�  Let us not forget Dublin and the commuter belt and our 
day-to-day businesses�  A local example is the Petit Café across the road from Leinster House�  I 
spoke to the manager yesterday who is having terrible trouble because the footfall that normally 
generates in the city centre from the museums, galleries and public buildings, not to mention the 
commercial activity, is just not there.  We need to find a way to put feet back on the street in a 
safe way and in a way that can support businesses allowing them to survive�
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I pay tribute to the retailers�  The supermarkets and convenience stores kept going through 
the pandemic.  Those retailers and their staff put themselves literally on the front line.  It is im-
portant to recognise those front-line workers as front-line heroes�

Kildare Chamber of Commerce, as with many business associations around the country, 
is concerned.  The Bill offers a welcome channel of finance for small businesses.  For anyone 
who wishes to avail of it, it will be lifeblood�  It is not a panacea or a silver bullet, but it is 
a very useful and important measure.  The Kildare Chamber of Commerce survey identified 
10,000 active enterprises and 50,000 workers across the commercial, trade and professional 
services industries with an 88% employment rate prior to the emergency�  Businesses are very 
concerned.  Activity levels are extremely low.  Less than half - that figure may be optimistic - of 
their usual activity was presenting�  Earnings have dropped by more than 60%�  Some 25% of 
businesses expect to have earnings of 70% less than normal, meaning a quarter of businesses 
will not even make 30% of their usual revenue�  That decline has been felt most strongly in the 
regions, including in the east�

The smaller operators, which do not have the reserves, the ecosystem or the cash flow are 
seeing a significantly disproportionate impact.  Those microenterprises, small businesses many 
of which are family run, need support�  The Microenterprise Loan Fund (Amendment) Bill is 
part of the solution�  I wish it well and I encourage everybody to apply for it and draw it down 
as a support for their businesses�  I commend the Government on introducing it�

08/07/2020Y00200Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: I welcome the increase to the Microenterprise 
Loan Fund and the extension of borrowing powers of Microfinance Ireland.  Some questions 
have been raised with me in my constituency of Carlow-Kilkenny and I wish to raise them with 
the Minister of State�  During this pandemic, the State has given great support to the people of 
Ireland�  To quote Charles Dickens, “No one is useless in this world who lightens the burdens 
of another�”  It is not without gratitude that the business community took these supports�  How-
ever, I am concerned that some businesses have been unable to access many of the supports 
available�  This funding needs to reach those who need it�

My office was repeatedly contacted by small business owners who were prevented from 
accessing these loans through the enterprise board�  Now that the amounts available are being 
increased, can the scope of who can qualify also be increased to allow many more businesses to 
access low-interest funding such as this?

I welcome the ability of the social organisations and community-based projects to access 
some of this funding�  Will clear guidance be given on who can access funding?  How long 
will it take to draw it down?  Will it be in stages?  Will the application process be transparent?  
Usually these loans require robust borrowing ability�  Since we have already seen mortgages 
refused to the people who have been put on wage subsidy schemes, will businesses suffer the 
same fate?

Some businesses, abiding by public health guidelines, have closed during the pandemic and 
will now reopen with less potential for profit than before.  Can the Minister of State assure them 
that they will still qualify?  Certain businesses have changed their business model, for example 
soap companies now fully manufacturing sanitisers, clothing companies now manufacturing 
personal protective equipment, PPE, chemical manufacturers now making cleaning products 
for commercial use and sit-in restaurants now doing only takeaways�  Will they still qualify for 
these loans or will they be classified as new businesses despite having traded successfully for 
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years up to the Covid-19 pandemic?

Given that so many businesses need cash flow right now, can these loans be accessed im-
mediately?  What is the timeline on decisions?  Can businesses receive guidance on how long 
they can expect to wait for approval?  It is important that these loans are not only accessed by 
those who have the means, but also by those who do not�  Is there a system in place for help and 
guidance for businesses to apply for these loans?  If that is the remit of the enterprise board, we 
really need to talk about resources�  Will adequate resources be put in place to ensure that the 
lack of people to process applications does not hinder someone being able to stay in business?

Will people be unfairly penalised in the future for accessing the loans if their fortunes should 
turn?  We might want to talk about creating jobs, but to create jobs we have to create the ability 
for business to prosper and we have to ensure that all precautions that businesses are taking to 
make their place of business safe for consumers, which is very expensive, are factored in when 
someone comes looking for a loan�

I am also very concerned about the interest rates and we need to do all we can to keep them 
low�  The Irish Small and Medium Employers, ISME, appealed for grants as opposed to loans�  
We cannot do something in this legislation that is likely to lead to someone going out of busi-
ness by imposing interest rates that are untenable in the future�

Can part of this funding be dedicated to local authorities through their enterprise boards to 
create shop-local funding initiatives, which encourage businesses and consumers to shop local?  
It is more important than ever for us to look at our communities and how each of us can play our 
part in sustaining the areas in which we live and work�  I know I have asked many questions, but 
I would like the Minister of State to come back with some answers and then I can come back 
with more questions�

08/07/2020Y00300Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): The Deputy cannot come back�  If she has more 
questions, she has a little bit more time and she can ask them�

08/07/2020Y00400Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: I am looking for more clarification on small shops.  
One of the biggest issues I have seen is the paper trail�  I have been approached by shop owners 
in Carlow, Bagnelstown, Tullow and Hacketstown�  This scheme is to be welcomed and it is 
very important for SMEs�  Paper trails, timescale, how businesses access it and lack of informa-
tion coming from Departments will be crucial.  People can be put off if they constantly have to 
complete paperwork�  Businesses that apply should not be left waiting for months with requests 
for further information.  This has to be immediate cashflow to businesses.

In our lifetime we have never before seen businesses closed for months.  Many jobs could 
be at stake�  We need to ensure we get money to businesses as quickly as we can�  We need to 
ensure we keep as many jobs going, particularly in towns like Carlow, Tullow, Bagnelstown 
and Hacketstown�  We need to ensure we shop local and support our own�  Following this, we 
need to put out a press release encouraging people to support their own, shop local and keep as 
many jobs as possible. 

08/07/2020Y00500Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): The Minister of State will be responding at 
the end and I am sure he will take those points on board�  I call Deputy Conway-Walsh who is 
sharing time�

08/07/2020Y00600Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I wish to talk about the new wage scale�  If someone was on 
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a different wage agreement before the Covid-19 crisis, can they still be included in the wage-
subsidy scheme?  The main issue I raise today relates to dry cleaners and launderettes�  There 
are no specific guidelines, supports or personal protective equipment, PPE, provided to the 
industry�  On the contrary, the Government advised many members of the public not to use the 
services of dry cleaners and launderettes�  The Government did not consult or engage with the 
industry on the guidelines, nor has it responded to the numerous queries and concerns raised by 
the industry�  That is bizarre, particularly when one considers that the dry cleaning industry is a 
service regulated by the Environmental Protection Agency�  Dry cleaners and launderettes are 
specialists at cleaning the general public’s laundry and the task is deemed high risk, especially 
during a pandemic�

Dry cleaners and launderettes provide essential services to various sectors, including hos-
pitality, hair, beauty and fashion, as well as schools and sports clubs, and other businesses 
that were closed during the lockdown�  They are an essential part of the supply chain for these 
businesses�  The pandemic has caused an estimated 50% to 80% loss of turnover to many dry 
cleaners and launderettes, some of which have had to close�  In the past week alone, two such 
businesses have closed in County Mayo�  Dry cleaners and launderettes need to be aligned to 
the hospitality sector and should be included in any VAT breaks or rescue packages offered to 
that sector because dry cleaners and laundry staff are highly skilled and many of them have 
taken years to upskill and train.  The impact of losing a staff member or key worker could be 
the difference between a business staying open or closing.

The wage subsidy scheme needs to be in place for a minimum of one year and schemes 
and grants must be in place to take on new staff should others become sick because they are 
in a high-risk category�  Those grants and supports should be provided for upskilling and PPE, 
especially considering the job in question.  The industry now requests that all authorities and 
governing bodies consult and engage with it immediately on guidelines and supports�  I ask the 
Minister of State to look at this issue and see how these businesses can be looked after because I 
do not want towns like mine to be left without dry cleaners and launderettes�  They are essential 
services�

Grant aid is extremely urgent�  I know the Minister of State is aware of that but the money 
must take the quickest possible route to these small businesses�  We are talking about businesses 
that need the money in a matter of days or weeks�  Some businesses have already closed down 
and will not be reopening�  

We also need to get that money to smaller businesses.  I am finding that smaller businesses 
and new start-up businesses have been unable to avail of the rates scheme that was put in place 
with a minimum grant €2,000�  Many self-employed people, smaller businesses and new start-
ups have been excluded from that grant�  I ask the Minister of State to bring those people into 
the circle�  They are talking about small sums of money, not large ones, to help with their cash 
flow and provide new equipment that they need to purchase at this time.

08/07/2020Z00200Deputy Paul Donnelly: Like many other Teachtaí Dála, I have spoken to many business 
owners during the months of lockdown.  Many people were ringing us, trying to figure out what 
was going on and what supports were available for businesses to be able to reopen and stay in 
business�  Many of those business owners have shown that they have a strong social conscience�  
I will give a couple of examples.  I was a part of the community effort in Dublin 15 through my 
local GAA club, St� Peregrine’s�  We started up a Sunday dinner for senior citizens in our com-
munity because the similar Fingal County Council initiative only ran from Monday to Friday�  It 
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was a way of helping out on Sundays�  We were delivering more than 110 dinners every Sunday 
on a completely voluntary basis�  We could not have done that without local businesses�  Those 
businesses were struggling but gave us the support to enable us to carry out that wonderful 
project during the lockdown.

It is important to note that, when we talk about microenterprise businesses, we are talking 
about carpenters, plumbers, mechanics, café and corner shop owners�  Those are very small 
businesses.  Their owners do not have the time, and some may not have the expertise, to fill 
out forms and apply for grants, unlike bigger businesses that may have somebody specifically 
designated to fill out those forms.  It is important, therefore, that we make the process as simple, 
clear and transparent as possible to enable these businesses to restart or stay in business�

One of the biggest concerns that people have, particularly those in shops, is about rates and 
how they will be supported�  I know that such business owners have been supported in recent 
months but they are concerned about the future, particularly café owners who are worried about 
their capacity to allow the same number of people into their businesses that they once did�  That 
is now completely gone�  Café owners are talking about maybe 40% of the capacity that they 
had previously, which is not sustainable with the current level of costs�  It is important that we 
keep this process as simple as we possibly can�  We must ensure the funding gets to those who 
need it as quickly as possible� 

Many business owners have been saying they have loans already�  Some have borrowed to 
open their businesses, others to enable them to upskill their businesses�  They are worried about 
taking out more loans, the level of interest they will have to pay, how they will repay those 
loans on top of the business loans they already have and how they will manage that�  They are 
concerned about taking on additional debt�  Some business owners are saying they would rather 
not take on additional debt but would instead close their businesses and see what is going to 
happen because of the fear that they may be left with large bills�

The small business community is the most ingenious group of people and I commend them�  
During the lockdown and the emergence into the period we are now in, I know a couple of 
businesses that were innovative�  One bus owner took out all of the seats in his bus and started 
to work for the courier company DPD�  The individual in question is now looking to establish 
another business for the Christmas market and is wondering how he will support it�  I commend 
Fingal County Council on supporting that business�  I also know of a gym owner whose busi-
ness was closed during the lockdown�  He started renting out equipment and is now looking to 
establish a sideline business renting out gym equipment�  Small business owners are ingenious 
and want to ensure they stay in business�  They try to diversify when they can but their existing 
businesses are struggling�  It is important that we give them support now and make this process 
easy, clear and transparent�  The House should support the Sinn Féin amendment�

08/07/2020Z00300Deputy Thomas Gould: Like the previous Sinn Féin speakers, I support Deputy O’Reilly’s 
amendment�  There are times when Deputies can all work together and this is an issue where 
we should all support microenterprises and small businesses�  Deputy O’Reilly is arguing that 
if we give people 12 months during which they do not need to repay money and no interest is 
charged, we will give them an opportunity to keep their businesses going�

Small businesses are the lifeblood of communities in my constituency of Cork North-Cen-
tral and nationally�  They hire local people and provide local employment�  We must consider 
that when we think about every local business we can save.  As we look at the finances of the 
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State, it is a lot more financially beneficial to businesses, communities, employees and the 
country if we can keep small businesses operating�  UCC did a study which found that on aver-
age, small businesses employ 3�1 people and are open for almost 25 years�  In 2017 and 2018, 
85% of them were profitable.

This goes back to what Deputy Paul Donnelly said about initiative and how small busi-
nesses are able to diversify, change and adapt�  In my own community, some businesses have 
not reopened, including some hairdressers and gyms, because they do not feel it will be pos-
sible for them to be viable under the current restrictions�  We need to provide support for them 
to get over the next 12 months because this period will be vital for businesses�  That is why I 
urge the Government to look at Deputy O’Reilly’s proposal�  At the end of the day, we all need 
to work together.  We are better off supporting small businesses to stay open and be viable than 
we are paying social welfare to the number of people who will be laid off.  We need to look at 
the positives from a financial and business point of view but also from a personal point of view 
because of the consequences of people losing their jobs.  When we came into this new Dáil, we 
said that where we could be constructive or could work with the Government, we would do so�  
We are asking the Government to work with us to give small business and microenterprises a 
chance and keep them viable�

Yesterday I was in my local launderette and the lady who has owned this business for de-
cades was telling me that she had three staff but she cannot take them back because a lot of her 
business was with hotels and restaurants�  As we know, that business is not there now�  She is 
back working her launderette herself�  We need to keep her going until the hotels and restaurants 
are back up and running full time�  We have the same situation in cafés, hairdressers, restaurants 
and bars�

Sinn Féin wants to be positive and constructive�  We are bringing forward solutions�  We 
will try to work with the Government�  The business community does not do a 39-hour week�  
These are people who work 50, 60 or 70 hours a week to keep their companies going�  We want 
to support them and the staff they employ.  We will do everything on our side to be constructive.  
I hope the Minister of State will take on board Deputy O’Reilly’s amendment�

08/07/2020AA00200Deputy James Browne: I welcome the opportunity to speak on the Microenterprise Loan 
Fund (Amendment) Bill 2020 and welcome the expansion in supports this Bill brings about 
through Microfinance Ireland Covid-19 loan funds and for the Strategic Banking Corporation 
of Ireland, SBCI, future growth loan scheme�  These provide vital measures and it is very 
important that the Bill progresses through the Dáil as quickly as possible to support micro-
businesses�  Public health is rightfully our most important concern at this time�  However, the 
pandemic has had a very significant and serious impact on small businesses and in particular on 
microenterprises.  They are the engine of our local economies.  They provide local jobs and it is 
most often local families who run them and set them up�  They are very often intergenerational�  
I have spoken to many of these businesses in County Wexford and many are struggling to sur-
vive�  Many are questioning whether they will even reopen�  We are talking about laundries, 
cafés, tradespeople, small hardware stores, young and small enterprises, gym businesses, and 
other ordinary small businesses with a few employees which have suffered very hard in the last 
months�  They are the entrepreneurs, ordinary people, the ones who took huge risks to establish 
their small businesses.  They are also very difficult businesses to set up, and when they are lost, 
they are very difficult to replace.

In any funds that are provided for these small businesses, speed of access is going to be 
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critical�  It is necessary that they can get the funding quickly and that the method to get it is 
simple and clear.  These businesses are very worried.  They are seeing their cash flow collapse 
and bills mount up�  While there was some forbearance from some creditors, many of those bills 
are now flying in through the letter boxes.  They are concerned at how they will be supported 
going forward in terms of rates, VAT, loans and grants - in short, costs and liquidity�  Any small 
business has a cost of doing business�  Access to funds is critical for them to survive�  I am very 
hopeful that this Bill will help to allay some of their fears but we will need to see more supports 
for them in the next couple of weeks�

These businesses provide essential and valuable services throughout our local economy�  
For regions and counties, like my own of Wexford and the south east, that have undergone a 
very slow recovery, if any, since the last recession, they are the communities that are now very 
vulnerable.  Wexford relies on tourism and small businesses and if they are lost, it will suffer 
extremely badly�  These are the small businesses which are very adaptive�  They are the inno-
vative businesses and they deserve our support�  We hear much discussion about IDA Ireland 
and big businesses, and while the latter are very important, the backbone of the country and 
economy are small businesses�  When an IDA Ireland business closes up and moves elsewhere, 
small businesses stay here�  We need to support them� 

County Wexford is highly reliant on tourism but the industry has already lost most of the 
season.  The season usually starts to turn on 15 August when visitors start to trail off and by Sep-
tember things are quiet again�  Many tourism businesses have only opened on a trial and error 
basis to see if they can survive�  If they enter the winter period without the supports they need 
to survive, they will not reopen in spring�  Those that are open have only been able to allow in 
about one third of the traditional customer base but they need twice as many staff and costs are 
increasing�  They need support�

The food and accommodation sector has probably been the hardest hit�  Many businesses in 
the sector are family owned or small and they will not survive without the support they need�  
We must acknowledge the value of these businesses to our economy and country�  We must pro-
tect them and, in doing so, protect local economies, families and communities and retain social 
cohesion�  The money spent in small local businesses is kept locally�  When someone goes into 
a hardware store and buys a few bits and pieces, the money is spent by its owners and staff in 
the local economy�  It is not lodged in a bank account before being transferred to an account in 
another country�  It is critical we support these businesses�  Looking back at the last recession, 
the small businesses that survived helped our economy and country to grow again�  Many of the 
small businesses that crashed in the last recession did not need to crash�  If they had been given 
a small amount of support, it would have got them over six or nine months and allowed them 
to get going again�  Good businesses collapsed because their debtors went out of business and 
cash flow dried up quickly.  

We are facing into a recession but it will be different from the previous recession because 
this time there are high levels of savings in bank accounts.  The figures being bandied around 
indicate that €2 billion was saved in May 2019, whereas in May 2020 between €10 billion and 
€12 billion was saved.  We need to get that cash flowing, which means giving people confidence 
and clarity about what they can and cannot do, what they can and cannot book and what they 
can benefit from.

A large number of Irish people holiday at home every year, but Irish people spend around 
seven times more on foreign holidays�  Very few people will go on foreign holidays this year�  
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We must find a way to encourage these people to holiday at home and spend their hard-earned 
money in local economies, including in pubs, restaurants, hotels and other small businesses to 
keep them going�  I appreciate that it is not easy to give an answer to everything but we need 
these businesses to survive�  If they go out of business, the owners and their employees will 
lose their jobs and end up on social welfare payments, which is another cost.  These are good 
businesses which can survive and thrive with a little support� 

08/07/2020BB00200Minister of State at the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation (Deputy 
Damien English): The Convention Centre Dublin is a strange setting but this is an important 
discussion.  I thank all the Deputies who made the journey across to this new Chamber to dis-
cuss this Bill today and those who spoke on it in Leinster House last night when the Tánaiste 
introduced it�  There has been a good discussion, which has focused on many aspects of the 
supports needed for SMEs.  I thank the Ceann Comhairle and Acting Chairmen for their efforts 
and all the Deputies who have participated in the debate�

I am glad to hear general support across the House for the SME sector generally and mi-
croenterprises in particular.  I was pleased to hear the majority of Deputies acknowledge the 
need to ensure that microenterprises have access to suitable opportunities to facilitate reopening 
their businesses and re-emerging from the Covid-19 health crisis�  I agree with most Deputies 
that SMEs and microenterprises are the lifeblood of many of our communities, towns, villages 
and high streets.  They often give people their first job and many give those who are retiring 
a part-time job.  They also support many others.  They have had a presence in our towns and 
villages for many years, creating jobs and providing goods and services and business opportuni-
ties.  Many have done their best to provide a service during the past four or five months.  Those 
which were allowed to do so went to great efforts and I thank them and their staff.  I thank in 
particular the retail sector for providing a service and ensuring that goods were available when 
needed.  Apart from a few items such as flour, everything that was needed was available.  The 
retail sector upped its game and built on much of the work it had been doing on supply chains 
and so on as it prepares for Brexit.  It showed what it can do.  Retail staff went to great lengths to 
turn up for work and took a risk in doing so, as did all the front-line medical staff whose efforts 
we regularly acknowledge�  We must also recognise the work done by retail workers�

We are seeking to recognise that many of the business that stayed open and those that had 
to close need extra help and support to reopen, re-employ staff and grow their businesses again.  
We are very conscious of this and the whole Government is committed to providing such sup-
port, as is the whole Dáil�  All parties are at one on this issue�  As Deputy Gould noted, we are 
all agreed on the need to support SMEs and microenterprises and encourage job growth and 
retention�

The Department, under the previous Minister, Deputy Humphreys, has been central to this 
debate for some months.  It has been involved in creating jobs and sustaining growth for many 
years�  It showed what it can do with the Action Plan for Jobs in 2012�  I was lucky enough to 
have been a junior Minister in the Department at the time.  I am now working with the Tánaiste 
and Minister for Business, Enterprise and Innovation, Deputy Varadkar, and the other Minister 
of State at the Department, Deputy Troy.  We will work with our officials to deliver a cross-
Government approach through the stimulus plan in July and to drive the economic recovery 
plan in October�  The Department has an excellent team which is ready to work with all our 
State agencies and enterprise agencies�

An earlier speaker indicated that more than 135 agencies are working with and on behalf of 
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the Department on job creation.  They include local enterprise offices, enterprise units in county 
councils, local authorities and more than 30 agencies, such as Enterprise Ireland, Science Foun-
dation Ireland, IDA Ireland and Microfinance Ireland, which work on job creation every day.  
They are involved in helping business grow and expand�

Last night, one speaker pointed out that our first aim is to help businesses to survive and 
get through this period�  Thereafter, it is to help them build on that, thrive, grow and expand, 
and avail of the many opportunities to which Deputies referred�  We have come through very 
difficult times and businesses in Carlow, which Deputy Murnane O’Connor mentioned, and 
elsewhere are under a great deal of pressure�  There are great opportunities�  The retail sector is 
part of my brief and many speakers noted that a large amount of business is now done online, 
although 70% of that is based outside Ireland�  Irish retail companies can dive into that market 
and win more market share by providing a better service with online choice�  They must also 
provide a friendly, local service because Irish people want to buy Irish where they can�  The 
issue is to compete on cost, which is something on which we can work with businesses�  There 
are many opportunities to win more market share�  Plenty of Irish companies are selling their 
goods and services all over the world and we want to encourage more companies to do so�

Enterprise Ireland does a lot of work with larger companies which have potential to grow 
but many other companies which are not Enterprise Ireland clients could trade internationally 
through other schemes we are offering.

There is loads of potential and opportunity but we are going through a very difficult time.  
Those businesses need the help of our various Departments to get through this�  We will get 

through it.  Part of our work is to restore confidence.  Many Members asked if many 
businesses have the energy and confidence to continue to put more money into their 
business and whether or not to borrow or re-employ their staff.  This is a big deci-

sion on a weekly basis and we have to work with them to give them the confidence to do that.

  We have been through this before as a country�  We were back there in 2011 and 2012 when 
we tried to drive that recovery�  Massive unemployment hit here in 2008, 2009 2010, 2011 and 
2012�  In 2012, 2013, 2014 and 2015 we came out of that through businesses getting stuck in�  
The self-employed sector put their shoulder to the wheel and took that risk and the opportunity 
to invest again in their business�  It takes guts to do that and we need to support them in doing 
that but I am quite confident that with the right supports we can get this right as well.

  Referring back to this Bill, it is not the only thing that we need to do�  There are other mea-
sures already in place to support SMEs�  The key here is getting access to funding which is a 
big issue for many companies, certainly microenterprises, be they start-ups, existing businesses 
or businesses trying to reopen.  It is about access to that finance at the right time, in a speedy 
manner and at the right price�  The previous Government had already put in place new and ex-
panded schemes to address Covid-19�  The new Government is hitting the ground running to do 
the same, starting with this Bill and the credit guarantee scheme which the Tánaiste and I and 
the Minister of State, Deputy Troy, hope to bring before the Houses before the summer recess�

  I was also happy to hear a range of ideas from across the House on other schemes which 
we can examine with a view to including them either in the July stimulus plan or the economic 
package planned in October�  The Tánaiste in his opening speech asked contributors, while 
commenting on this Bill, to put forward their own ideas to feed into this July stimulus�  I hope 
to engage with all of the spokespersons of the different parties to get their ideas over the next 

3 o’clock
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week or two to put that plan together�  All of the three Ministers in our Department have been 
reaching out to the various sectors to get their own ideas and views�  I am conscious that the July 
stimulus plan will not be just be from our own Department but will be from all other Depart-
ments whereby we can make interventions to try to encourage recovery, to save and recreate 
jobs and to give everyone a little bit of a boost and build on that later on in the year as well.  We 
are open to looking at everything that we can possibly do�

  Not all of these ideas may be workable�  Many ideas were put forward here today, some 
are workable, some are not and some may take more funding than we have available�  Some 
may also take longer to put in motion but we will take all ideas and we are naturally willing to 
work with all of those over the years ahead.  My officials and others have taken note of all of 
the contributions over the last few days and we are looking at these and will contact individuals 
if I do not get a chance to refer back to them today�

  Microfinance Ireland is a not-for-profit lender which was established in 2012 under the 
Microenterprise Loan Fund Act�  It has been providing business loans of up to €25,000 for up 
to five years to enterprises employing up to nine full-time equivalents.  Many Members dur-
ing the debate asked us to go beyond nine and that is something that I would have called for 
myself in the past�  It is not possible to do this under European legislation but there are many 
other supports for companies with over ten staff.  This is targeted particularly for those with up 
to nine staff.

  Deputies also asked about the different types of businesses that might avail of this.  It is 
accessible to nearly all types of businesses�  The application process is quite straightforward 
and can be completed in most cases in less than six days�  The sector does try to respond as 
quickly as it possibly can with a good service�  I want to stress the point about the lender being 
not-for-profit - Deputy Mattie McGrath contributed last night and asked about different parts of 
this and that it is quite popular in Tipperary and other counties�  The question was asked about 
cost and in particular interest costs.  To be clear, Microfinance Ireland does not make profit on 
charging interest costs�  It tries to cover all of its costs, but it is loaning into a high-risk category 
which is traditionally what it does, to start-ups and companies which are unable to get finance 
elsewhere generally or where the banks, for whatever reason, do not want to loan to them�  This 
category is generally high cost and high interest.  In the past, Microfinance Ireland has managed 
to loan money at between 7% and 8%�  Already through changes made by the Minister, Deputy 
Humphreys, earlier this year in response to Covid-19 that interest rate has been reduced to 4�5% 
in most cases if through a LEO, or 5�5% if the loan is made directly through MFI�  We have 
already responded to the interest rate call and would like to do more�  I am willing to discuss 
this with Deputy O’Reilly to see how we can agree on this�  I am aware that an amendment has 
been put down�  We cannot put targeted interest cost into primary legislation or a time line for a 
deferral of payments for 12 months�  This is something that we can look at in the regulations and 
in the scheme as we produce it�  I will discuss it and work with the Deputy on this�  This cannot 
be done by way of amendment to primary legislation, which is not where it belongs�  We can see 
if we can reduce the cost of the interest rates and the terms as well.  We have made the first six 
months interest free which effectively means that the interest rate is 3% over a three-year loan 
as opposed to 4�5%�  Very often loans like this could have a charge between 10% and 15% on 
the open market�  This is already quite a subvented percentage rate�  We will look at and work 
with the Deputy on this.  To be clear, nobody is making profit in charging 4% or 5%.  People 
are saying that the money is coming from Europe at a much lower interest rate and what is the 
difference.  It is not profit, it is the risk involved.  The taxpayer subsidises that risk and that is 
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what we do when we put our funding of over €100 million into this�

  On the amount of money loaned, it can be up to €50,000�  The average loan in the past was 
approximately €25,000�

Many Deputies referred to the application process being long and difficult.  It should not 
be�  Deputy Murnane O’Connor mentioned that and I am very happy to discuss that with her as 
the loan is very open to all sectors�  It is quite straightforward�  There is lot of hand-holding and 
coaching with the application process by MFI and our LEOs, because that is what we want to 
do in trying to help people who might not be familiar with drawing down big loans which might 
be new to them�  Certainly, for a microenterprise or a start-up there is much engagement and a 
number of efforts are made to get the forms right.  Sectors should not feel it is difficult or they 
are left out and I will be happy to discuss this also with the Deputy�  We try to accommodate as 
well as we possibly can�

  A number of contributors have referred to the approval rates of 40% to 50%�  It is much 
higher than that if one looks at the applications over the last number of months as it is at about 
80%�  That is something that we try to encourage�  We have asked MFI to be aware that busi-
nesses need supports now, to allow for that and to take greater risks.  One of the first questions 
I would have asked is around the success of MFI�  On the failure rate in terms of loans being 
repaid, often 50% to 60% of these loans may not be in a position to be repaid as there is quite 
an amount of losses associated with this kind of risk-based lending�  It is important that we 
allow for that�  That means that we are taking a chance on businesses and giving start-ups an 
opportunity�

  When I first got involved in politics I was involved in enterprise boards close to 20 years 
ago and I would have been unhappy if there was not a reasonably high failure rate�  If the fail-
ure rate is too low and it is all success, this means that we are taking no chances�  If we are to 
encourage entrepreneurship, business growth and opportunity, we have to take a risk and to 
encourage all of our agencies to allow for that little bit of risk which will mean some losses and 
that some loans cannot be paid back.  That may be because of market failure.  Every effort is 
made to ensure a business is run right and can pay back debts�  Sometimes with these loans one 
has to take a chance, let it go and see what happens, which is something we encourage�  I will 
want to hear back from colleagues if there are hearing differently to this.

  Many of our contributors last night, including Deputies Harkin, O’Reilly and MacSharry, 
raised the issue of the interest rates which I hope I have addressed�  Deputy O’Reilly’s col-
leagues in Sinn Féin and many others support her amendment, which is worthy, and we would 
all like to do this and are calling for that lower interest rate�  This is something that we will work 
on and look again at, bearing in mind that this is not-for-profit loan facility.

  The operation of the loan schemes is through MFI and through the LEOs�  Many contribu-
tors asked about various loans through the regular retail banks�  This loan is not through these 
banks.  The credit guarantee scheme is a different scenario which we will be debating next week 
and it is operated through the existing financial arms to help us to reach out to all parts of the 
community and give access for everybody�

  Part of the conversation was also about getting the message out that MFI loans are avail-
able�  We will certainly look at the communications to see if we can increase that because we 
do want to see these loans drawdown.  When this scheme first started in 2012 and 2013, we did 
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expect higher rates of drawdown but as the country recovered there was not such a demand for 
loans through Microfinance Ireland.  That has been increasing over the last number of years and 
certainly over the last four or five months there has been and will be a much greater demand.  
We are responding to that�  That is what this legislation is about, namely, is putting in place a 
mechanism which will enable businesses to borrow and drawdown more money to meet that de-
mand.  I ask Members not to judge MFI on its previous applications because these were made in 
different times.  One will see many more applications coming through this year, which is what 
we are getting ready for�  We will have to respond in many other ways also and that is what the 
July stimulus plan is about�

  Many Deputies raised issues outside of the microfinance loan such as rates.  Deputy An-
drews asked a question about Dublin City Council not being able to get clarity�  There was ab-
solute clarity on this�  The restart grant is based on last year’s rates which were paid in 2019 up 
to €10,000, with a minimum figure of €2,500.  Most businesses which needed this have applied 
for it and are drawing it down�  In some cases there may be a small delay in drawing it down but 
business knows it is going to get it�

Deputy Andrews raised the issue of the three-month waiver in respect of this year’s grants�  
For clarity, the three-month waiver is available to everybody�  Some of the local authorities are 
still working through applications for it because there are issues that remain to be sorted out 
related to the finance and the back payment to local authorities to cover that cost but it will be 
available�  Some people might get a still get a bill but the three-month holiday is available to 
them�  There have been many calls to extend the waiver and we will look into that as well in the 
context of the July stimulus�

With the permission of the Acting Chairman, Deputy Lahart, as we are ahead of time I 
would like to respond to some of the other issues that were raised�  Many Deputies, including 
Deputy O’Reilly, raised the issue of the processing time for loans�  The processing time is gen-
erally less than six days�  I am sure there will be cases where processing has not been completed 
within that timeframe but we will keep the focus on this area�  If Deputies are aware of any 
such cases, I am happy to hear from them in that regard�  Generally, the processing time is less 
than six days�  In fairness, feedback on some recent applications might be taking longer because 
technically the money had run out until such time as this legislation is passed�  In some cases, 
the local authorities will not have had the funding to process applications�  Following enactment 
of this Bill, assuming we have the support of the House today, we will move to get that funding 
in place as quickly as possible�

Deputy Catherine Murphy and others raised the issue of the approval rates for loans�  The 
risk appetite has significantly increased and the approval of applications is approximately 80%, 
and rightly so in my view.  I want to assure Deputy Dillon that officials are working with Mi-
crofinance Ireland, MFI, on approvals.  As I said, the approval rate is approximately 80%.  The 
Deputy also mentioned the need to communicate to people that this loan offering exists.  We 
will work on that.  Deputy Naughten spoke about using the partnerships and LEADER staff as 
vehicles to get the word out and to work with applicants�  I am happy to do that�  The local en-
terprise offices, LEOs, are already doing this work, although I know they are stretched in some 
cases in terms of staff numbers.  We will use all channels available to us to get the message out 
and to work with companies who want to apply for this loan as well�

Deputy Ó Ríordáin expressed concerns about the three-year term of the MFI loans�  I will 
take this into account when we are developing a new scheme under the Act, along with the in-
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terest rate and so on�  There are other schemes in place, including the credit guarantee scheme 
and the future growth loan scheme, which have longer terms of six years and eight to ten years, 
respectively�  In the past, the MFI loan worked quite well as a three-year term but we will re-
examine it�

The issue of demand was also raised�  Many Deputies mentioned they had received feed-
back from their constituents in regard to the demand for this scheme�  Demand has increased 
tenfold over the past couple of months, which shows the pressures on businesses as reflected in 
the contributions of all of the speakers to this debate over the past two days�  There is a demand 
for this loan�  We will respond with this scheme and other schemes to meet that demand and to 
support businesses through this difficult time.

Many Deputies mentioned that the demand is for grants, not loans�  We all would like to 
be able to provide grants to the various sectors but it does not work that way�  There are grants 
available for particular sectors and more grants will be made available to support business as 
much as we can, but the taxpayer does not have an endless purse to fund everything�  We are 
trying to stretch the purse as best we can and to combine our offerings and supports through 
grants, investment with equity, loans and so on.  The microfinance loan and credit guarantee are 
other tools in the box to help business as well�  We cannot always provide grants�  The restart 
grant is not repayable and the rates waiver is not repayable�  I have heard the message from 
Deputies that businesses want more grants and fewer loans�  We get that and we will respond�  
Every business would respond in the same way�  Most business sectors and their representative 
bodies understand that the State will not be able to address every issue by way of grants and that 
some assistance will be by way of repayable loans�  How to make those loans more manageable 
is the issue�  The amendment tabled by Deputy O’Reilly is about giving businesses more time to 
repay loans, lower interest rates and so on�  We get that too, and as a Department we will work 
on that as well�

Deputy Pringle asked about the barriers to people drawing down this loan or other loans and 
if the interest is a deterrent in that regard�  None of the research worked through by the Depart-
ment, of which there is plenty, shows that the interest rate is the main deterrent or barrier to the 
drawdown of this or other loans�  Rather, the application process, making a business case, ac-
cess to coaching and mentoring to restart or expand a business are the main issues�  While none 
of us want to repay loans at a high interest rate, the interest is not the biggest deterrent or barrier�  
As I said, accessing the funding is the issue and this is where we are focusing our efforts.

Deputies Michael Collins, Pa Daly, Michael and Danny Healy-Rae, Christopher O’Sullivan 
and others raised the issue of supports for the tourism sector�  There is a big demand in this 
regard as well, to which we have yet to respond�  There have been some interventions but no 
doubt more will come through in the July stimulus package�  As a country we are reliant on the 
tourism sector, along with our SMEs�  Deputy Christopher O’Sullivan spoke about supports 
for business in the fisheries and agriculture sectors.  Many of the business supports being pro-
vided are provided in conjunction with other Departments.  We will respond to those sectors.  
It is hoped we will be able to reach all of the sectors�  The July stimulus plan and the October 
economic recovery plan for the next three years will have to respond sector by sector�  We will 
have to examine each area individually to see what we can do to sustain businesses and to en-
able them to thrive and grow�

Deputy Ó Murchú spoke about businesses that were viable before Covid but might appear 
on paper to be unviable now�  All of the supports provided down through the years have been 
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directed to viable businesses that can survive, thrive and grow again�  As a rule, we do not like 
putting money into businesses that have no chance of survival.  That is a matter of judgment.  
We have to focus on businesses that in normal times would survive and will be able to survive 
now with a grant or a loan.  This is where we will focus our efforts.  If a business was viable up 
until February then we will work it to assist it to get up and running again�  The country and our 
economy need businesses open.  We need businesses employing people, creating jobs, paying 
taxes and enabling the movement of money through the system.  It is those jobs and the finance 
derived from the various taxes that help to run this country�  As has been repeatedly said for 
many years, a functioning economy is needed to fund all of the services we need to improve, be 
those in health, education or other sectors�  We will work with every sector to try to make sure 
they are enabled to survive, reopen and re-employ their staff.

The online trading voucher scheme was mentioned by a number of Deputies�  There is 
huge demand for it, and rightly so�  We have to respond to that demand�  The former Minister 
for Communications, Climate Action and Environment, Deputy Bruton, increased the funding 
available to all of the sectors in respect of this scheme�  We probably need to do more because 
there is greater demand for it now�  We will respond to that demand�  It is a worthwhile voucher�  
I recall that in my earlier years in the Department with responsibility for business I spent a great 
deal of time trying to convince businesses to take up this voucher�  We worked hard to push and 
sell it but there was no great demand for it�  People have come to realise over recent months 
that this is what we need to do�  We need to get as many businesses as possible trading online 
successfully�  We will work hard to ensure that happens�

In addition to the online trading voucher scheme, we have provided an additional €6�5 mil-
lion for the online retail scheme, which was originally to be a €2 million offering, but as there 
were a number of high-end successful applications, totalling 183, we responded by increasing 
the funding available to €6�5 million�  We are trying to meet needs as they come forward�

There were references to credit unions and the banks�

08/07/2020DD00200Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): I must ask the Minister of State to conclude�

08/07/2020DD00300Deputy Damien English: I am trying to respond to all of the questions�

08/07/2020DD00400Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): I appreciate that�

08/07/2020DD00500Deputy Damien English: I think I have answered most of the questions�  I am conscious 
there are others to whom I have not responded but I will come to back to them individually�  In 
regard to the issues raised, we will work on them and feed them into the system over the next 
couple of months�  The Tánaiste, who opened this debate but could not be here today to close 
it, the Minister of State, Deputy Troy, and I will work with Deputies and other Departments on 
the issues arising in the months ahead�  We are all on the same page in that we want to support 
jobs and job creation as well and as best we possibly can.

Question put and agreed to�
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08/07/2020DD00700Microenterprise Loan Fund (Amendment) Bill 2020: Committee and Remaining Stages

Sections 1 to 6, inclusive, agreed to�

NEW SECTION

08/07/2020EE00200Deputy Louise O’Reilly: I move amendment No� 1:

In page 5, between lines 20 and 21, to insert the following:

“Amendment of section 10 of Act of 2012

7. Section 10 of the Act of 2012 is amended by the insertion of the following subsection 
after subsection (2)—

“(2A) Monies loaned to microenterprises in accordance with a scheme under this 
section shall—

(a) be loaned interest free with zero repayments for the first 12 months of the 
loan,

(b) cap interest rates on such loans at 2 per cent, with interest only being applied 
to cover the overheads of administering the scheme, and

(c) be limited to loans issued before 1 January 2022�”�”�

The liquidity, the supports and the access to credit lines that will assist microbusinesses and 
SMEs in the coming months are very necessary.  There is no disagreement on that; everybody 
is saying the same thing�  SMEs need supports, grants and zero-interest loans, and they need the 
Government to be as imaginative as the Executive in the North�  Indeed, to set the bar low, they 
need it to be as imaginative as the Tory Government, if that is not too outrageous to suggest�

Let us not forget that the businesses in question were closed because of a public health emer-
gency, not because they could not trade or were not trading successfully�  They are not start-ups�  
While the Minister of State referred to start-ups, and obviously some of them at some point 
were start-ups, most of them are established, viable businesses that were forced to close, not 
because there were no customers or business but because of a public health emergency�  These 
are unprecedented times and the response needs to be unprecedented�

The amendment, therefore, seeks to ensure that money can be lent to microenterprises, in-
terest free and with zero repayments for the first 12 months of the loan, and the interest rates on 
the loans will be capped at 2%.  That figure will not be a target or a percentage that will have 
to be hit, but rather a cap so businesses can use that money to get themselves back up and run-
ning�  We have included a timeframe and are mindful that this is unprecedented�  In Britain, a 
similar scheme provides for no repayments for the first 12 months.  That is what we are asking 
the Government to consider and the amendment seeks to ensure that businesses will have that 
breathing space�  If we look across the water, we can see that more than 1 million bounce-back 
loans, worth a total of £30�9 billion, have been released to microenterprises�  That is the kind of 
ambitious plan that will be needed to ensure that SMEs can not only access credit but also get it 
easily without too many barriers in the way and know that they will not just be piling up debt.

The Minister of State indicated that nobody will be making a profit out of this, but the loans 



Dáil Éireann

590

are administered by commercial banks using the rules relating to commercial banking�  These 
are unprecedented circumstances, however, and some imagination needs to be applied to the 
matter�  What businesses do not need is more debt or postponed debt, deferred debt or debt pil-
ing up while they are trying to get out from underneath this and while they try to restart�

I reiterate what I said to An Tánaiste last night.  This cannot just be about jobs, any jobs, 
whatever types of jobs.  It has to be about decent work and paying workers properly.  There has 
to be a quid pro quo, not just for the Government but also for SMEs.  I ask that the Minister of 
State consider the amendment and that he consider taking the actions that Sinn Féin has out-
lined�  I welcome his commitment to meeting us�  I note what he said about primary legislation 
and there may be some disagreement with us about that, although I do not want to be the one 
who interferes with all the agreements that have broken out here this afternoon�  Clearly, we are 
all of the one mind and we want to ensure we get the finances to SMEs.

Sinn Féin seeks to ensure that in allowing businesses to access those credit lines, we do not 
subsequently put them under so much pressure that the credit is ineffective.  I echo the calls 
made by my colleagues and other Deputies in respect of grants�  Grants will be very necessary 
and have to be considered, although perhaps that is a discussion for another day�  Nevertheless, 
I reiterate that these were viable businesses that were closed because of a public health emer-
gency, not because they were not viable�  They are the businesses we are seeking to ensure can 
get back on their feet and start to re-employ people, with a focus on decent jobs.

08/07/2020EE00300Minister of State at the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation(Deputy 
Damien English): On my reference to start-ups, in general microfinance loans are available to 
start-ups�  They were mentioned by other Deputies and I do not suggest that all the demand in 
recent months has been from start-ups.  Of course it has not been; it has been from businesses 
that want to reopen, survive and thrive�  The loan is also available to the many microenterprises�  
There will be people who, for whatever reason during these months because of Covid-19, might 
have to change job category or sector.  The job they had for life might not exist because we do 
not know whether every sector will fully recover�  It is important, therefore, that money is avail-
able to those people who might want to switch their efforts, move over and start a new company 
or microenterprise�  That is what this money is for and it is important that in every debate on the 
matter, we get the message out that money is available to start-ups�  Some high-risk start-ups 
might have no certainty of where their customer base will be and that will be another use for 
this money�

The Deputy has proposed an amendment that would provide for a longer interest-free pe-
riod and lower interest rates�  This is something that any sane person would naturally want to 
consider or achieve�  That does not mean it will be possible but, certainly, when developing a 
new scheme under the Bill, we will consider it�  I will honour that commitment to meeting the 
Deputy to discuss that because we are conscious of the support from all sides of the House for 
achieving lower interest rates and longer repayment breaks�  We have responded to that by put-
ting in place a lower interest rate�  It was traditionally 7% or 8% but has now been cut to 4�5%  
There is a six-month break that did not always exist, meaning there is now an effective rate of 
3%, which is quite manageable for most businesses�

Nevertheless, businesses need access to as much as they can get through these times�  While 
we will work with the sector on that, we have been advised by the Office of the Attorney Gen-
eral that it would not be legally sound to legislate for the details of the scheme in primary leg-
islation, which is the point I was trying to make earlier�  It is a matter for secondary legislation 
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and regulation as we bring the scheme forward in the weeks ahead�  The Government will have 
to oppose the amendment because the Bill is not the place to make that provision, although 
I understand the intention, which is probably supported from all sides of the House�  Given 
the strong cause of support for the amendment from many Deputies, I will certainly keep the 
Deputy’s proposal in mind and engage with her on that when developing the new scheme under 
the Bill if it is passed by the Houses�

In case there is a little misunderstanding about this loan offering or tool, I reiterate that the 
loan in question is not administered through the banking sector.  It is through Microfinance Ire-
land, as a non-profit bank.  The Deputy referred again to the traditional banking sector but that 
does not apply in this case.  The loans are not granted through banks that might make profits 
for other reasons.  That is not what this is about.  It is a not-for-profit bank.  For this kind of 
money, I accept that many different applications are coming through from businesses that are 
quite sound and just need a little help, which is what we are trying to do, but traditionally the 
microfinance loan is about funding new start-ups that do not have a history to base their credit 
rating on or businesses that are finding it difficult to access money.  It is generally a high-risk 
category associated with quite high losses, which the taxpayer funds.  That is our job and we 
are happy to foster the opportunity to create jobs.

This kind of money is usually very expensive�  In many sectors, this could be money with an 
interest rate of 14% or 15%, and we are making it available already at 4�5%�  It was traditionally 
a 7% or 8% rate, reduced to 4.5% and effectively 3%, but we will re-examine that.  To be fair to 
Microfinance Ireland, the loans are not for profit, even though there has been a perception from 
some contributors in the House in recent days that they are.  I accept that other loan offerings 
and measures we offer are administered through the banks but this is not.  That is why, in this 
case, it is not appropriate to put into primary legislation what the amendment seeks to provide 
for, but we will work with people on the matter in the weeks ahead�

08/07/2020EE00400Deputy Catherine Murphy: I will support the amendment, although I accept the points the 
Minister of State made about where the details are decided�  The greatest risk will be people not 
being able to go back to work�  The cost of that includes unemployment payments�  Then there 
are the secondary aspects of this, namely, the jobs that will be lost directly and the knock-on ef-
fects for suppliers, including the loss of more jobs.  Also to be considered are the ancillary costs 
of unemployment, not least the impact on the person training people, and the costs of medical 
cards and housing assistance payments.  If even a portion of the jobs were to be saved by having 
an interest rate of 0% for a short duration, to give people a fighting chance to get back up and 
running, it would make very good economic sense�  Those kinds of things have to be factored in 
when considering the interest rate�  When the Minister of State talks about high risk, he should 
note the highest risk is that of not getting people back to work�  The expensive money may well 
be even more expensive because we have to borrow it as a State, if we are running deficits, to 
increase the amount available to a cohort who would be unemployed, for example�

I hope the Minister of State will consider this fund in the round and not exclusively as a 
microfinance fund.  I ask him to consider how many jobs the fund might save.  Deputy O’Reilly 
made the point that those affected did not close their businesses and did not plan and could not 
have planned for what happened�  Therefore, it is not a matter of examining how such a fund 
was handled in the past but of accounting for what is a unique situation�  Counterparts across 
Europe have lower interest rates�  We have the double whammy associated with the risk of a no-
deal Brexit�  Even if there is a deal, it will have an impact on the economy so there is a genuine 
argument for the fund to be seen as an investment�
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08/07/2020FF00200Deputy John McGuinness: I had hoped to contribute to the debate on Second Stage but, 
unfortunately, the arrangements were such that I was not able to get across from Leinster House 
to here�

We have to begin to understand why we are at this juncture and why this funding is neces-
sary�  It is necessary because, for nine years, the Fine Gael Government failed to understand the 
need for direct funding for businesses to support them after the financial crash.  It ignored the 
fact that the main pillar banks completely blocked any attempt by microbusinesses to engage 
with them, obtain funding and restructure their loans in an effective and sustainable way.  Es-
sentially, the Fine Gael Government failed the indigenous business sector and, as a result, we 
must find some mechanism, this legislation being one, to put money into the sector to allow the 
businesses to obtain funds at a reasonable rate�  I suggest a reasonable rate of 0%�

At the hearings of the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response, business representatives 
told us they had not been consulted in any meaningful way on the method to put the money 
required into the sector�  For this reason, there is a misunderstanding in the Government regard-
ing the extent of the problem we are dealing with�  The extent of the problem can be summed 
up as follows�  The banks literally screwed the SME sector and made it impossible for SMEs to 
conduct their business properly and efficiently over the past nine years.  There was little or no 
Government intervention during that period�  The SMEs were trying to restructure themselves 
financially after the crash and are still trying to do so.  They were only coming to the point of 
managing their debt when they were struck by the Covid-19 pandemic and the closure of their 
businesses�

Therefore, we should not see funding at a rate of 4% as doing the businesses a favour�  We 
should see this as the State’s responsibility to rescue the sector, which is made up of small fam-
ily businesses throughout the country�  The businesses are keeping their communities alive�  
They have not got the surplus money to carry a burden of debt, even at a rate of 4%�  I should 
not say all of them are in this category as some of them do have a surplus, but the majority are 
on their knees seeking direct support from the Government in the form of a grant or a rate of 
0%�  The criteria have to allow the small businesses to restructure their existing debt�  There 
should be further funding, provided in a sustainable way, to guarantee the jobs the businesses 
fought so hard to create over the lifetime of a family or over generations�  We cannot ignore 
the fact that many of these businesses will simply not be able to access the fund�  Therefore, 
we must remove the red tape and bureaucracy and make it simple for them to get the funding 
to prove they can sustain the debt�  The interest rate is a killer for small businesses and needs 
to be explored�

I draw the attention of the Minister of State to the fact that during the hearings of the Co-
vid-19 committee, many of the sectors, represented by their national bodies, told us they were 
not asked for their views and had no input�  They particularly wanted to have an input into the 
July stimulus�  They have not got that opportunity�  The representatives told the committee that 
specific interventions are needed on a sectoral basis.  Without going into the detail of what each 
sector might want, I contend that the main issue for each sector was that it could not access 
funds.  Even today, the banks are causing the same difficulties that they caused during and after 
the financial crash.  Funds like the one in question, which are being made available by the Gov-
ernment, are essential to the sector�  The rate is critical in terms of structuring and the criteria 
used for applications�

I will support everything to do with the SME sector but I have to take issue with the fact that 
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we are not engaged fully enough with it to learn from the Government mistakes and for busi-
nesses to learn from their mistakes so we will not make the same mistakes over and over again�  
In the nine-year period, we should have learned a huge amount�  I ask the Minister of State to 
review the criteria to enable the SME sector, especially the very small businesses, to gain access 
to the money�  He should review the interest rates the Government is proposing to charge and 
reflect on the fact that while the banks may say, through their advertising, that they are open for 
business and supporting the SME sector, they are not�  The evidence is the closure of many of 
the shops in the villages and towns throughout our constituencies�  If the new Government is to 
represent change, the change would be to listen, learn and put the appropriate supports in place 
that will support each and every sector�

08/07/2020FF00300Deputy Damien English: I am conscious that Deputy Catherine Murphy, who probably has 
to leave now, and Deputy McGuinness were not here for the whole debate�  To reiterate, it is not 
that we are disagreeing with the need for businesses to have access to low-cost finance - that is 
what we are trying to achieve - but the microfinance loan is only one mechanism and does not 
comprise all the mechanisms�  Eight or nine years ago I supported the idea of a State-led recov-
ery bank for small and medium enterprises and I championed the cause in committees�  I was 
surprised a version of that in the microfinance loan, which was a small intervention of direct 
lending not through normal banks, did not see a higher demand�  The application process indi-
cated there was not much demand then, although there is a demand for the product now�  That 
is why we are increasing the amounts that can be loaned and decreasing the rate charged�  The 
demand was not there, so the Deputy is not technically correct in saying the previous Govern-
ment got everything wrong.  Access to finance did not continue to be the massive issue I thought 
it would be in the earlier years of that recession.  Many still did not get the finance they needed 
and in some cases the banks did not facilitate success for everybody but there was a massive 
recovery in jobs, growth and the economy.

It is not true to say the previous two Governments failed in this respect�  That is not to say 
they got everything perfect and there are still many areas of the country that had not recovered 
even before the onset of Covid-19�  We will continue to work on that�  It was not necessarily all 
down to access to finance.  I would have agreed with the Deputy nine years ago that the State 
had to be involved with direct lending�  We did so but the demand for it was lower than what 
I thought it would have been�  That is probably because the credit guarantee scheme was very 
successful�  We are expanding that as well and the legislation will be here next week or the week 
after.  It is an important part of the process.  This type of direct lending, the microfinance loan, 
is for a targeted market that is generally a high risk�  I stressed during my contribution how the 
applications to this process have changed and there is evidence of very viable businesses ap-
plying that are just going through a difficult time.  We are trying to respond to that as quickly 
as possible�

I have committed to looking at the interest rate and I do not see it as the barrier that the 
Deputy says it is.  Access to funding is a major obstacle and that is why we want to get money 
to these businesses as quickly as possible.  This is a not-for-profit organisation and we are not 
profiteering on the interest rate.  It has come down from 8% to 4%, with a six-month morato-
rium.  It is effectively a zero cost for six months and costs will naturally go up after this.

I have listened to the argument and we will focus on this as we put the scheme together in 
the weeks ahead�  The State must, through its Departments, reach out to as many sectors as pos-
sible to sustain, grow and restart as many businesses and jobs as possible.  This does not mean 
we can give grants to everybody but we must intervene where we can with grants, equity, access 
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to loans and so on.  We must use all the different tools in the box.  We do not have a bottomless 
purse, as much as we wish we had, but we must use what we have in taxpayers’ money�  We will 
also borrow extensively to reach out to all the sectors we can to save those jobs.  This is not to 
say the Government does not recognise the demand or need for grants�  We know about it and 
we will try to respond as best we can�

The changes in this legislation include the availability of money at low interest and an easier 
application process�  It is a streamlined process, although it is limited to €50,000�  Businesses 
probably need more but there are other schemes for such cases�  This is only one access point 
and there are also restart grants�  Businesses have indicated to me that the most important tool 
in recent months has been the wage subsidy scheme and they want that to continue�

I take issue with Deputy McGuinness saying that businesses feel they have not been listened 
to�  I accept that during the past three or four months of the emergency they may not have had 
enough time to be listened to properly, but I understand the previous Minister, Deputy Hum-
phreys, engaged quite a lot with all the sectors during recent months to bring forward supports�  
Other Ministers did likewise�  As the lead Minister in my Department, the Tánaiste has engaged 
over the past week and even before that with such issues�  Both the Minister of State, Deputy 
Troy, and I are already sending messages to all sectors to come to us quickly with initial ideas 
for the July stimulus, which is not yet finished.  We will take ideas from everybody who con-
tributed in the Dáil yesterday and today�  I would love to sit down with Deputy McGuinness to 
hear his ideas too�  We will take all of them in and do what we can in this July stimulus�  We will 
return around the time of the budget with the long-term economic recovery plan�

We will of course listen to all the sectors and representative bodies of businesses because 
they have many good ideas.  It is our job as a Department to engage with such stakeholders, 
use those ideas and apply our imagination�  We will not be limited in our imagination in try-
ing to expand these schemes�  Naturally, we will look abroad and take on board ideas for good 
schemes�  We are very open to that�

I take issue with the comment that nobody is being listened to�  We have a proven track 
record as a Department that we listen to everybody�  The former Minister, Deputy Bruton, and 
I involved every stakeholder we could find in the country in the Action Plan for Jobs.  They 
played a major role in what was a major jobs recovery.  It can be done and it will be done again.  
This does not mean we got everything right but it certainly does not mean we got everything 
wrong�

08/07/2020GG00200Deputy Louise O’Reilly: I admit that I love to hear Members from Fianna Fáil referring 
to “the crash” as if it was something that just happened and over which they had absolutely no 
control�  The two Deputies in the previous exchange are members of parties that were capable 
of agreeing the previous four budgets, so it is a bit rich for Deputy McGuinness to complain 
when both the parties were involved in the process�  This will not help small and medium en-
terprises and they do not want to hear about it�  They want to hear that the Minister understands 
the problem�

I take the point about start-ups but it is not helpful for the Minister of State to say microfi-
nancing is normally very risky�  This is not the same and we are not talking about a couple of 
young fellows with a dream�  These are viable businesses that may have had to close because of 
a global pandemic�  They want to reopen and get back on their feet�  They are looking for a hand 
up and not a dig out.  For this to happen there must be recognition that this is not microfinance 
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in normal circumstances�  These are unprecedented times and they require an unprecedented 
and imaginative response�  There is not the same level of risk as there would be with a start-up�  
These are proven businesses and, essentially, they are asleep.  They just need sustainable and 
affordable help from the State.

This amendment seeks to cap interest rates at 2%�  As I stated, that is not a target but rather 
a cap.  I welcome the Minister of State’s offer to engage and I am more than happy to do that.  
It would be a useful exercise�

I echo the comments of Deputy McGuinness on small and medium enterprises and the belief 
they have not been listened to�  As the Minister of State, Deputy English, has stated, it may be 
the case that we were in the middle of a global pandemic and perhaps there was not time for 
that to happen�  Time is there now and these businesses must be absolutely central, as must be 
the representatives of workers, when the Government puts together its July stimulus�  It must 
respond to the needs of businesses and workers�  This recovery will not be built on the back of 
precarious employment and low wages�  If there is to be a recovery at all, it must be built on 
decent jobs and work and fair terms and conditions of employment.

As I stated, the amendment seeks to cap interest rates at 2% and that is in no way outra-
geous.  The Minister of State has said nobody is trying to seek to profit from this but we must 
absolutely factor in that this is not microfinance in the normal run of things.  This is not micro-
finance for start-ups but for viable businesses, and that must be reflected in the response and the 
interest rates in particular�

08/07/2020GG00300Deputy Damien English: I thank Deputy O’Reilly for her comments�  The advice of the 
Attorney General is that this is not the place to put such an amendment to primary legislation�  
That is why we are not supporting it�  It is not that we do not support the goal of an interest 
rate that everybody can manage in accessing funding�  This is what the loan process looks to 
achieve�

It often happens in a debate that people take out one word from a contribution�  I referred to 
“risk” and, to be fair, the Deputy knows what I meant�  She is being a little bit smart in trying 
to change the course of the debate�  I refer to the overall cost of the scheme, and when I say it is 
not for profit, I mean it is not for profit.  There is no profit to be made here.  Generally, finance 
of this nature to clients taken on by Microfinance Ireland in the past would have been of high 
risk, although not in all cases�  There is quite a high level of loans that are not repaid, and the 
taxpayer subsidises them.  That is part of our job to give companies a chance to restart.  We are 
prepared to do the same again and put the money in�  That does not mean I am saying all the 
applicants are a high risk, and it is unfair to refer to my comments like that�  I am being realistic 
in referring to the cost of a fund like this�

This type of loan will absolutely continue to be available to start-ups as there will be more of 
them in future�  In 2011, 2012 and 2013, we pumped much money into such start-ups because it 
was part of the process of creating more jobs.  Some people will not be able to get back to the 
jobs they had and we must get behind them.  We must give them a new opportunity, and that 
is what this fund is for�  In the next couple of months it will be for the companies that want to 
borrow money at low cost to restart or go again�  That is what it is for and it is the reason we are 
making changes�  There has been a massive demand and applications have increased tenfold�  
We want to respond to it�
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I should be clear that is only one process�  There are many other interventions from our 
Department across Government�  This is one of them�  We will be here every week in the 
weeks ahead with new schemes, new inventions and new imagination to push out the taxpayer 
response to help business to grow jobs because all of us want to do that.  We all agree on that 
but this amendment does not belong in primary legislation�  That is the argument I am trying to 
make�

08/07/2020HH00200Deputy Louise O’Reilly: I hear what the Minister of State is saying�  I may not necessar-
ily agree with him but I do not have access to the advice of the Attorney General and, going on 
previous form, it will not be shared directly with us�  I believe the Minister of State understands 
what I am saying�  I was not the one who referred to risky businesses, high interest rates or 
start-ups�  That was the Minister of State�  I was only quoting the words he used�  It is not that I 
was bringing up that; I was not.  I was talking about viable businesses that need a hand.  Sin é.

On the basis of the Minister of State’s commitment to engage with us, I will not press this 
amendment.  My office will be in contact with the Minister of State’s office to make arrange-
ments for that meeting to happen at the earliest possible opportunity because I believe there is 
a place for this amendment in the regulations if it is not appropriate for primary legislation�  On 
the basis of the commitment given by the Minister of State I will not press this amendment�  
My office will contact his office and we can arrange to meet in the very short term because this 
needs to be done as quickly as possible�

Amendment, by leave, withdrawn�

Section 7 agreed to�

Sections 8 and 9 agreed to�

Title agreed to�

Bill reported without amendment and received for final consideration.

Question proposed: “That the Bill do now pass�”

08/07/2020HH00900Minister of State at the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation (Deputy 
Damien English): The Tánaiste, the Minister of State, Deputy Troy, and myself would like to 
thank Deputies for their attendance, participation and support as we have taken this Bill through 
the Dáil over the past two days�  I am conscious that the logistics were a little awkward between 
the two Houses.  I recognise the efforts of Members to make their contributions and we value 
all of them�  It has been a long debate over the past two days but I hope we all agree that it has 
been useful and will lead to necessary additional supports being put in place as a matter of ur-
gency for microenterprises as they work to recover from the economic impacts of the Covid-19 
health crisis�

It is appropriate that this first Bill of the Thirty-third Dáil is supporting those very small 
businesses across Ireland that are the lifeblood of our economy�  All Members referred in their 
contributions to the importance of recognising the microenterprises and SMEs in that sector 
throughout the country, both urban and rural, which have a major impact on all our lives but 
certainly when it comes to job creation, the movement of money and the supply of services.

It is also historic, as this is the first Bill being debated and voted on outside Leinster House 
since the foundation of the State�  As we are now showing our resilience as parliamentarians to 
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react to the new normal, we hope the measures included in the Bill will help those very small 
businesses as they show their resilience in doing the same�

I reiterate my thanks to those Deputies and the various spokespersons who have been prag-
matic and practical in their interventions and who laid out their ideas for further measures and 
actions, which the Government will consider as part of the July stimulus and the October eco-
nomic package�  In his opening remarks last night, the Tánaiste asked that Deputies would use 
the time on this Bill to include some of their ideas�  I am conscious that many have done that and 
have put forward the ideas of their various parties.  I thank them for their efforts in that regard.  

I thank Deputy Louise O’Reilly for her agreement in regard to the amendment that we can 
move on to discuss it and try to get the best outcome�  I believe everyone is committed to sup-
porting businesses and that will be our aim during the next couple of weeks of debate both in 
this House and in the Upper House as we bring forward the July stimulus and, in the long term, 
the economic strategy we hope to bring forward in October, which is about the long-term sur-
vival and thriving of those businesses across many sectors.  A major focus of all of us will be 
the retail sector as we respond to the new normal�  I thank the Acting Chairman and the Deputies 
for their time�

Question put and agreed to�

08/07/2020HH01100Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): The Bill will be sent to the Seanad�

Sitting suspended at 3.55 p.m. and resumed at 4.10 p.m.

08/07/2020KK00100Rent and Mortgage Arrears: Motion [Private Members]

08/07/2020KK00200Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: I move:

That Dáil Éireann:

recognises:

— the exceptional circumstances of Covid-19;

— the necessity of shutting down non-essential economic activity to prevent the 
spread of viral infection and to save thousands of lives;

— the loss of income suffered by many households, through no fault of their own, 
notwithstanding extraordinary measures taken to offset these;

— that many households will have been unable to keep up with rent or mortgage 
payments during the period of lockdown;

— that accumulated debt from rent or mortgage payments will suddenly crystal-
lise for many households once the economy reopens and current exceptional protec-
tions are removed; and

— that the ban on rent increases and evictions during the pandemic has led to a 
decrease in the number of people presenting as homeless; and

calls on the Government to:
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— ensure that no one becomes homeless or suffers penalty charges due to an in-
ability to meet rent or mortgage payments during the lockdown period;

— introduce an extended moratorium on rent increases and evictions until there 
is sufficient supply of new housing;

— ensure there is a specific provision in law to protect people threatened with 
eviction due to rent or mortgage arrears accrued during the pandemic;

— establish a State scheme to substantially reduce rent-related debt that has ac-
crued through no fault of households who were unable to pursue their livelihoods 
during the period of lockdown;

— stop the banks from charging penalties or surcharges on mortgage arrears ac-
crued during the pandemic; and

— clearly state what other actions the Government will take to alleviate the situ-
ation of housing-related debt caused by the Covid-19 lockdown on the economy�

Tá mé ag roinnt mo chuid ama leis an Teachta Nash�  The Minister will know that during 
the general election, which feels like an awfully long time ago, housing was one of the issues 
most often raised on doorsteps�  While the Covid-19 pandemic has taken many people’s minds 
off the housing crisis in this State, in many ways it has just pulled a plaster over the reality of 
housing need in this country�  We wish to speak about those who rent and those who have been 
disproportionately impacted by the pandemic�

I know that the Minister will appreciate that we have had a dysfunctional housing market for 
many years�  In a European context, Ireland depends disproportionately on the private sector�  
As we have said and will continue to say for as long as anyone is willing to hear us, the market 
has no conscience.  The private sector has a profit motive.  As such, we should not allow people 
in housing need to depend on the market or rely disproportionately on the private sector�  We in 
the Labour Party strongly believe that the State has to take its role seriously�  The State should 
provide housing and those who are renting should be able to depend on the State to have their 
backs�

The Labour Party has some very simple suggestions�  Last night I spoke about the need 
for a rent-to-buy scheme�  It is impossible for young couples or individuals to rent and save 
simultaneously�  We have had such schemes in the past and the State should support them in 
the future�  Unfortunately, there has been a sense in recent years that the State, the Government 
or the Department do not want to intervene in the market�  We have to intervene�  It has been 
shown time and time again that the market fails consistently when it comes to housing people�  
We should not go through another of the cycles we have witnessed in the past 20 years or so� 

The Labour Party wants the Minister to agree to a State support scheme for rental arrears; 
legal protection from eviction because of rent or mortgage arrears; an extension of the morato-
rium on rent increases and evictions; and a ban on bank penalties for mortgage arrears.  My col-
leagues will speak about other areas�  I wish to speak about the need for a State support scheme 
for rental arrears�  I want to outline to the Minister who renters are�  Before I touch on that, I 
again remind the Minister that we have a low-pay economy�  That is what we have constructed�  
That is what this economic recovery is based upon�  As my colleague, Deputy Nash, frequently 
reminds this House, 23% of Irish workers were in low-paid work before Covid-19 according to 
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the OECD�  About 40% of people under the age of 30 are in insecure work�  Someone on low 
pay can only get accommodation of a low standard�  If someone is in insecure work, his or her 
accommodation is also insecure�  The labour market, the rental market and the housing market 
are interlinked and we cannot divorce them�

I will speak about the State support scheme for rental arrears that we want and why we want 
it�  Let us think about younger workers, to whom I have already alluded�  Younger workers are 
disproportionately affected by Covid-19 lay-offs.  Approximately 60% of those aged 18 to 19 
are out of work and 47% of those aged 20 to 24 are out of work�  Over the weekend Mr� James 
Doorley of the National Youth Council noted that youth unemployment in Ireland now stands 
at 45%�  Younger workers are also much more likely to live in rented accommodation�  Some 
30% of those aged between 20 and 24 and 42% of those aged between 25 and 34 are renting�

Job losses have also occurred in sectors where a large number of workers rent�  Renters 
account for 38% of workers in the accommodation and food sectors, 28% of workers in the ad-
ministration and support sector, 27% of retail workers, 23% of those who work in the arts, and 
21% of those who work in construction�  Huge numbers of people whose lives and livelihoods 
have been hugely affected by the current crisis are in rented accommodation.  Around 200,000 
renters are in the sectors most severely affected by job losses.  Essentials make up about 40% 
of a renter’s total spending.  The comparable figure for owner-occupiers is just 36%.  Renters 
lead a more difficult life.  They are less able to weather storms, including this one.  Are we go-
ing to leave them to the market and the private sector or are we going to provide them with the 
protection of the State?  That is where the Minister comes in�

Departmental figures from May show that the number of people who are in debt, are rent-
ing and have low-paid jobs is still very high.  As I have outlined, low-skilled and low-wage 
jobs are disproportionately held by young people, migrant workers and female workers.  There 
is an equality dimension to this�  Supports such as interest-free loans or tax credits for renters 
are necessary to alleviate debt built up as a result of job losses.  This is going to last for years.  
While we may come out of the immediate health crisis, its effects are going to last for quite a 
long time, as the Minister knows�

Threshold has created a profile of the renters impacted by Covid-19.  Younger single people 
make up about 60% of the callers seeking assistance from Threshold�  Some 69% of those call-
ing have reported losing their homes as a result of Covid-19�  Many callers did not know about 
rent supplements�  If a tenant leaves a house share, the remaining tenants become liable for 
larger rents.  There has been a significant increase in queries regarding arrears.  Couples and 
families are disproportionately affected and one-parent families experience a secondary effect.

In putting forward this motion, we are outlining very clearly to the Minister that the demo-
graphic in question, namely, people who rent, was already suffering under the economic model 
we have pursued�  We are living in an economy where a disproportionate amount of the income 
people accrue is spent on accommodation�  I think the Minister will acknowledge that�  As I 
understand it, nowhere else in Europe is as high a portion of people’s income spent on accom-
modation by way of either mortgages or rent�  We are now in a situation where the collapse in 
employment is disproportionately affecting those who have been renting.  Those people need 
protections from the State against the excesses of the market, which has no conscious, and the 
excesses of the private sector, which has a profit motive.  That is where the Minister comes in.

My colleague, Deputy Nash, will touch on other issues and we would appreciate the Minis-
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ter’s feedback on all of them�  The last thing we need in this Dáil is for Labour Party Deputies or 
any other Members to come into the Chamber to give valid suggestions only for the Minister to 
do what Governments have traditionally done, which is to put down an amendment and we all 
walk away having achieved nothing.  Our objective is that people who are witnessing their lives 
falling apart can look at this Parliament and see a group of people who are working for them and 
not just playing the game.  We in the Labour Party have no interest in playing the game.  Our 
interest is in representing people, getting things over the line and setting up schemes that will 
affect people’s lives in a positive way.  All of those things are in the gift of the Minister.  We 
want to know whether he is going to stand by the State or stand by the market�  Will he stand by 
the public sector and public provision of housing or will he stand by private provision, which, 
as we have seen, has failed time and time again?  We very much want the Minister to deal with 
our motion in the spirit in which it is presented�  We are solutions-driven and we are not here to 
play games.  We are here to find real housing solutions for the people of this country.

08/07/2020LL00200Deputy Ged Nash: I welcome the Minister and wish him well on his appointment�  We 
hope he will accept the sentiments contained in this motion�  One of our key aims is that ac-
tion be taken to protect mortgage holders who accrue interest and penalties as a result of the 
Covid-19 pandemic�  I have read the Government amendment and it does nothing to alleviate 
the situation being experienced by tens of thousands of families across the country�  Referring 
a struggling family who will have to pay an additional €4,300 in interest on a 30-year mortgage 
of €300,000 to the code of conduct on mortgage arrears is nothing short of a slap in the face�  
These are people who have lost their jobs through no fault of their own and, in many cases, 
through no fault of the businesses that employed them�

As matters stand, the interest owed amounts to approximately €150 million�  Instead of 
instructing the banks to cover that quantum of money, the Government is taking a hands-off 
approach�  The Taoiseach’s response this morning to questions from my party leader, Deputy 
Kelly, was nothing short of weak and anaemic�  We are told that the Minister for Finance will 
meet the banks to have a discussion about this issue�  In everyone’s experience, a meeting with 
the banks will do nothing to alleviate this aggravating situation for tens of thousands of families 
across the country�  The Minister is only one week in government but already he and his party 
are being schooled, once again, by the banks�  The European Banking Authority and the Central 
Bank have confirmed what we already knew, namely, that there is no obligation whatsoever to 
place high interest rates on the accrual of mortgage debt during this period�  AIB, Bank of Ire-
land and all the others are doing so simply because they can and the Government continues to 
allow them to do so.  There is nothing stopping the banks from taking a different course.  The 
reality is that the Government is taking a hands-off approach and that cannot continue.

I listened very intently earlier to what the representative of the Banking & Payments Federa-
tion Ireland had to say in an interview on RTÉ Radio 1�  I was astounded that he sought to divide 
those who can pay their mortgages at the moment from those who cannot�  He said, in essence, 
that any interest break would have to be paid for by other clients of the bank�  In other words, 
he was placing an obligation on the 90% of people who can pay their mortgage to carry the can, 
as it were, for those who cannot�  We know where those kinds of arguments take us�  They are 
the types of arguments used to pit public sector workers against private sector workers and vice 
versa�  It is not a socially constructive thing to do�

We know that the banks have recorded very substantial profits in recent years.  AIB, for ex-
ample, in which the State has a more than 70% stake, has made huge profits.  The banking sec-
tor was bailed out by a framework designed and co-created by Fianna Fáil and the Green Party�  
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It is high time that the Minister and his colleagues in government reminded the banks of their 
social and economic obligation to this country�  They should be reminded that their obligation 
is not just to their shareholders but also to wider society and to those people who are struggling 
at the moment�

We need a clear answer from the Minister today as to what practical actions he will take�  
We need to hear that he will not just be having a conversation with the banks but that he will, if 
required, change the law to provide protections for those who are in mortgage arrears�  It is an 
absolute scandal that interest rates are being applied to warehoused portions of mortgages at a 
time when people can ill afford to meet their repayments.  The Minister needs to address this is-
sue clearly and to reassure the people of Ireland that he is on their side, not the side of the banks�

08/07/2020LL00300Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government (Deputy Darragh O’Brien): I 
move amendment No� 1:

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

“recognises that the Programme for Government – Our Shared Future acknowledges 
that Covid-19 has presented the global community with a terrible set of challenges to add to 
the ongoing climate and biodiversity emergency;

acknowledges the extensive range of measures included in the Programme for Govern-
ment – Our Shared Future, building on the initiatives already undertaken and in progress, 
which will be brought forward to support individuals and families in dealing with the finan-
cial implications of Covid-19 and to access affordable housing and, in particular, notes that:

 - the Government has confirmed its overarching housing policy principle that ev-
erybody should have access to good-quality housing to purchase or rent at an affordable 
price, built to a high standard, and located close to essential services, offering a high 
quality of life; and

 - the focus in recovery will be to get people back to work as quickly as possible�  
The Government’s aim is to create 200,000 new jobs by 2025 as well as helping people 
currently unemployed due to Covid-19 get back to work;

notes that the Programme for Government – Our Shared Future acknowledges that the 
Covid-19 emergency has illustrated the resilience and responsiveness of our system�  Hun-
dreds of thousands of people have had their incomes largely protected during the restrictions 
and thousands will continue to rely on the State for months to come�  As this Government 
moves forward with a new social contract with citizens, the Government will ensure a bal-
anced progressive approach, which provides a safety net to those most severely impacted by 
Covid-19 while increasing incentives and access to reskilling to enable people to get back 
working;

further recognises the role that income supports, such as the Pandemic Unemployment 
Payment, the Temporary Wage Subsidy Scheme, and the flexibility provided through Rent 
Supplement, have played and continue to play in supporting our citizens during the Co-
vid-19 pandemic; and

further notes the Government’s intention to:

 - extend the moratorium on the termination of tenancies, in line with public health 
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advice, if the requirements of section 4 of the Emergency Measures in the Public Interest 
(Covid-19) Act 2020 are met;

 - improve the supply and affordability of rental accommodation and the security of 
tenure for renters; and

 - introduce the necessary reforms to our personal insolvency legislation and ensure 
that sufficient supports are in place for mortgage holders with repayment difficulties and 
to assess the Code of Conduct on Mortgage Arrears, including the available suite of al-
ternative repayment arrangements, and ensure it has full legal effect.”

I appreciate the motion that has been tabled by colleagues in the Labour Party�  It follows on 
from the very constructive approach they took last night in the debate on affordable housing.  I 
will take on board the suggestions that are put forward in contributions today�  I took extensive 
notes during the debate last night and will be responding to those Members who were construc-
tive in their suggestions, such as those in respect of the rent-to-buy scheme�  The Government 
and I do not have all the solutions�  We are dealing with a housing crisis, a rent and mortgage 
arrears problem and a Covid pandemic�  We must deal with all of these issues in order to get our 
country through this phase and onward towards recovery�

Deputy Nash spoke about the interest being charged in respect of mortgage payments not 
paid during the moratorium�  The only mortgages I have control of are the Rebuilding Ireland 
home loans�  Those State-backed mortgages are still being given�  There is no blanket ban on 
lending and the message to the contrary that was put out is not true�  There is no interest be-
ing charged on those mortgages and nor will there be�  They are the loans over which I have 
direct control�  The Minister of State, Deputy Peter Burke, will speak about the revision being 
prepared by the Minister for Finance as part of a review of the code of conduct on mortgage 
arrears�  I can only speak on what I, as Minister, have immediate remit and control over, but I 
absolutely agree that the response to this issue has to be a cross-Government one�

Deputy Ó Ríordáin spoke about State intervention in the market and the State leading by ex-
ample�  I support that, as does the Government�  It is why I outlined last night the initial process 
in regard to setting up a State-backed affordable purchase and rental scheme.  It is why we have 
included in the programme for Government that we want to get local authorities back building 
and delivering public homes on public land.  Our aims in providing housing for all are specifi-
cally set out in the relevant section of the programme for Government and they are things this 
Government is determined to do�

I will deal now with the specific issues raised in the Private Members’ motion.  I reiterate 
that I genuinely welcome the motion and the constructive way in which it is being put forward�

Covid-19 has presented this country and the global community with enormous challenges 
over the past four months�  These add to the ongoing climate and biodiversity emergency�  The 
pandemic continues to present challenges�  The programme for Government, Our Shared Fu-
ture, asserts the Government’s ambition to meet those challenges, repair the damage that has 
been inflicted on our people by the pandemic and take the renewed spirit arising from these 
challenging times and translate it into action�  The Roadmap for Reopening Society and Busi-
ness, published in May by the previous Government, recognised that within a few weeks of the 
first cases of Covid-19 being reported in Ireland at the end of February, it became necessary to 
take unprecedented steps to control the disease�  Restrictions on the movement of people were 
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necessary to suppress the spread of Covid-19 and minimise its impact in Ireland�  This has been 
a very stressful and testing time for our people�

Ireland’s continued success in suppressing the spread of Covid-19 is a testament to our col-
lective resolve to fight it head on.  Together, our actions have allowed an acceleration in the 
relaxation of the broad restrictions on the movement of people to occur with reasonable confi-
dence, but requisite caution�  We are not yet out of the woods, but the relaxation can and should 
be cautiously welcomed.  Our public health officials have earned the respect of the people of 
our country and the Government�  We will continue to work with them to carefully monitor the 
threat and management of Covid-19�

Our society and businesses are set to continue to gradually open up in the coming weeks�  
The economic impact of the pandemic will continue to be felt in all parts of the country and, 
indeed, society.  As the Taoiseach has stated, there is no question but that our first priority as 
a Government is to continue the fight against the Covid-19 pandemic and to move decisively 
to recover from its devastating social, economic and cultural impact�  The key goal is to get as 
many people back working in a safe manner as soon as possible�

As Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government, I know that people need to get 
back to work and be able to pay their mortgage or rent and other bills as soon as possible�  In-
come supports continue to be available on the housing front and will be available long after 
the Covid-19 threat expires�  The Government is committed to helping people who need help 
to meet their housing needs�  It believes that everybody should have access to good quality 
housing to purchase or rent at an affordable price, built to a high standard and located close to 
essential services offering a high quality of life.  We understand that the provision of more af-
fordable housing has a profound benefit socially and economically and we believe that the State 
has a fundamental role in enabling the delivery of new homes and ensuring that the best use is 
made of existing stock�

The amendment I tabled on behalf of the Government seeks to recognise and highlight the 
State supports available and the commitments contained in the programme for Government, 
Our Shared Future, to continue to manage the fallout from Covid-19 for all households�  The 
programme for Government contains a commitment to extending the moratorium on the ter-
mination of tenancies in line with public health advice so long as the requirements of section 
4 of the Emergency Measures in the Public Interest (Covid-19) Act 2020 are met�  Further, it 
also contains a commitment to improving the supply and affordability of rental accommodation 
and security of tenure for renters by delivering a new deal for renters�  There is also a commit-
ment in terms of introducing the necessary reforms of the personal insolvency legislation and 
to ensuring that sufficient supports are in place for mortgage holders with repayment difficulties 
to access the code of conduct on mortgage arrears, including the available suite of alternative 
repayment arrangements, and to ensuring it has full legal effect.

Emergency legal measures with effect from 27 March 2020 were introduced to protect ten-
ants during the Covid-19 emergency period�  Tenants cannot be forced to leave their rental ac-
commodation other than in exceptional circumstances and rent increases are prohibited for the 
duration of the emergency period�  These emergency laws initially applied for a period of three 
months from the enactment of the Act but, on the request of the former Minister for Housing, 
Planning and Local Government, Deputy Eoghan Murphy, the previous Government by order 
extended their application to 20 July�  The emergency laws set out the legal process for extend-
ing the Covid-19 emergency period�  The Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Govern-
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ment must request that the Government make the order having consulted with the Minister for 
Health and with the consent of the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform�  The Govern-
ment must consider such extension appropriate and be satisfied that it is in the public interest, 
having regard to the threat to public health, the highly contagious nature of Covid-19 and the 
need to restrict the movement of persons to prevent its spread�

Tenants are required to pay rent to their landlords during the Covid-19 emergency period�  
Any tenants having difficulty so doing are encouraged to engage with their landlords at the ear-
liest opportunity.  They should also engage with the Department of Employment Affairs and So-
cial Protection as income support and the emergency simplified rent supplement are available.  
I will turn to that matter when I address the number of people who have accessed that payment 
in the relevant period�  I encourage landlords and tenants to communicate with each other dur-
ing the emergency period, as many have done, to see whether a resolution to any dispute can be 
found�  The Residential Tenancies Board is encouraging all customers who require assistance or 
advice to contact it via its web service as there may have been delays answering its phone lines 
during the period of the emergency�

Any future request for the Government to make an order extending the emergency period 
will be made at the appropriate time and in accordance with the Emergency Measures in the 
Public Interest (Covid-19) Act 2020�  As we approach 20 July, I am conscious that I will be 
writing to the Minister for Health, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, to ask whether the public health 
situation merits a further extension of this moratorium.  If it is justified, I will bring a proposal 
to the Government accordingly�  I will consider the economic situation as well as giving consid-
eration to renters and possible further measures that may be put in place should they be needed�

The Government has made efforts to ensure that social housing supports are provided as 
efficiently and fairly as possible during the Covid-19 pandemic.  Housing assistance payment, 
HAP, tenants who are not financially impacted upon by the Covid-19 measures are expected to 
continue to pay their full HAP differential.  However, local authorities should reassess tenants 
whose circumstances have changed or do change and adjust their differential rent accordingly.  
Local authorities have been requested to ensure that HAP tenants newly in receipt of the De-
partment of Employment Affairs and Social Protection supports be facilitated in remaining in 
their HAP tenancies.  If amendments cannot be made immediately to a tenant’s differential rent 
amount, any arrears accumulating from the date of approval of the new Department of Employ-
ment Affairs and Social Protection support should be rectified at a later date.  This will not affect 
the payment to the landlord�

The rent supplement scheme continues to provide short-term income to eligible people liv-
ing in private rented accommodation whose means are insufficient to meet their accommoda-
tion costs and who do not have accommodation available to them from any other source�  The 
scheme ensures that renters experiencing a temporary loss of employment during this emer-
gency can continue to meet their rental commitments.  A point that Members may find of inter-
est is that since the introduction of the previous Government’s emergency response, slightly 
fewer than 7,000 customers have been provided with the rent supplement support�  There are an 
additional approximately 1,100 pending applications.  When those figures are compared with 
the fact that nearly 1 million people are in receipt of support under the wage subsidy scheme 
or the pandemic unemployment payment, it is clear that only a small percentage of the number 
receiving other emergency supports have sought or are seeking the emergency rent supplement 
payment�  I encourage people whose circumstances have changed to access the emergency rent 
supplement payment�
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The response from the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection to the Cov-
id-19 emergency has ensured flexibility in the rent supplement scheme via specific measures to 
prevent undue delays in processing applications despite the large number of new cases received 
over a very short timeframe�  The two to three day turnaround of applications ensures that 
customers do not build up rent arrears.  Officers attempt to ensure that applicants’ rental obliga-
tions are met in full.  The scheme offers a safety net within the overall social welfare system by 
providing assistance to those whose means are insufficient to meet their needs and those of their 
dependants.  The main purpose of the scheme is to provide immediate and flexible assistance 
to those who need it who do not qualify for the payment under other State schemes�  There are 
several payments within the scheme, including a one-off exceptional needs payment which can 
cover rent arrears.  I have asked for further flexibility to be shown in that regard should there be 
a situation whereby we see a substantial debt burden after the pandemic�  Where a person has a 
change of circumstances such as loss of income, that person should notify the relevant authority 
in the case of a HAP claim or the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection for 
rent supplement to access any payment that can be made�

My Department and the ESRI operate a programme of collaborative research, principally 
focused on housing economics�  Under this programme, researchers from the ESRI and the 
Department were asked to prepare a research paper exploring the short run implications of the 
Covid-19 pandemic for the private rental sector�  I anticipate that this research will be published 
shortly�  I have not yet received it�  That will help to inform me as the Minister for Housing, 
Planning and Local Government, and the Government in our policy and approach to any po-
tential rent arrears in the private rental sector.  Preliminary findings indicate that there has not 
been a significant build-up of arrears over the period from April to June.  Having said that, if the 
research leads to a contrary finding for those who are in arrears, we will bring forward measures 
to address and assist in that area�

The Government already has a number of specific supports in place to mitigate the effects of 
the pandemic on our society.  The key factor is to monitor carefully their effect, to ensure that 
they remain fit for purpose and that we gradually and safely ease the Covid-19 restrictions.  I 
thank the Labour Party for tabling this motion�  I am acutely aware that we are not through the 
pandemic just yet.  We have vulnerable people in the private rental sector.  I want us to build our 
public rental stock substantially over the next few years but we need an immediate response by 
Government to deal with any residual rent arrears�  I encourage anyone who has lost his or her 
job, or whose income has been affected by the Covid-19 pandemic, to use the emergency rent 
supplement application and scheme, which is there for them�  There should not be a large build-
up of rent arrears�  If there is, based on independent research done by the ESRI, the Government 
will then seek to address that at the appropriate time with the proper, independent research that 
we have already sought in our preliminary planning�

08/07/2020NN00200Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: I thank the Labour Party for introducing this important motion�  
Sinn Féin will support it and I will speak to the rental section in a moment�  I want to take this 
opportunity to correct one of the things that the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, said about 
the Rebuilding Ireland home loan�  He said there is no blanket ban on draw-downs�  He is not 
correct�  Today, I received an answer to a parliamentary question from his Department and I am 
happy to share it with him.  It confirms that a circular was issued by his Department to local 
authorities on 6 July�  That circular makes it clear that any applicant who has an agreement in 
principle to draw down his or her mortgage cannot draw down the mortgage until he or she has 
exited the wage subsidy scheme for three months�  I am happy to share it with any other Deputy 
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who is interested�  That is a blanket ban on those in receipt of the wage subsidy scheme�

08/07/2020NN00300Deputy Darragh O’Brien: The Deputy is misleading the House�

08/07/2020NN00400Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: With respect to the matter in front of us, we know that significant 
numbers of renters are affected by temporary lay-offs.  To try to establish some sense of it 
ourselves, Sinn Féin launched an online survey for renters over a month ago�  About 1,000 
renters across the State responded.  While it is not a scientifically representative sample and 
we do not claim that it is, it had a good geographical, age and income mix�  That survey told us 
60% of renters who replied had lost jobs or income as a result of Covid-19.  Some 55% spoke 
to their landlord about some form of debt relief�  Some 40% found their landlords helpful and 
40% found their landlords unhelpful�  Interestingly, 58% of respondents had never heard of 
the Covid-19 rent supplement payment and that is one reason why the take-up is so low�  The 
Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection has not been advertising this support, 
unlike the other supports�  Some 60% of respondents were worried about rent arrears post the 
Covid-19 restrictions�  About 70% thought they would have a minimum of €3,000 of rent ar-
rears�  A further 13% felt they would have rent arrears of up to €5,000�

Our view is very simple�  The Minister, as a matter of urgency, must extend the ban on rent 
increases, on notices to quit and evictions�  He and his colleagues must do more to advertise 
rent supplement�  He must put in place a rent arrears debt resolution process through the Resi-
dential Tenancies Board that will include, among other things, the possibility of partial or full 
rent write-downs�  We will work constructively with him and other colleagues to achieve those 
ends but the time to act is now and I urge the Minister to do so�

08/07/2020NN00500Deputy Pearse Doherty: I want to raise the issue of mortgages and payment breaks�  While 
we support the Labour Party motion, I know that it does not deal with the issue of payment 
breaks�  It talks instead about penalties as opposed to interest and about mortgage arrears as 
opposed to payment breaks�  In payment breaks, one does not accrue mortgage arrears�  I think 
its spirit is in that line, given what Deputy Nash said�  I welcome that this is now getting more 
coverage�

Before me I have a letter from Permanent TSB to a customer who availed of a three-month 
payment break�  The cost of the person’s mortgage will increase by more than €7,700 as a result 
of that three month break�  If he goes for an extension to six months, it will skyrocket further�  
This is not the first time that I have put this on the agenda of this House.  I raised it with the 
Minister for Finance in April�  I have produced legislation on this and gave it to the Minister 
for Finance three weeks ago.  Yesterday was not the first time that we learned about it.  Maybe 
it was the first time that others learned of it.  This is not the way that it has to be done in this 
State because we know from the Central Bank’s correspondence to me that one does not have 
to charge interest rates, loans will not go into default and it will not trigger a credit mechanism, 
because we can see what happened in Spain at the end of March and what Belgium and Ger-
many did�  They were able to protect their citizens from the attacks by banks charging interest 
rates�  This is the time for Government to stand up, particularly with banks that we own, and 
lay down a rule that banks will not be allowed to profit on the back of this pandemic, at a time 
when Government rightly had to close down our economy to keep our people safe�  It is not 
acceptable for banks to say that it is the time for them to feather their nests, fill their pockets 
and charge more for such people�  A bank is charging €7,700 extra because a person’s income 
was slashed during the pandemic and a State-owned bank sees it as an opportunity�  It is time 
for every single Minister, with their Cabinet responsibility, to stand up and do the right thing�
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08/07/2020NN00600Deputy Mairéad Farrell: Tá sé thar am dúinn déileáil leis seo�  We absolutely support the 
call for a system to deal with rent arrears.  The Government inaction on this will just leave more 
children in homeless accommodation�  We in Sinn Féin have been calling for this issue to be 
tackled for some time�  We know from data published by the ESRI that young people and those 
renting are more likely to be in a more precarious situation with regard to their income due 
to Covid-19 restrictions�  We know that since the special Covid-19 rent supplement payment 
was introduced in March that the number of claims has increased by almost 40%�  We in Sinn 
Féin hosted a survey of renters which showed that 60% of those who took part had lost income 
because of Covid-19 and a similar number were really concerned about mounting rent arrears�  
Some 68% of renters in our survey expected to have arrears of up to €3,000 while a further 13% 
expected the debt to be as much as €5,000�

The moratorium on evictions and the ban on rent increases is due to end on 20 July�  The 
Government must extend the ban on evictions until at least the end of 2020�  It must also extend 
the access to the Covid-19 rent supplement payment until the end of the year�  Not doing so will 
have disastrous consequences for people across this State and in my county, Galway�  The Si-
mon Community has reported a drop in people entering emergency accommodation in Galway, 
which is as a direct result of the ban on evictions and rent increases�  There is no doubt that once 
this ban is lifted, there will be a wave of new homelessness, not to mention mortgage arrears�  
By stopping the banks from charging penalties or surcharges on mortgage arrears accrued dur-
ing the pandemic and extending the ban on evictions, we can provide certainty for individuals 
and families as well as avoiding a potentially dangerous spiral of mortgage arrears and evictions 
that will cause untold distress for families throughout the State�

08/07/2020OO00200Deputy Matt Carthy: I also welcome the Labour Party motion on housing and homeless-
ness�  I wish that party had had the same interest in tackling those issues when it was in gov-
ernment and it adopted the very policies that created the crisis in housing that we now face�  
The current Labour Party leader and then Minister with responsibility for housing was one of 
a sorry line of disastrous Ministers in that post�  The policies enacted by that Fine Gael-Labour 
Party Government were essentially about protecting the same vested interests Fianna Fáil had 
allowed to destroy the economy in the first place.  It was about protecting the corporate land-
lords, speculators and bankers�  In their term in government they introduced a new toxic vested 
interest to our housing policy in the form of the vulture funds�

We have a new Government in place and a new Minister for Housing, Planning and Local 
Government�  I congratulate him on his appointment and wish him the best�  The sea change 
required by Government if we are to address our housing crisis is a willingness to stand up to 
those vested interests that have capitalised on the housing situation that so many families face�

We recall that Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael told us there could not be a rent freeze�  There is 
one now and the only question that remains to be answered is how long it will last�  We were 
told there could never be a moratorium on evictions�  There is now and question that remains to 
be answered is how long it will last�

This Government and its predecessors bought the lies the banks sold that they had to profit 
from the pandemic by charging interest�  I commend Deputy Doherty�  Primarily through his 
work we learned that that has been proven to be a lie despite the protestations of their spokes-
people in recent times�  Because it has been proven categorically to be that case that banks do 
not have to charge their customers interest or to profit from this pandemic as they are intent on 
doing, the only question left is what the Government will do about it�
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What needs to be done?  In the first instance, the banks need to be told by Government that 
they are not to fleece their customers who have had to go looking for a payment break.  If they 
do not adhere to that instruction from Government, the Government needs to be determined to 
implement Deputy Doherty’s legislation that will put an end to it�

The rent freeze needs to remain in place not for three months or six months, but for years 
until we get a grasp on our dysfunctional rental market�  The moratorium on evictions needs to 
remain in place�  We have heard the experts and the people who are on the front line of this tell 
us that the moratorium has prevented homelessness�  We need to build from that�  We then need 
the radical housing action policies as proposed by Deputy Ó Broin and ignored by successive 
Ministers�  We need a radical public house building programme to be put in place�  If the Min-
ister does that, he will have our full support�

08/07/2020OO00300Deputy Cian O’Callaghan: I welcome the Labour Party motion; the Social Democrats will 
be supporting it�  I also welcome the comments from the Minister that he will listen construc-
tively to any proposals from the Opposition and others throughout the House�

There is little awareness of the emergency rent supplement�  There has been some uptake, 
but I and others have been dealing with many people who are not aware of it�  We are creat-
ing a problem of rent arrears because people who could be accessing that support do not know 
about it�  I appeal to the Minister to have a public information campaign on a similar scale to 
the other aspects of the public information campaign on Covid�  We have had advertisements 
on the emergency rent supplement in the newspapers and elsewhere but not on this scale�  That 
is needed as it will prevent a longer term problem building up�

I want to make three key points�  I agree with the calls to extend the moratorium on evic-
tions and rent increases�  We need to realise that evictions resulting in homelessness are not 
inevitable�  They are a consequence of policy and can be prevented�  That is one thing we need 
to focus on�  The Government can implement a range of policy options to address that�  We must 
learn from the mistakes made with rent and mortgages in the past ten years�  We also need to 
look at best practice in other countries�

I draw the Minister’s attention to a report on mortgage arrears, entitled A Lost Decade - 
Study in Mortgage Possession Court Lists in Ireland, published by NUI Galway�  I am sure the 
Minister and others will be familiar with it�  I want to focus on two recommendations in that re-
port.  The first is a recommendation that human rights and equality training should be provided 
for directors of the Central Bank and for State-appointed directors of other banks�  I raised this 
in a parliamentary question to the Minister for Finance who has responsibility in this area�  I got 
detailed information back from the Minister on it�

It is clear from the answer that while there is some training on diversity for employees and 
different aspects, the core human rights training that is needed for the directors to realise the im-
pact of decisions that are made in large banks and in the Central Bank on people’s human rights 
in terms of mortgages, arrears and evictions is not being done at present and needs to be done�  
The importance of this is to create a balance so that in making these decisions while people 
are looking at the financial aspects, they also need to look at the human cost.  This should be a 
core part of their thinking�  I urge the Government to implement that recommendation from the 
report�

The report also recommends that the Minister for Finance should request a quarterly report 
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from the Central Bank along with the quarterly statistics on mortgage arrears�  That report 
should outline the impact of Central Bank decisions on housing rights issues and the dispropor-
tionate effects its decisions and supervisory actions have on women in particular.  We should 
not just be looking at the financial numbers in this; we should also be looking at the human 
impacts�  I urge the Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government, who is present, to 
say that to his colleague.  All of these things have a cumulative effect.

I wish to speak about the sale of mortgages to vulture funds�  The Government should be 
seeking to prevent mortgage holders from having their mortgages sold on to vulture funds�  In 
Germany mortgages cannot be sold on to vulture funds without the consent of the mortgage 
holder�  If that is done in Germany, there is no reason that the same protections cannot also be 
afforded to people in Ireland.

In terms of the impact that evictions have on people, tackling high rates of evictions and 
repossessions makes good economic sense�  There is abundant proof that preventing evictions is 
cheaper in the long run than rehousing people after a period of housing exclusion or homeless-
ness�  In Finland it has been shown that the cost of an eviction is between €7,500 and €8,000 a 
year, which is much more than the cost of preventing an eviction�  That should be at the core of 
our thinking on this�

Research has also shown that victims of home loss frequently experience feelings of pain-
ful loss, continued longing, a general depressive mood, symptoms of psychological and social 
distress, and a sense of helplessness�  There are particular negative impacts for children in the 
loss of home and the experience of homelessness arising from evictions when the problems of 
rent arrears and mortgage arrears are not dealt with�

Research shows that two years after eviction, mothers still experience significantly higher 
levels of material hardship and oppression than their peers�  One study of 2,000 Swedish house-

holds showed that those who had lost their legal right to a home where a landlord 
had applied for eviction were approximately four times more likely to die by sui-
cide.  There is evidence of significant levels of eviction among individuals with 

complex support needs due to mental ill health and substance abuse�

The European Federation of National Organisations Working with the Homeless has de-
scribed eviction as:

[...] one of the worst forms of violence that can afflict someone [...]  Eviction is not only 
a punishment, it is a collective abandonment of other people; prioritising one individual’s 
right to own property over another individual’s most basic needs [���]  Eviction is a humili-
ating and traumatising experience, which risks pushing the victim down a slippery slope 
towards destitution and poor self-esteem�  It constitutes a violent rupture of one’s home life 
that directly feeds into the problem of homelessness�

  There are positive international examples of good practice at which we can look�  For 
example, prevention of evictions has been a part of social policy in France for many decades�  
Mortgage lenders in France are held liable for their irresponsible lending and, accordingly, 
there are much lower levels of mortgage repossessions�  A similar level of accountability should 
happen in Ireland and the Government has a role to play in that�

  In Spain, tenants of small-scale landlords may seek a suspension of rent payments during 
the pandemic crisis and if they are unable to reach agreement with their landlord, they can avail 

5 o’clock
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of interest-free loans�  Those tenants continue to pay their rents with the loans to be repaid over 
a period of six years�  For tenants of large-scale landlords with more than ten properties, if the 
tenant and landlord cannot reach agreement on a postponement of the rent, the landlord is re-
quired to either cut the rent by 50% for the duration of the crisis or accept a suspension of rental 
payments for the crisis period with the rent then repaid over the following three years without 
interest�  We need to look at similar schemes in Ireland�

  I want to mention three principles that we should agree on�  While we need an extension on 
the moratorium, we should first look at the rental sector and getting rid of most of the grounds 
for eviction�  We need to be strong on the point that the private rental sector provides people’s 
home first and foremost, and those properties should not be financial or investment assets.  
Those considerations are secondary�

  We need absolutely to prioritise that there should be no evictions into homelessness�  Sev-
eral EU countries already have a policy of never evicting families into homelessness and we 
should have the same policy in Ireland�  In many countries, such as Scotland and Germany, the 
courts must notify the local authority and social services immediately of any impending evic-
tion so that rehousing can be arranged�  We should have a similar formal arrangement in place 
in Ireland�

  We also need mediation and payment plans where evictions are being looked at and evic-
tions should only ever be used as a last resort�  We must support tenants and landlords to reduce 
the risk of evictions�

  The Social Democrats fully support this motion and look forward to the work the Minister 
will do on this issue in the coming months�  We will work constructively on this with him and 
other parties in the House�

08/07/2020PP00200Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: I will be share time with Deputy Mick Barry�  I will take 
five minutes and he will take four.

The eviction of people into homelessness was utterly unacceptable before the pandemic�  
Solidarity-People Before Profit put forward an anti-evictions Bill that was passed with a major-
ity in the previous Dáil�  If I am correct, Fianna Fáil voted for that Bill and, ultimately, that is 
the solution�  We need to stop evictions into homelessness and remove any grounds for eviction 
that are not related to genuine fault on the part of the tenant�  All of the loopholes, including 
sale and refurbishment of the home, that are being used by property owners and landlords, es-
sentially to maximise the profit on the property they own at the expense of real human beings 
who need, and have a right to, roofs over their heads must be removed�  That is a generality but 
it is the solution and we should get on with it�

That aside, allowing the eviction of people into homelessness over rent arrears, mortgage 
arrears or anything else is utterly incompatible with public health requirements during a pan-
demic�  I do not think that the Minister needs to write to the Department of Health to get advice 
on this because it is self-evident�  The Minister should say that, until we decide the bigger issue, 
as an absolute minimum nobody is going to be evicted into homelessness during the pandemic�  
As long as Covid-19 is around - and it looks, sadly, as if it will be around for at least a couple of 
years - nobody should be evicted�  Let us say that, do it, and make sure that is the policy�

How on earth can putting people on the street be compatible with adhering to public health 
guidance in terms of preventing transmission of the virus?  It cannot be done�  Where are such 
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people supposed to wash their hands?  How is hygiene to be maintained when one does not 
have a bathroom or toilet?  Similar worries apply if someone enters shared accommodation in 
a hostel or homeless hub where kitchen and bathroom facilities must be shared�  It is incompat-
ible with adherence to public health guidance during a pandemic for anybody to be homeless 
or in co-living or shared accommodation�  We should recognise that and enact the policy that is 
necessary to comply with the obvious need to protect the health of the public�

As I have already mentioned, we must get rid of the unacceptable, spurious and largely 
profit-driven reasons for evicting people.  The Minister probably heard me mention the case of 
St� Helen’s Court in Dún Laoghaire during the previous Dáil, a saga that is continuing and sums 
up a lot of what we are facing�  If the eviction ban is lifted, tenants who have for two years faced 
four different attempts by a vulture fund to evict them will be evicted.  They will be homeless 
and knocking on the door of Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council which has nowhere to 
house them�  We should not let them be evicted, nor should we allow vulture funds to behave in 
that way�  They have no reasonable grounds for trying to evict these people other than wanting 
to maximise the value of that property and the profit that they can make out of it.  That simply 
should not be allowed�

I spoke to representatives of Threshold today and they are also saying that the Government 
needs to proactively step in and buy rental blocks from vulture funds to keep people from being 
made homeless and bring them into social and affordable housing.  I suggest we do that in the 
case of St� Helen’s Court, as was done with the Leeside apartments in Cork and in other similar 
cases where those kinds of threats and behaviours by vulture funds persist�  I encourage the 
Minister to do that�  It will save money on HAP and all the rest of it�

08/07/2020PP00300Deputy Mick Barry: The evictions moratorium expired two and a half weeks ago in New 
York city�  The backlog in eviction cases for a three-month period in that city would normally 
be expected to be somewhere between 50,000 and 60,000 cases but, given the rent arrears that 
have built up from people who lost their jobs during the pandemic, it is expected that more than 
100,000 evictions could be in the pipeline in New York city�  The director of litigation at legal 
services for the city said the situation is the most dire thing they had ever seen�  Meanwhile, 
24-7 anti-eviction protests are being organised outside homes in Brooklyn and the protestors’ 
slogan is, “No landlords, no cops, all evictions have to stop�”  Are we going to see something 
similar here?

This afternoon, the Community Action Tenants Union organised a protest in Blackrock, 
County Dublin, in opposition to an illegal eviction�  For every landlord with an itchy trigger 
finger, how many will obey the law now but plan to evict once the moratorium here has ended?  
It might not be as many as in New York city but I suspect it is far from a small number either�  
That is just the first wave of evictions.  What about the second wave?  Recently, the Irish Prop-
erty Owners Association put the following on its website:

Rent increases are prohibited during the Covid–19 emergency period�

[���] However, Rent Review notices may be served during the emergency period, note 
that any increase in the rent under the tenancy of a dwelling that should take effect or be 
payable during the emergency period will not take effect until after the day after emergency 
period ends�

Are we going to see a wave of rent increases when the rent increase moratorium ends?
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Three things now need to be done�  The moratorium needs to be extended at the very least 
into next year�  All arrears built up during the emergency period now need to be completely 
written off.  If small landlords are hard hit by such a measure, a once-off emergency tax could 
be introduced and levied on the bigger landlords including corporate landlords to create a fund 
to which the smaller landlords could apply for compensation�  Last but not least, housing activ-
ists need to act on the example of the housing activists in New York city and get prepared for a 
real battle to defend tenants from the double threat of rent increases and a tsunami of evictions�

08/07/2020QQ00200Deputy Denis Naughten: I thank Deputy Ó Ríordáin and the Labour Party for tabling this 
motion on another aspect of the housing issue which we, as public representatives, deal with 
on a regular basis�  One of the things that I come across regularly is the issue of security for 
tenants in the private rented sector�  As a consequence of getting a notice to leave, we are in the 
situation in respect of homelessness�  I have that even in a rural constituency, particularly in the 
southern part of the constituency in Roscommon, Monksland in Athlone and Ballinasloe, where 
if someone gets notice that they have to leave, trying to get any alternative accommodation is 
next nigh to impossible�

I have suggested in the past and put it to the Minister now that we should look to the De-
partment of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, where there has been a very successful tenancy 
scheme in place which has transformed that sector over the past 15 years�  If it is good enough in 
the agricultural sector, it definitely should be explored in the housing sector.  Back in the 1990s, 
the vast majority of farm and land leases were for 11 months.  Today, approximately half of all 
leases of agricultural land are of five years’ duration or longer, some of them up to 15 years.  
In agriculture, the taxation system has been reformed to incentivise long-term leasing of land 
for the public good�  Surely the same case can be made in respect of the private rented sector�  
I am not talking about big landlords that have already exploited the system in this country, I 
am talking about landlords with one or maybe two homes�  Many of the these individuals are 
accidental landlords�  There could be an incentive put in place for them whereby they would 
lease the home to a family for five, ten or 15 years and there would be a built-in incentive.  It 
would provide security of tenure for the family that is renting and a guaranteed income for the 
accidental landlord�  It could transform the sector, as has happened right across Europe where 
they have long-term leases for accommodation�  That to which I refer does not happen in this 
country but it has happened in the agricultural sector�  Surely we should be looking at it and 
exploring the opportunity for families�

The other thing I hope the Minister will look at is the reform of the fair deal or nursing home 
support scheme�  The previous Government was committed to reforming this in the area of the 
capital assessment for agricultural land and for businesses.  There is a significant anomaly that 
is preventing up to 9,000 homes coming onto the housing market�  The current policy under 
the fair deal scheme effectively bans the renting out of 9,000 vacant homes belonging to older 
people who are in nursing homes, because they are hit with a treble penalty under the means 
test rules that apply�  As a practising politician, the Minister knows well that under the social 
welfare system, the means test for a person’s asset is either the market value of the property or 
the net income that is generated from that asset�  However, under the fair deal scheme, 7�5% 
of the market value of the house is used but on top of that if the home is rented out by an older 
person, 80% of the income generated, exclusive of any costs such as maintenance or letting, is 
also included in the means analysis�  It gets worse�  If that rent goes through the older person’s 
bank account, it is also considered capital on deposit and is calculated at a further 7�5%�  If a 
vacant property is leased out by a family that is looking to put a roof over the heads of some 
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of those homeless families we have across the country, the older person in the nursing home is 
facing a means assessment with a treble penalty put on it�  Some of these properties have 1,000 
Mbps high-speed broadband outside the door�

Down the road, some of those 9,000 properties to which I refer will eventually be sold but 
we are usually talking years by the time a property has gone through probate and everything 
else.  The properties in question will require significant investment at that stage, yet they are 
houses that people were dwelling in up to a few weeks or months ago�  As already stated, 
there are 9,000 such homes�  At the moment, there are 14,000 people with property in private 
and public nursing homes under the fair deal scheme yet just 600 homes are being rented out.  
Surely there is something fundamentally wrong if only 600 of those homes are being rented 
out and the reason is that the system penalises it�  I received a commitment from the Minister’s 
predecessor that this anomaly would be addressed and I expect to see this reflected in the leg-
islation when it comes forward�

Another issue which reflects the motion of the Labour Party and has been highlighted also 
by Deputy Pearse Doherty is the fact that the banks are running amok during Covid-19�  They 
are exploiting their customers and the Central Bank is quite happy to sit on its hands and let this 
go on�  A couple of weeks ago, AIB had to reverse its ban on mortgage approval for couples 
where one of them was in receipt of the wage subsidy�  This is an issue that I took up directly 
with AIB because I was coming across constituents who had mortgage bans imposed on them�

In recent days, the issue of interest charges has arisen�  A family with a €300,000 mortgage 
who take a six-month payment break will end up with an interest bill of €4,300�  These are 
families looking for a payment break because they cannot meet the current mortgage repay-
ments and struggling as a result of Covid, and we are putting a millstone around their necks of 
€4,300�  The banks are trying to say they have no choice but to charge interest but we now know 
the Central Bank has eventually woken up about this on foot of clarification from the European 
authorities.  The fundamental problem is that we need to split the Office of the Financial Regu-
lator from the Central Bank�  That was the case historically and it must be done again�  We need 
a separate financial regulator.  The Central Bank’s role in consumer protection and consumer 
rights needs to be moved and the consumers’ advocate must have teeth and be prepared to use 
them�

08/07/2020RR00200An Ceann Comhairle: The Rural Independent Group is next�  Deputy Mattie McGrath is 
sharing time with colleagues�

08/07/2020RR00300Deputy Mattie McGrath: My speaking time will be shared with three colleagues�  I also 
support the motion�  There was discussion last night with the new Minister in whom I have great 
faith�  I hope he is listening because the banks in Ireland are not functioning across the board�  
This is crucial for anyone seeking a loan or some reprieve during these times of Covid�  The 
banks are so arrogant that they are trying to get away with overcharging, refusing loans and 
withdrawing approval for families to build houses�  How, during this Covid crisis, will we ever 
get our people housed?

Deputy Naughten spoke about the regulator and financial watchdog being separated from 
the Central Bank�  We need banking legislation, full stop�  From what I can see, there is very 
little banking legislation�  Legislation is in place for all of us in many areas, as are various 
amendments and statutory instruments, but the banks have free rein to do what they like and 
they do what they like�  A former Member of this House who is also a former MEP is now acting 
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as their PR spin doctor.  It just goes on and on.  It beggars belief how successive Governments, 
including the Government of which Deputy Kelly was a member, allowed the banks to do what 
they wanted�  It is time we had real legislation and real regulators, not the toothless people who 
are there now and do not support the people�

Many landlords are good, accidental landlords who own one or two houses�  I will not allow 
all landlords to be demonised as bad people�  We need good people in the market but we need 
to deal with the banks because they are not functioning�  They need to function to allow people 
who can repay mortgages, regenerate houses or pass them on to do so�

The fair deal scheme also needs to be looked at�  There are many issues involved but the 
banks must be tackled in the first instance.

08/07/2020RR00400Deputy Michael Collins: I thank the Labour Party for tabling this motion�  People in mort-
gage distress are in great fear of losing their homes�  Many are genuine people who have done 
all they can to come to some arrangement with their banks but to no avail.  Efforts to throw 
these people out of their homes must stop�  The previous Government stood idly by�  Will this 
Minister do the same?

The laws must change.  All those who make a genuine effort to pay their mortgage must be 
afforded the opportunity to do so.  Selling their mortgages to vulture funds, in most cases be-
hind their backs, must stop now�  If the Government does not have the strength to stop it, it will 
find itself facing the same political crisis as its predecessor.  The banks seem to be rejigging the 
payments of people who have three and six-month moratoriums by increasing their payments 
when the moratorium ends�  This is terribly unfair to people who are under immense pressure 
in these times�

Last night, I spoke about the housing crisis and the need for a rural resettlement programme 
similar to the one introduced in County Clare some years ago�  Such a programme was men-
tioned in the previous programme for Government but was not introduced�  A rural resettlement 
programme must be introduced�  It would take families out of hotels and help people who are 
losing their homes and those in direct provision�  There are suitable developments up and down 
the country, which would provide safe, comfortable living for people in direct provision�  These 
developments must be looked at immediately�  The Minister has an opportunity to turn this 
around�  While some of the measures I have highlighted might not resolve the issue, combined 
with other housing measures, they would greatly help in delivering homes for those who genu-
inely want them�

08/07/2020RR00500Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: I thank the Labour Party for bringing this very important mo-
tion before us�  We all hate the word “eviction”�  Every human being is entitled to have a roof 
over his or her head and this Dáil should strive to ensure that everyone has a house�  For their 
part, 99% of landlords are good operators who treat their tenants properly but there are also 
rogue landlords who do not subscribe to that approach�  We must remember that in many in-
stances the State takes 50% of the rental income in tax�  If something could be done on that, it 
would help many people�

I will give an example of people who are in serious trouble�  In our local authority, the 
income cap above which a couple with three children cannot remain on the housing list is 
€33,600�  When people go on the family income supplement, it means they cannot survive on 
their income.  I know couples in receipt of that payment who have been thrown off the housing 
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list because their income exceeds the cap�  That does not make sense�  I have raised this matter 
several times, as have other Deputies�  It must be looked at because these people are seriously 
struggling to pay their rent�  Rents in Killarney have increased to €900, €1,100 and sometimes 
€1,200�  I have even heard of rents of €1,500 being charged�  People do not have that kind of 
money�  They will not get a mortgage on an income of €33,600 or even €40,000 to put a roof 
over their heads�  We must do something about that�  

Most tenants pay their way but there are others who, regardless of their income, will not pay 
a penny.  Those people cannot be supported.  However, the large majority of tenants pay their 
way and we must ensure there are no evictions of those people� 

08/07/2020RR00600Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: I also thank the Labour Party for bringing this important 
debate before the House.  I wish to record a very specific interest, as I always do, when I have 
something to declare.  I have been involved in the job of providing accommodation since I 
was 19 years old so I am sort of qualified to talk about the problem in Ireland today.  There is 
nothing wrong with people finding themselves in a position of needing to rent private accom-
modation�  However, renting is not the long-term solution to their housing needs�  The right 
thing would be to have our local authorities provide accommodation, which people would rent 
and eventually be able to purchase�  That is the ideal scenario for a family or a young couple 
who want it�  We are not like other countries where people want to rent throughout their lives�  
Some people might want to do that, and it might suit them, but the majority want to have their 
own front door with their own key�  That is an ideal that we as politicians, and the current and 
future Governments, should strive to achieve�  When it comes to the issue of providers of what 
I call the private accommodation sector, our Government and politicians in this Chamber must 
be very careful about what they are saying when it comes to people who provide that rental 
accommodation�  As has been rightly pointed out by Deputy Danny Healy-Rae already, they 
are tax collectors, in that every €1,000 they collect, they give more than €500 of that in tax in 
many cases�  They then have to pay the mortgages, the maintenance, the insurance bills and 
everything else�  I deal an awful lot with people who are involved in that sector and they actu-
ally find it very hard if they are dealing with a situation where, perhaps, rent is no longer being 
paid and they are paying a mortgage on a property that they are getting nothing whatsoever for�

08/07/2020SS00200Acting Chairman (Deputy Catherine Connolly): I thank the Deputy�

08/07/2020SS00300Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: While everybody is only trying to do their best, it works on 
both sides�  Politicians have to remember that if we hunt the people out of providing private 
accommodation-----

08/07/2020SS00400Acting Chairman (Deputy Catherine Connolly): I thank the Deputy, who is out of time�

08/07/2020SS00500Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: -----the Government will not be able to fill that gap and make 
up the difference.  We have to ensure we do not hunt people out of providing private accom-
modation, because that would not be a solution to people’s housing needs�

08/07/2020SS00600Acting Chairman (Deputy Catherine Connolly): We are going to have to ensure that 
other people get speaking time too�  Thank you, a Theachta�  Moving on to the Independent 
Group, I call Deputy Fitzmaurice�

08/07/2020SS00700Deputy Michael Fitzmaurice: I thank the Acting Chairman�  I was talking to a person the 
other day, and as some of the so-called experts will say, one might be better renting�  I saw a 
debate on the television a year ago where a person had paid €250,000 in rent and had nothing 
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for it and still had to buy a house now.  It just shows.

I thank the Labour Party for bringing this motion forward�  To the Minister, this is about 
supply and demand.  If there is a tight supply of houses, landlords have a field day.  At the end 
of the day, the Minister needs to address one thing.  Some €100 million has been taken off the 
budget of Irish Water.  It’s fixing of leaks is stopping now because the money is gone halfway 
through the year�  If the Government does not put in the sewers and water in the next year or 
two, it will not have houses� At the moment, it will get a lovely letter back from Irish Water 
saying it will give it to consultants, who will come back in a year, and in two or three years’ 
time Irish Water might do it.  That is not how a housing problem is fixed or the people who need 
houses now are sorted�

On the fair deal nursing homes scheme, as has been pointed out earlier, there are several 
houses in towns, small or large, and in cities throughout the country that are left idle because 
people have gone into nursing homes�  We need to bring incentives in there�  A Bill was to be 
brought forward - I am aware that the Minister of State is here - and it seems to have vanished 
into thin air�

On evictions, we have seen different Bills brought in over recent years to deal with this is-
sue�  The reality at the moment is that Promontoria will take a person wherever it wants and do 
whatever it wants�  The large vulture funds do not have any mercy for the people in this country�  
Until we bring in proper legislation to ensure protection where someone is making an effort, we 
are not going to solve this problem�

On renting, there are couples throughout this country whom we need to do things for, such 
as incentives we can provide for them and ways we can make sure�  For example, why do we 
not use the English system where if a person travels to X, Y, or Z for a year, we will put him or 
her higher up on the list�  There is an opportunity, especially in rural Ireland, be it in small towns 
or in the rural areas, where there are a lot of houses where, if €20,000 or €30,000 was spent 
on them, that was given to the people who own them, and a proportion of it was taken off the 
rent as each year went by, say over five or six years, we would have a double win.  We would 
have someone living in a community and we would have a family housed that might not have 
a house�  We would also give them the opportunity, when suitable accommodation would come 
up wherever they would want to go back to, of putting them up on the list�

We have to start thinking outside the box rather than the same ding dong, the same Depart-
ment stuff, the same civil servants doing the same thing day in, day out, and we get the same 
answer�  If we keep pressing the same tune, we are going to hear the same song�  Unless we 
think outside the box in this new Dáil, we are going to be here in the same place in five years’ 
time.  In the previous Dáil we must have had about 20 different debates on this issue, but where 
did it get us?  It got us to the same old song that we are listening to over and over again�  We 
have to rock the boat and say to the people that are doing this work down through the years, be 
it Secretaries General, principal officers or whoever, that this is not working, that we have to 
look at things in a different way, that we are not going to be nodding to them for this five years, 
and that we are going to take it on and change it�  If we do not do that, we are wasting our time 
being here at all�  I want to let Deputy Harkin speak now�

08/07/2020SS00800Deputy Marian Harkin: This Government has a real opportunity here to shape how it re-
sponds to the economic fallout from the Covid-19 crisis and how it responds to the significant 
challenges that will be faced by families and individuals as they struggle to pay their mortgages 
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or their rent�  If we are to learn any lessons from the previous crisis, it has to be that ordinary 
people do not pay the price for the economic collapse.  The last time we bailed out our financial 
institutions and we socialised the bank debt�  Ordinary people paid the price and many people 
are still paying a price as both their homes and lands are under threat�

In March of this year, the United Nations condemned Ireland for allowing multinational vul-
ture funds to buy up vast numbers of properties and rent them out at sky-high rents�  It described 
this as an egregious practice in Ireland�  That is what happened the last time�  We know that we 
now have a chance to change our response and support our citizens�

It is important to state that before we entered the Covid-19 crisis we had more than 27,000 
people in long-term rent arrears�  For those people Covid-19 has simply exacerbated the prob-
lem�

In the programme for Government, the Government has promised a referendum on housing�  
If that commitment is real, and I believe it is, then we need to make a start now, today�  We can-
not say that we will start tomorrow or the next day�  We cannot say we will protect our renters 
and those in mortgage arrears because of Covid-19 but that we will do it next week or next year�  
We have to start now�

Everybody agrees that this is a time of unprecedented change and unprecedented challenge, 
and we need to respond to it in an unprecedented way�  That way will have to ensure that the 
Covid-19 crisis will not exacerbate the current inequalities in the housing sector�

In that context, I thank the Labour Party for bringing forward this Private Members’ motion, 
because it highlights the crucial issue that many people are really fearful and concerned about 
having a roof over their heads in three months or six months�  As Deputies we meet them, we 
read their emails, and take their telephone calls�  If they knew that there would be an exten-
sion to the moratorium on evictions, then they would have some hope that they too could get 
through this crisis�  I have spoken about help for small businesses, and the core of it is to give 
people hope to start again�  If we extend this moratorium on evictions, it will give people hope 
that they can continue�

To give people belief that this Government will support them as citizens, we have to ensure 
that the banks and the financial institutions do not charge penalties or surcharges on mortgage 
arrears that have occurred during this period.  Nobody can profit from this pandemic.  Nobody 
can get rich on the backs of others and nobody can deny hope to those who struggle to pay their 
mortgage or their rent.  This Government is in a position to ensure that nobody profits.  This 
Private Members’ motion is as good a place as any to start�

08/07/2020TT00200Deputy Sean Sherlock: I rise to support this Labour Party motion�  We are now in what I 
call a dark age in terms of public housing projects in this country.  From the 1930s to the 1950s 
there was massive State intervention in respect of public housing build in this country�  This 
was done because there was a will to do it�  At the heart of the motion before us is the supply 
of housing as the ultimate goal and, in the interim, protection for renters and the introduction 
of a State support scheme to ensure nobody is put out on the street such that we do not further 
exacerbate the homelessness crisis that we have seen in this country to date�

We need an enlightenment period in regard to public housing construction�  The Labour 
Party will support any measures that are appropriate in that regard�  What we want to see from 
this Government on that journey is real interventions and not only rhetoric.  While we all have 
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partaken in rhetoric, it is important now, more than at any other time in our history, that we put 
in place a programme of public housing construction such that we can alleviate the need for 
measures such as income supports for those who are renting�  To date, 1,300 people within this 
State are awaiting rent supplement�  Whether we like it or not that rent supplement will go into 
the hands of private landlords�  The model we have built up in this country is perverted and we 
need to deconstruct it�

This motion says to Government that the Labour Party will work it but what we need to 
see in return is the putting in place of proper activation measures such that we never again see 
anybody being put out on the street�  We need a public housing programme�  As other speakers 
have said, it is a supply and demand issue�  We need a public housing programme to ensure that 
we meet that supply and demand�

I am delighted to stand in this Convention Centre to support this motion�  Thus far, I have 
served as a Deputy for 13 years�  The number of people coming to see me who are on social 
housing lists is ever growing�  It is utterly depressing that in this modern republic we cannot 
build houses for people�  We will hold the Minister to his word�  We will give him a fair chance 
and a fair crack of the whip�  The Minister said earlier that he wants local authorities to get back 
to building houses�  If that is the case, let us give him a fair crack at that whip�  I contend that 
the model needs to be wider�  The local authorities need to be key stakeholders but delivery 
should not be left to only them�  There is a loss of corporates memory in regard to how local 
authorities built houses�  Local authorities have not been involved in house building for a long 
time�  We need to develop a model that regardless of our political persuasions we can buy into 
and support�  We need this to be a non-partisan issue and an issue about young people�  These 
are the very people who are losing hope daily that they will never own, occupy or have fixity of 
tenure in a house so that they can support themselves and their families�

The time for a radical programme is now�  Even in the midst of this Covid crisis now is the 
time to put our shoulders to the wheel�

08/07/2020TT00300Deputy Duncan Smith: I regret that the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, is no longer in 
auditorium because I wanted to take this opportunity to congratulate him on his appointment�  
He is a constituency colleague and I know him well�  He is, of course, a Fianna Fáil Minister�  
When many people heard that a Fianna Fáil Minister was taking over the housing portfolio 
there was a sharp intake of breath and worry because Fianna Fáil has always associated itself 
with housing�  Some of that tradition is proud, in particular the large public housing provision in 
the mid-20th century�  However, some of that tradition is not so proud, including more recently 
the deregulation of the housing market and the privatisation of public housing�  Houses were 
built too quickly and they were unsafe.  Pyrite and fire safety issues happened under Fianna 
Fáil’s watch�  It is with trepidation that we welcome a new Fianna Fáil Minister into this role�  
The Minister is aware of the aforementioned legacy�  It is on his shoulders to shape where Fi-
anna Fáil goes next�  If, as stated by the Minister, he does propose to return local authorities to 
the provision of public housing then he will have the support of many groups within this Dáil�

The Government amendment to the Labour Party motion is not a great start�  It is very weak�  
As Opposition spokesperson on housing six months ago the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, 
would have laughed it out of the Dáil Chamber�  The only saving grace was that the amendment 
did not match with what the Minister had to say in his opening statement�  I took a little more 
comfort from that than I did from the weak and watery amendment on what is the most serious 
crisis in this country�
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I am a little concerned about the Minister’s reference to the need to seek advice from NPHET 
on the continuance of the protections for renters and mortgage holders�  We need to be careful 
about how NPHET is used as we move out of the pandemic�  NPHET has played a substantial 
role in keeping many people alive in this country but it is not the job of NPHET to advise Min-
isters in any portfolio, in particular housing, on whether protections for renters and mortgage 
holders should be continued�  We have a new Government and a new Cabinet�  They have to 
make decisions and they have to stand over them.  NPHET should be nearing the end of its job.  
Its job is to keep people alive, not to keep people in homes or build homes.  That is the job of 
the new Government and the new Minister with responsibility for housing�

I would like to pick up on a point made by Deputy Michael Healy-Rae�  The Deputy said 
that he is in the job of providing accommodation and has been since he was 19 years old and 
that we should not be hunting people like himself who are landlords out of their business�  The 
Deputy and landlords should not be in the business of providing housing solutions for the most 
vulnerable people in our society�  That is the responsibility of the State�  The State should be 
providing sufficient public housing such that we do not have to rely on HAP and rent supple-
ment payments or on private landlords to fill the massive gap that was created when the State 
privatised the provision of public housing�  This was done under Fianna Fáil�  It is part of its 
legacy�  It is a massive legacy to undo�

We were told many things recently, including that it was not possible to freeze rents�  It 
turned out that was possible and it was done�  We were told that the banks, which are heavily 
owned by the State, could not be influenced in regard to relief on mortgages.  That was done.  
Many things have been possible in the last couple of months that remain possible if there is a 
will in this country, publicly and cross this Chamber, to do it�  We can stop evictions and ensure 
that people do not find themselves with massive mortgage or rental debt such that they can look 
forward to the future with some degree of comfort that their Government has their back�  I hope 
the Government will not push its amendment to a vote tomorrow�  I hope it will not move it and 
that it will instead support our motion�  It is a sound and good motion that has the support of the 
majority of Deputies.  It also had the support of the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, a few 
weeks ago when he was the Opposition housing spokesperson�  I commend the motion to the 
House and thank our housing spokesperson, Senator Moynihan, on her work on it and Deputy 
Ó Ríordáin for leading on it�

08/07/2020UU00200Minister of State at the Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government 
(Deputy Peter Burke): I thank Deputies for an engaging and thought-provoking discussion�  
To clarify, I understand that the Minister will write to the Minister for Health, not to NPHET, 
regarding the extension of the moratorium�

08/07/2020UU00300Deputy Alan Kelly: The Minister got it wrong�

08/07/2020UU00400Deputy Peter Burke: That is why I said “to clarify”�

As the Minister stated, the Government is providing an array of supports for citizens during 
this difficult period, which we intend to keep under review.  The Money Advice & Budget-
ing Service, MABS, continues to help anyone experiencing problems with budgeting and debt 
during the Covid-19 pandemic�  MABS, under the aegis of the Citizens Information Board, 
provides assistance to people, in particular those on low incomes or living on social welfare 
payments, who are over-indebted and need help and advice with debt problems�  As part of its 
service, MABS also provides help and advice to those who are in mortgage arrears�  Its services 
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are provided by phone, email, post and video conferencing where face-to-face engagement 
is necessary�  A Covid-19 live feed has been created on the MABS website to host important 
financial developments and to highlight how they may affect the public.  A new call-back and 
instant messaging service is also available on mabs.ie, where the public can request a call back 
from a MABS adviser�

I encourage tenants to reach out for help if they find themselves in financial difficulty and to 
engage with their landlord at the earliest opportunity�  Their tenancy relationship should not be 
put in jeopardy.  I encourage them to talk to MABS or the Department of Employment Affairs 
and Social Protection�  Income supports and rent supplements are available to assist�  If a ten-
ant is already availing of HAP or rent supplement and his or her income has declined on foot 
of Covid-19, I encourage the tenant to contact his or her local authority, in the case of HAP, or 
the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, in the case of rent supplement.  
The current level of payment can be reassessed in light of any change in circumstances, such 
as loss of income�

I, along with the Department and the Residential Tenancies Board, urge landlords to consid-
er the negative impact of Covid-19 on their tenants and to show forbearance where temporary 
rent arrears may arise�  As noted earlier, the Department is conducting research on the potential 
accumulation of rent arrears during the emergency period in conjunction with the ESRI.  The 
research will have regard to the range of rental and income supports made available to those 
affected by Covid-19 and will assess the combined impact that the supports and changed con-
sumption patterns has had on the incidence of rent arrears.  Preliminary findings suggest there 
was not a significant build-up of arrears over the period from April to June, inclusive, which is 
welcome news�

The Department recently published a guidance document on Covid-19 supports for land-
lords and tenants that set out the emergency rental measures and income and other supports 
available to tenants and landlords during the emergency period�  The guidance document and a 
list of frequently asked questions are available on rtb.ie�  The RTB encourages all its custom-
ers who may require assistance or advice, including in respect of any threatened eviction, to 
contact it via its webchat service, although there may be delays with its phone lines during this 
emergency period�

With regard to debt generally, the Insolvency Service of Ireland, ISI, provides a debt resolu-
tion service�  The ISI was established in 2013 to deal with personal insolvency and is under the 
remit of the Department of Justice and Equality�  The ISI aims to return people to solvency and 
full participation in social and economic activity.  It offers a range of debt solutions, including 
a regulated network of qualified professionals who can help a person to reach a permanent debt 
solution with his or her creditor�  The ISI encourages anyone with serious debt issues, including 
those impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic, to visit its dedicated website, backontrack.ie�

My focus, and that of the Government, is to ensure that as many households as possible 
remain in their homes�  I encourage borrowers to engage with Abhaile, the national mortgage 
arrears resolution service, which is available free of charge to the borrower�  The unique ele-
ment of Abhaile is that it brings together for the first time the full range of supports and services 
required by borrowers in home mortgage arrears�  A dedicated adviser will work with the bor-
rower and the lender to find the best solution for their particular circumstances.

On mortgage arrears, the co-ordinated forbearance actions of the banking and non-banking 
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sectors announced by the Minister for Finance on 18 March 2020, and agreed to by the mem-
bers of the Banking & Payments Federation of Ireland and the Central Bank, have provided 
essential support to personal and business customers impacted by Covid-19�  The co-ordinated 
approach adopted by the banking and non-banking sectors is welcome�  These forbearance mea-
sures have primarily involved payment breaks for households and SME customers�  The impor-
tance of these supports is illustrated by the agreement to payment breaks for 80,000 mortgage 
customers and 35,800 SME customers�  With the initial three-month payment breaks issued in 
mid-March, lenders are undertaking a process of engagement with those who have availed of 
the break and those customers are being contacted about their options when the payment break 
ends�  These include a payment break extension of up to three months for those who continue 
to be directly impacted by the fallout of the Covid-19 pandemic�  The forbearance approach 
reflects the wider Government approach of ensuring that all supports, whether tax measures, 
public expenditure programmes or lender forbearance, are focused on those who have experi-
enced significant income shocks.  These levels of support are maximised and scarce resources 
allocated to those most in need�

The Department has introduced three and six-month payment breaks for holders of the Re-
building Ireland home loan or other local authority mortgages�  The breaks are available through 
local authorities and borrowers are not charged interest for the period of their payment break�  
In addition, the Department has just written to all local authorities highlighting that Rebuilding 
Ireland home loan applications should continue to be processed during the Covid-19 pandemic�  
Applicants of the temporary wage subsidy scheme can apply based on their pre-Covid incomes 
and will be given time post Covid to demonstrate that their earnings have returned to pre-Covid 
levels�  If the applicant’s earnings do not return to pre-Covid levels, the application can be reas-
sessed based on the actual level of post-Covid income achieved�

In the case of mortgage-to-rent mortgage holders, for whom no alternative is available, a 
scheme is already in place for borrowers of commercial lending institutions, which is overseen 
by the Department�  The scheme is targeted at borrowers in long-term mortgage arrears whose 
mortgages have been deemed unsustainable by their lender under the mortgage arrears resolu-
tion process, as provided for under the Central Bank’s code of conduct on mortgage arrears�  
Under the scheme, mortgage holders who are eligible for social housing can transfer the own-
ership of their home to an approved housing body or the private company, Home for Life, and 
remain in their home as social-housing tenants, paying affordable rent assessed in accordance 
with their means�  Following a review of the mortgage-to-rent scheme in February 2017, a 
range of revisions was made to the terms and conditions of the scheme to widen eligibility and 
ensure greater take-up�  In addition, new structures and arrangements have been put in place 
to encourage a greater number of entities to take part in the scheme and enable it to operate 
at scale�  One threat to the overall viability of the scheme is the lack of borrower engagement 
with lenders�  The Department is working closely with the Abhaile service, as well as the ISI 
and MABS, to ensure that borrowers who could benefit from the mortgage-to-rent scheme are 
aware of the benefits and how to access it.

The Government is committed to ensuring that the full range of options is available to dis-
tressed borrowers, including keeping as many people as possible in their own homes, and has 
included a commitment to strengthening the mortgage-to-rent scheme in the programme for 
Government�  The programme for Government is committed to delivering at least 50,000 social 
homes over the coming five years.  It is an urgent priority to address critical housing supply and 
demand issues, housing delivery and, in particular, the need for social and affordable housing.  
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I am keen to ensure we lose no time or momentum in doing this�  Last year, more than 10,000 
social homes were delivered nationwide and we want to build on that in future�

I am aware that the past few months have been exceptionally challenging for all stakehold-
ers involved in housing, from those involved in delivery right through to those managing the 

risks associated with vulnerable groups�  Covid-19 has presented challenges to the 
country but it has also demonstrated the clear resolve of the Government and the 
need to back the people of Ireland�  Our key goal is to get as many people as we can 

back working in a safe manner as soon as we can to allow them to meet their housing needs 
independently�  We want to help people to help themselves but we recognise that not everybody 
is able to meet his or her own housing needs�

  I sincerely thank the Labour Party for tabling this motion and my fellow Deputies for their 
thoughtful input.  I look forward to working with them in the coming term on our shared objec-
tive of providing secure, quality housing for all who need it�

08/07/2020VV00200Deputy Alan Kelly: I thank my colleague and newly appointed and excellent spokesper-
son, Senator Rebecca Moynihan, for putting this motion together and I also thank my colleague, 
Deputy Ó Ríordáin, for working on it with her�

I wish the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, and the Minister of State, Deputy Peter Burke, 
the best.  Trust me, I know how difficult their challenge is.  Given the previous comments on 
what Fianna Fáil has done in regard to housing during its terms in office in recent decades, 
particularly the comments of Deputy Duncan Smith, I am glad the Minister of State, Deputy 
Peter Burke, as a chartered accountant and forensic analyst, is in government with Fianna Fáil 
because his experience will be useful.  I wish him the best of luck; he will need it.

We all know we are in difficult times and that we have to support one another.  The Labour 
Party is suggesting solutions and raising issues it knows the State has to deal with�  I stood in 
the Dáil and outside it at the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic and spoke about the issues 
related to rent and evictions�  I found it quite amazing that the previous Government could not 
introduce rent freezes because it was regarded as constitutionally impossible�  I always knew 
it was constitutionally possible because I introduced them�  Fianna Fáil, the main party in op-
position at the time, did not believe they were constitutionally possible�  They were possible be-
cause, all of a sudden, when the pandemic struck, they were brought in�  It has never been fully 
explained to me how Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael made a volte face and were, all of a sudden, 
able to introduce such a measure�  It very much shows the real issue, which is that housing and 
preventing profiting from rent among landlords are not really at the core of what the two parties 
believe�  This is what distinguishes Labour Party Members and many others in the House from 
members of Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael�

We supported the housing measures introduced by the Government when Covid hit�  We 
did so because they were necessary but we will remember it was incapable of introducing 
them before that�  The Government’s attitude towards this motion is disappointing because, 
quite frankly, its counter-motion is offensive and amateurish.  I do not know who wrote it but 
I believe it is amateurish�  The Minister of State proposes to delete a line that recognises the 
loss of income to households through “no fault of their own”�  He proposes to delete the line 
that recognises cumulative debt from rent or mortgages will crystallise for many households�  
He even proposes to delete the rather complimentary statement that the ban on rent increases 
and evictions during the pandemic has led to a decrease in homelessness�  I do not know why 

6 o’clock
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that perverse deletion would be made�  It is not a good start�  I wonder whether it is because 
the Minister of State wants to brush the issues of rent and homelessness under the carpet�  It 
is telling that his alternative text does not even mention homelessness�  Deputy Carthy is not 
present now but the day on which I will take lectures from Sinn Féin on housing will be the 
day on which the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission does not tell us that one quarter 
of all UK homelessness deaths were in Northern Ireland, the day on which it does not tell us 
that 205 homeless people died there in 2018, and the day on which Deputy Carthy or Deputy Ó 
Broin will make a statement condemning this�  We must remember every day the hypocrisy of 
preaching in the way they do when we know from Sinn Féin’s practice in another jurisdiction 
what it has achieved�

Regarding to what is really before us, we have to consider what the public is facing�  We 
share the Government’s ambition to create jobs and to come out of Covid but the fact is we do 
not know when the economy will be got back up and running, nor do we know the scale of the 
resources required�  It could be months or years before the economy is back up and running�  
I accept that nobody knows but in the interim thousands of households will face crystallised 
debt they will not be able to pay�  One day, the walls will come tumbling down and somebody 
will have to pay the debt�  Those I have mentioned will not be able to pay it so the Government 
might as well face it now.  A plan needs to be in place to help those affected because they will 
not be able to pay.  It is just a fact.  The debt will crystallise day by day, week by week, month 
by month and, potentially, year by year�  The Minister of State is in for some wake-up call if 
he honours what he said in his alternative motion, that is, that hundreds of thousands of people 
have had their incomes largely protected�  Hundreds of thousands of people are in serious 
bother, and many renters are among them�  The basic fact underlying our motion is that, despite 
the exceptional pandemic unemployment payment and all the other supports, many workers are 
actually worse off.  Therefore, we need to support them.

The Government has taken no action in relation to the banks to give homeowners several 
months without mortgage repayments�  It has now been exposed that they have been left open to 
additional interest charges.  I raised this with the Taoiseach earlier based on confirmation from 
the Central Bank and the European Banking Authority.  This is affecting so many.  It is not be-
lievable that the Taoiseach, having sat through my comments, is now instructing his Minister to 
go off and speak to the banks.  A range of European jurisdictions, which I could mention, have 
spoken to the banks and ensured interest charges of the kind in question will not be imposed�  
Many of those who face extra payments in the order of thousands of euro will note that what has 
occurred could have been prevented if the Minister or previous Minister, or both, had spoken to 
the banks�  It is unbelievable that this did not happen�

To hear a Banking Federation representative say the additional interest will be socialised 
across other mortgage holders who can pay is just rubbish.  It is not a case of talking to the 
banks on these issues but of telling them that what is happening is not acceptable, that the clock 
should be rewound and that the interest should be got rid of�  It is a question of our saying we 
know it should not be charged.  We should point to what other jurisdictions have done, use 
the analysis across Europe, say out straight what the citizens of this country have done for the 
banks, and say we are not allowing people to be absolutely screwed and ripped off during the 
Covid pandemic owing to their being charged more in unnecessary interest�

We need a plan for mortgage repayment periods that are longer than first envisaged.  The 
problem will feature for much longer and, potentially, there is a need for other vehicles to help 
those in various circumstances.  We need a plan to ensure people will not be ripped off because 
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of interest rates and how banks are dealt with�  I have always been nervous about the Minister 
for Finance, Deputy Paschal Donohoe, dealing with the banks� I have been nervous because, 
while the representative of Banking & Payments Federation Ireland approached the Minister 
for Finance when the Covid pandemic kicked off, it should have been the other way around.  
They should have been summoned then instead of offering to meet the Minister.  The Minister 
needs to instruct them rather than it being the other way around�  I am deeply suspicious and we 
need a plan in this regard�

We also need a plan for rent debt�  Many people sitting at home, some of whom are watch-
ing us now, are facing huge and crystallised debt of thousands of euro�  They are people in this 
city and in other cities�  They are people in Mullingar and in other towns and villages�  We need 
a plan and the spirit of this motion is to deal with that scenario and the other scenarios that my 
colleagues and I have referenced�  It is deeply worrying and not a very good start for the Gov-
ernment that the Minister has decided to oppose this motion�

Amendment put�

08/07/2020WW00300Acting Chairman (Deputy Catherine Connolly): In accordance with Standing Order 
80(2), the division is postponed until the weekly division time, which will be tomorrow�

08/07/2020WW00400Ábhair Shaincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Matters

08/07/2020WW00500Acting Chairman (Deputy Catherine Connolly): I wish to advise the House of the fol-
lowing matters in respect of which notice has been given under Standing Order 37 and the name 
of the Member in each case: (1) Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív - the need for a suite of measures to as-
sist the hospitality and other sectors against the effects of Covid-19; (2) Deputy Catherine Con-
nolly - the failure to provide bus transport to enable children with special needs to participate in 
the July provision programme at Ábalta special school, Parkmore, Galway; (3) Deputies Kieran 
O’Donnell, Cathal Crowe and Joe Carey - to discuss supports for the aviation sector in light of 
Covid-19; (4) Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh - the need to urgently open an autism spectrum dis-
order special school in Scoil Colm in Dublin 12; (5) Deputy James Lawless - the school build 
plans for St. Corban’s school, Naas, and related works; (6) Deputy Jackie Cahill - to discuss 
financial assistance for private bus operators in the aftermath of Covid-19; (7) Deputy Maurice 
Quinlivan - to discuss funding for the regional drug and alcohol task force to achieve outcomes 
envisioned in the national drugs strategy; (8) Deputy Donnchadh Ó Laoghaire - to discuss the 
shortage of places in special schools and autism spectrum disorder units in the Cork city area; 
(9) Deputies Marian Harkin and Michael Fitzmaurice - to discuss the Government response 
to the recent bogslide on Shass Mountain, Drumkeeran, County Leitrim; (10) Deputy Emer 
Higgins - to discuss plans for temporary school buildings in Rathcoole; (11) Deputy Michael 
Healy-Rae - to discuss the cost of regulation of credit unions; (12) Deputy Mattie McGrath - to 
discuss how school transport will operate and payment deadlines; (13) Deputy Eoin Ó Broin - 
to discuss the Environmental Protection Agency report, Drinking Water Quality in Public Sup-
plies 2019, and river, lake and coastal pollution; (14) Deputy Pat Buckley - to discuss the ongo-
ing Covid-19 recommendations at Kilcredan national school in east Cork; (15) Deputy Ruairí 
Ó Murchú - to discuss ongoing drug crime in Dundalk; (16) Deputy Mick Barry - to discuss 
the greenhouse gas emissions projections for 2019 to 2040 published by the Environmental 
Protection Agency; (17) Deputy Paul Donnelly - the strategy for tackling the use of quad and 
scrambler bikes on public roads and in public parks; (18) Deputy David Cullinane - to discuss 
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the pathway to a technological university of the south east; (19) Deputy Jennifer Murnane 
O’Connor - to discuss the resumption of overnight respite services and day services for adults 
with intellectual disabilities; and (20) Deputy Neasa Hourigan - to ask the Minister for Housing, 
Local Government and Heritage his plans to develop and issue guidelines to local authorities 
as a matter of urgency on the best practice implementation of pedestrian and cycling measures 
relating to the Covid-19 pandemic and his plans to address public health requirements in urban 
areas for increased space in the public realm�

The matters raised by Deputies Éamon Ó Cuív, Aengus Ó Snodaigh, Kieran O’Donnell, 
Cathal Crowe and Joe Carey; and Marian Harkin and Michael Fitzmaurice have been selected 
for discussion�

08/07/2020WW00600Saincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Debate

08/07/2020WW00700Covid-19 Pandemic Supports

08/07/2020WW00800Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: Ba mhaith liom buíochas a ghabháil leis an Aire Stáit as teacht 
isteach agus éisteacht liom tráthnóna�  At the onset of the Covid-19 crisis, the Government took 
immediate action and for that I give credit�  Very early on, the issue of seasonal workers came 
to the fore, particularly in those areas of the country and the sectors of the economy that are 
traditionally seasonal in nature�  We can look in particular at hospitality and tourism, where in 
many parts of the country the season runs from St� Patrick’s Day or even Easter in cases through 
the summer to various points in the autumn, perhaps finishing in late September or Hallowe’en, 
with some going to Christmas�  There are large parts of the industry that do not function for the 
full length of the year�

In addition, the events industry and other sectors would be in a lull in January or February, 
as very few festivals take place then and there would not be as many events�  Much of the in-
dustry in these areas starts on St� Patrick’s Day�  Under the rules of the temporary wage subsidy 
scheme, if a person was not employed in January, February and March, there is no entitlement 
to support through the scheme for workers who had never worked in those months but rather 
worked in later months of the year and earned their living that way�

As well as a sectoral effect, this has caused a major geographic effect, where a dispropor-
tionate piece of the economy in places on the west coast of Ireland depend on this seasonal 
tourism�  These are places like Daingean or Killarney and up the west coast through County 
Clare, into County Galway through Clifden�  Connemara and the islands would be very familiar 
to the Acting Chairman�  We can then go up through County Mayo to Donegal�  The reality is 
that unless immediate action is taken, many of these industries and businesses in the hospitality 
sectors and all the spin-off enterprise supplying them might not survive.  That is not through any 
fault of their own but through a lack of support�

This afternoon, we debated at length the issue of microfinance.  The latter is useful in its 
own right but which does not fill this gap.  For many of these businesses, borrowing money is 
not a solution.  We need to hear that the temporary wage subsidy scheme will first be extended 
for at least a year for those industries that will not recover for at least that time�  It should be 
available to those who can demonstrate a pattern of seasonal employment every year; in other 
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words, businesses should be eligible for the scheme where they hire people in the spring but do 
not have them in January, February or March�  Within the hospitality sector, we need the cap on 
the restart grant to be eliminated as this is an equivalent to three and a half bedrooms in a hotel, 
and no such hotel exists in the country�

My time is short and I hope the Minister of State will be able to tell me that the Government, 
even at this belated stage, will make an announcement and will not leave these vital industries 
high and dry�  I hope it will not leave us in such a position that when tourism returns, we will 
find that some of our best assets are no longer functioning.

08/07/2020WW00900Minister of State at the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation (Deputy 
Damien English): I thank the Deputy for raising this matter and the general issue of supports 
for business in the hospitality sector.  He also flagged the matter of seasonal workers, which is 
certainly on our agenda as well�

As has been referred to by the Taoiseach, the Tánaiste and other Ministers, the programme 
for Government promises to bring forward a July jobs initiative to support our economy and 
help restore employment�  Our focus is on supporting the viability of businesses and getting 
people back to work as quickly as possible in all sectors, including the vital hospitality sector�  
I cannot confirm what will be in that stimulus but it will come in the next couple of weeks.  We 
will certainly enhance the offerings we have had so far as we are very much committed to sup-
porting businesses in restarting and growing through job creation.  We had a good and lengthy 
discussion on that earlier today and last night�

Helping small and medium enterprises is essential, given their pivotal role in the economy 
and employment�  The July stimulus will extend, enhance and add to existing measures, total-
ling €12 billion in supports for businesses affected by Covid-19 that have already been an-
nounced�  These measures include direct grants and supports, including the temporary wage 
subsidy scheme referred to by the Deputy�  I am very conscious of the point he is making on 
seasonal workers and we will certainly focus on it in our work over the next couple of weeks as 
we bring forward the stimulus package�

There is also a €250 million restart grant fund and the Deputy is seeking changes to it�  
There are also liquidity supports, such as 0% financing for six months from Microfinance Ire-
land�  This House passed the required legislation for that earlier and I hope it will go through 
the Seanad tomorrow in order that we can get on with the work relating to the fund�  There has 
been a rates waiver from local authorities and the warehousing of tax liabilities by the Revenue 
Commissioners with respect to small and medium enterprises�

These supports are predominantly focused on our small and medium enterprises, which 
have been hit hardest by the Covid-19 pandemic�  As stated in the programme for Government, 
it is planned that the July jobs initiative will set out a path for the future of the temporary wage 
subsidy scheme�  That will deal with the length it will be extended, if it is extended, and also 
deal with who can access the scheme�

The most important action from the Government was to try to ensure employees were not 
laid off and they did not lose an all-important link with an employer.  Experience demonstrates 
that maintenance of the link with an employer is critical to the prospects of a person recovering 
and resuming employment.  The temporary wage subsidy scheme achieves this objective but 
there are issues around this connected with seasonal or part-time workers and so on�  These are 
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all being examined�

In addition to the wage subsidy scheme, the Government introduced a new payment, the 
pandemic unemployment payment, to help individuals who were laid off.  These supports and 
others are now being reviewed in the context of the July jobs stimulus and the economic re-
covery plan, which will be brought forward around budget time in October�  These are key 
components of the programme for Government and I expect that further announcements will be 
made in due course�  I know Deputy Ó Cuív would like me to do that tonight but it is best that 
it comes forward in the overall stimulus package in the weeks ahead�  The issues mentioned by 
Deputy Ó Cuív relating to support for temporary seasonal workers are very much part of the 
considerations for the future of the wage subsidy scheme, and rightly so�  

As the public health restrictions are eased, the challenge for the economy, SMEs and all 
businesses is evolving�  Work is ongoing on how best to continue to support employers in the 
more medium term, including consideration of support for temporary seasonal workers and 
new hires�  Also, I spoke earlier about new start-ups because people might change career during 
these times�

Since it was introduced in March, more than 65,900 employers have registered with Rev-
enue for the temporary wage subsidy scheme and more than 58,600 employers have availed 
of the scheme, which is almost one third of all employers from 2019.  More than 567,600 jobs 
have been directly supported over the period and many more indirectly�  That is considerable 
coverage and it is noted that the value of payments made to date is nearly €2 billion�  

Changes have also been made to the scheme to allow additional flexibility in the case of 
lower paid workers to increase the level of subsidy they receive, for workers returning from 
maternity, paternity and adoptive leave, and for apprentices who were engaged in a period of 
off-the-job or block release training in February of this year.  The update and the need for the 
wage subsidy scheme will continue to be monitored as the public health restrictions are eased 
and the economy continues to recover�

My final point is on the restart grant, which was launched on 22 May 2020.  The scheme was 
devised in recognition of the fact that micro and small businesses were particularly vulnerable 
to the economic effects of Covid-19.  To date, there have been applications for €130 million in 
grants and just over €71 million has been paid out so far.  There is another €17 million in the 
pipeline to be paid out this week�

08/07/2020XX00200Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: I thank the Minister of State for his reply�  The restart grant is 
being paid very promptly, and that I welcome, but it was obviously devised with manufactur-
ing type businesses in mind�  Whatever happened, the Department of Transport, Tourism and 
Sport did not make its case very well because rates are a major part of the overheads of any 
business in hospitality - hotels, restaurants and so on�  The one thing we are absolutely certain 
about is that for as long as there is social distancing, these businesses, even though they will 
be open, will not be able to operate and will not be as profitable as they were previously.  We 
have to reduce overheads�  The restart grant, which is a rebate of the previous year’s rates, is 
a very obvious first start but we need to lift the cap because it is out of sync with reality in the 
hospitality industry�

If we consider tour buses and so on, they will be limited in the number of passengers they 
carry�  We need to look at the sectors that will have long-term restrictions on their ability to 
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trade�  Rather than forced unemployment, is it not much better to have people working and to 
make it economic to have extra staff, perhaps with a smaller turnover?  That is where, again, 
we are a little late�  There is no point crying over spilled milk but we need to have an immedi-
ate decision on the temporary wage subsidy scheme and it needs to continue for constrained 
businesses that cannot go back to business as usual�  It needs to continue for as long as two 
constraints exist�  One is the physical constraints because of health advice and the other is the 
business constraints because in terms of tourism, and this goes way beyond the tour providers, 
there are no foreign tourists here this year and we know people elsewhere are very reluctant to 
travel anywhere abroad.  We find the same as regards people leaving the island.  We need to 
deal with those issues�

I welcome the fact that people who booked holidays abroad had their deposits guaranteed�  I 
find it hard to understand, and the Minister of State might address this, why tour operators who 
were taking the deposits of people coming into the country did not get the same guarantee on 
their deposits�

08/07/2020XX00300Deputy Damien English: Deputy Ó Cuív rightly raised the tourism and hospitality sector�  
With regard to any further targeted measures specifically aimed at that sector, in March 2020, a 
dedicated tourism recovery task force was established made up of leaders of various sectors of 
the industry who will work together to deal with the many challenges ahead.  It is specifically 
tasked with identifying measures required to enable Irish tourism to recover from the devastat-
ing effects of Covid-19.  Naturally, the work of the task force will feed into the stimulus plan 
in July as well as the long-term recovery plan in line with the budget in October�  We welcome 
any comments or suggestions in that regard�  When he addressed the House yesterday on the 
Microenterprise Loan Fund (Amendment) Bill, the Tánaiste asked anybody who wished to do 
so to bring forward suggestions or ideas�  We will tease these out and they will feed into the 
plan�  Work on the July stimulus plan is ongoing in the Department and other Departments�

The Deputy rightly identified some of the issues with the existing schemes that might affect 
the hospitality sector.  All the existing schemes and all the efforts we have made in response to 
the Covid-19 outbreak are being reviewed and checked with a view to identifying changes we 
could make to enhance them�  I will certainly feed into that review the issues the Deputy raised 
tonight�  If he has any other suggestions, we will happy to feed those in also�  

We are conscious that we have committed over €12 billion of taxpayers’ money to supports�  
We also know, as does every Member of this House, that will not be enough�  We need to add 
to that and we are very much committed to doing that�  A package will be brought forward later 
this month�  We will build on that and we look forward to working with Deputy Ó Cuív and 
all those who represent the hospitality sector on bringing forward long-term plans because the 
recovery will not be immediate in some sectors�  We can make immediate interventions, which 
will help these sectors to survive, but we need to commit to this in the long term and we will do 
that�  I look forward to working with the House in that regard�

08/07/2020XX00400Acting Chairman (Deputy Catherine Connolly): The second Topical Issue matter is in 
the name of Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh�  As the Deputy is not in the Chamber, I will move on 
to the next matter�
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08/07/2020XX00450Covid-19 Pandemic Supports

08/07/2020XX00500Deputy Kieran O’Donnell: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Hildegarde Naughton, 
to the House and wish her well in her post.  This debate is about Shannon Airport, specifically 
the detrimental impact Covid-19 has had on its operations�  There has been a 96% reduction in 
passenger numbers in Shannon Airport since March�  Passenger numbers are likely to be 70% 
lower than last year�  Cork and Dublin airports will have a combined reduction in passenger 
numbers of 40%�  Shannon, therefore, has been exponentially impacted by Covid�  I seek a 
number of measures.  An aviation task force is about to produce its final report.  Will the Minis-
ter of State indicate when she expects to receive that report?  The report will be made public and 
I ask that she act on it.  Arising out of that report, I would like to see a specific task force report 
for the Shannon Group, specifically Shannon Airport.  We have unique difficulties to overcome 
in Shannon�  Coming from Galway, the Minister of State will understand that Shannon Airport 
is critical to the western seaboard�  The area has the largest number of multinational companies 
outside Dublin�  I want to see supports provided for the development of routes outside Dublin�  
Shannon Heritage has submitted an application for supports and it should receive funding�  
Some 230 staff in Shannon Airport who have been told that a voluntary redundancy package is 
available are extremely worried about their future�  We want action and supports for Shannon 
Airport�

08/07/2020XX00600Deputy Cathal Crowe: I wish the Minister of State the very best with her new portfolio�  
I plead with her to urgently intervene in the case of Shannon Airport�  The airport is facing an 
unprecedented crisis and has been disproportionately hit by the Covid pandemic and the result-
ing grounding of planes.  We are in a fight to ensure the solvency of the airport, retain jobs and 
protect the mid-west economy that is heavily reliant on Shannon Airport.  Passenger figures at 
the airport have dropped by 98% since March�  The place is like a ghost town�  On Monday eve-
ning Ms Mary Considine, the CEO of the Shannon Group, announced that a series of pay cuts 
and staff cuts were on the way.  I consider this move by management to be rather premature.  
The aviation recovery task force is due to report to the Government in the next ten days�  On 20 
July we will see the green list of countries to and from which travel restrictions will be eased�

Last night I met with the Taoiseach in his office to discuss the matter urgently.  I am now ex-
pressly asking the Minister of State to intervene�  I ask her to engage directly with the airport’s 
management and staff unions to offer some clarity and reassurance regarding the future of Shan-
non Airport, its workforce and the many industries and employees that depend on its existence�

08/07/2020YY00200Deputy Joe Carey: I also wish the Minister of State well in her new portfolio�  Shannon 
Airport is much more than just an airport.  It is the driver of economic activity in the mid-west 
and west�  The airport was struggling even before the Covid-19 crisis�  Aviation is an industry 
that is highly exposed to the effects of Covid-19.  Shannon Airport faces significant challenges.  
Traffic has decreased by 96% since March.  Aer Lingus still has not returned to the Shannon-
Heathrow route�  United Airlines has announced that it will not return to the airport�  Without 
warning, a letter from management has been circulated to 230 staff members.  There was no 
consultation with the unions or the workforce�  The letter outlines far-reaching cost reduction 
measures�

I welcomed the setting up of the aviation recovery task force�  It is of critical importance that 
this task force acts to the benefit of Shannon Airport.  Our country needs a balanced aviation 
policy that will benefit Shannon Airport.  I plead with the Minister of State to roll up her sleeves 
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in the interests of aviation in this country and back Shannon Airport�

08/07/2020YY00300Minister of State at the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport (Deputy Hil-
degarde Naughton): I thank the Deputies for raising this very important matter with me�  As 
an island nation, Ireland is particularly dependent, both socially and economically, on air con-
nectivity.  Aviation plays a critical role in our economy.  More than 140,000 jobs are supported 
by the air transport sector in Ireland�  The air transport industry, including airlines and industry 
supply chains, is estimated to support a share of Ireland’s GDP worth €8�9 billion�  Approxi-
mately 6�8% of GDP was supported by air transport and foreign tourists arriving by air in 2018�  
Spending by foreign tourists supports a further €8�7 billion of the country’s GDP�  Ireland is also 
a significant global player in the area of aircraft leasing, an industry which contributes a further 
€541 million to the economy and supports almost 5,000 jobs.

Successive Government policies and the national aviation policy have recognised and sup-
ported this contribution�  They have pointed in particular to Ireland’s reliance on international 
connectivity to secure its competitive international position�  The current policy has been highly 
successful and aviation in Ireland has seen strong growth in recent years�  However, as we all 
know, the Covid-19 crisis is having a significant impact on the sector.  Irish airports and airlines 
are fully exposed to the dramatic downturn in activity�  Operations shrank to a small fraction of 
the normal level of activity, resulting in significant cash flow problems.  Airlines and airports 
have had to restructure their businesses significantly in response to the crisis, and many are 
availing of Government supports�  The Shannon Group has been severely impacted by Co-
vid-19.  I acknowledge and thank the company’s management and staff for their commitment 
to keeping the airport open and keeping passengers and staff safe during this very difficult time.

We can all agree on the importance of Shannon Airport to Ireland and to the mid-west in 
particular�  This is acknowledged in the national aviation policy, which recognises the strategic 
importance of Shannon to the connectivity of the mid-west and its importance as a gateway to 
the Wild Atlantic Way�  Unfortunately, in the challenging circumstances faced by the Shannon 
Group, management have had to take difficult decisions to ensure the future viability of the 
company�  I understand the company has been engaging further with employees this week on 
further measures that must be taken to assist the company’s recovery�

I do not underestimate the impact on employees of these changes, which are deemed neces-
sary to enable the Shannon Group to secure the future of the airport so that it will be well placed 
when the sector recovers from this crisis�  Deputies will be aware that in response to Covid-19, 
the Government has put a broad range of supports in place to help mitigate the effects of the cri-
sis�  These include the temporary Covid-19 wage subsidy scheme, of which many companies in 
the aviation sector, including the Shannon Group, are availing�  The Shannon Group has asked 
for a range of supports from the Government to help mitigate the impact of Covid-19�  These 
are being considered�  My Department recently approved €6�1 million of emergency funding 
to complete the airport’s hold baggage screening project.  The Department continues to work 
closely with the Shannon Group to ensure that the company, including Shannon Airport, will be 
well positioned operationally to contribute to the post-pandemic economic and social recovery�

The impact of Covid-19 on the aviation sector has been severe�  The sector will continue 
to be impacted as long as international air travel is restricted on public health grounds�  The 
Government is acutely aware of the matter and suitable policy and financial responses are being 
developed.  The final report of the aviation recovery task force will be important when finalising 
proposals, given the expertise and industry insights it will reflect.
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08/07/2020YY00400Deputy Kieran O’Donnell: I thank the Minister of State�  I wish to follow up quickly on 
a few things�   A large number of people in my constituency of Limerick City and in north Tip-
perary work at Shannon Airport�  The Minister did not make reference to Shannon Heritage in 
her response�  More than 300 people are employed there during the peak season and 145 are 
employed year round�  If a proposal comes from the Shannon Group, will the Minister consider 
providing funding to ensure the Shannon Heritage sites are kept open all year round?

Second, the programme for Government refers to providing funding for route support and 
looking for flexibility in state aid rules in discussions with other EU member states.  Will the 
Minister of State commit to considering funding for Shannon Heritage?  Will she commit to the 
provision of funding for route support?  The Aer Lingus route from Shannon to Heathrow is still 
not up and running, which is not the case for Cork or Dublin�  It is absolutely critical that the 
aviation recovery task force report is acted upon and that funding is put in place to enable Shan-
non Airport to operate.  A more specific task force will be needed for Shannon Airport itself.

08/07/2020YY00500Deputy Cathal Crowe: I thank the Minister of State�  Many airplanes are gathering dust 
on the apron of the runway at Shannon Airport�  I understand that public health guidance is 
preventing them from taking to the skies�  However, we need to know why there are still many 
inbound and outbound flights at Dublin Airport and Cork Airport but virtually none from Shan-
non�  Any open air links in and out of this country must be spread evenly�  There is a lot more 
to this country than the Dublin economy�

I hope the Minister of State will intervene with respect to Ryanair’s refund policy�  I use the 
words “refund policy” quite loosely.  These days there are Ryanair flights carrying single pas-
sengers�  This is absolutely crazy�  When people seeking to follow Government advice against 
international travel phone Ryanair to cancel their bookings, they are told by management that 
the planes are in the sky and whether to fly is the passenger’s choice.  This flies in the face of 
good consumer practice�  Some passengers are being charged €600 or more in administrative 
fees to change their flights.

I must insist that any funding that the aviation recovery task force awards to the Shannon 
Group must be fully conditional on the company keeping the Shannon Heritage sites open 
throughout the autumn and winter months�  The Shannon Group management plans to shut 
these sites at a time when we are desperately trying to attract tourists to the region for stayca-
tions�  It makes no sense whatsoever to shut these iconic sites when we are trying to satisfy the 
needs of a very buoyant domestic tourism market�  I hope the Minister of State will expressly 
intervene in this matter�  We need all of the recommendations of the aviation recovery task force 
to be acted on immediately�

08/07/2020YY00600Deputy Joe Carey: I join my colleagues in pleading with the Minister of State to ensure 
that the Shannon Heritage sites remain open all year round�  If such a proposal comes from the 
Shannon Group, I ask her to support it with the necessary funding�  It is also important that the 
State should step forward and provide the necessary state aid to keep the airport operational 
and to facilitate capital expenditure works�  We need a balanced regional policy for aviation if 
we are to stop the galloping, runaway horse that is Dublin Airport, which has a monopoly on 
air travel into our country�  I plead with the Minister of State, who is from the west of Ireland, 
to buy into this effort and deal with the situation.  A very congested Dublin Airport is not good 
for the country�  We must try to spread those passengers out to Shannon and other airports in the 
post-Covid era�  I look forward to the Minister of State’s reply�
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08/07/2020ZZ00200Deputy Hildegarde Naughton: I have listened very carefully to what the Deputies said�  
I take all their comments on board, particularly those concerning the Shannon Heritage sites�  
As somebody who represents the west of Ireland and whose home is only 40 minutes down 
the road from Shannon Airport, I completely understand its strategic economic and social im-
portance to the region�  I propose to undertake a thorough examination of the airport’s future 
viability and sustainability, including restructuring measures, financial supports and any other 
measures that may be necessary and appropriate as part of a wider review of Shannon Group�  I 
will be in a position to do this once there is further visibility of the extent of the damage caused 
by Covid-19 to the group’s strategic and business outlook and its funding position�

I plan to revert to the Government with recommendations on this issue in due course�  I will 
take into account the strategic importance of Shannon Airport in the context of the national and 
regional development of aviation policies�  I will be meeting with the task force for aviation 
recovery this week, whose membership includes the chief executive officer of Shannon Airport.  
Deputies can be assured that I am taking this issue very seriously and will work with all the 
stakeholders to ensure we have a viable aviation sector�  I thank the Deputies for their com-
ments, which will greatly assist me in my role�

08/07/2020ZZ00250Special Areas of Conservation

08/07/2020ZZ00300Deputy Marian Harkin: I welcome the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, and wish him 
well in his new portfolio�  I look forward to working with him�  This is the second opportunity 
I have had in this House to raise the issue of the bog slide on Shass Mountain in Drumkeeran 
in County Leitrim�  I raised it with the Tánaiste last week, when he told me that in situations 
like this, where this is a disaster, the Government will normally step in to offer support.  This is 
surely a disaster and it has now become an emergency�  Many people who live in the area are 
asking where the support from Government is because they have not seen or heard anything in 
that regard�  I have visited the site twice, the second occasion being last Friday evening when I 
went there with my colleague, Deputy Fitzmaurice�  We visited the point on the mountain where 
islands of trees were emerging from the forestry and sliding down the side of the mountain�  It 
was incredible to see it�

It is difficult to estimate the numbers but we are looking at the movement of some 300,000 
or 400,000 cu� m of peat and bog�  The bog slide continues down the mountain for several miles 
and stops within 200 m of two family homes and not 50 m from the Diffagher river which then 
goes on to flow into Lough Allen.  Several homes are in danger and one house already has 
about 9 in� of bog at its back door�  Vast swathes of land are being completely destroyed�  The 
only thing holding back half the mountainside is the Dawn of Hope Bridge which was built in 
the late 1800s�  It is absolutely astonishing that this bridge is still standing and holding back 
thousands of tonnes of trees and bog�  We are facing an emergency and there are real fears that 
the bridge will not hold�  Urgent action must be taken to reinforce it and try to stabilise the 
bog slide�  That is the immediate need�  People in the area, especially those whose homes are 
in danger and those whose land is being destroyed, need to know, nine days after the situation 
emerged, that they have not been forgotten�

08/07/2020ZZ00400Deputy Michael Fitzmaurice: I wish the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, well in his 
new role�  I visited the site in Drumkeeran with Deputy Harkin and observed the damage she 
has described�  I want to make clear that no turf has been cut on this steep blanket bog�  The 
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damage we are seeing has happened followed incessant rain and action must be taken to address 
it�  I spoke earlier today to the CEO of Leitrim County Council, Lar Power, who has RPS Con-
sulting Engineers doing up a report on the situation on Shass Mountain�  If the bridge to which 
Deputy Harkin referred collapses, there will be serious problems�

The Office of Public Works needs to get involved without delay and funds must be given to 
the county council to ensure it can cater for the works that need doing�  A working group must 
be put together as soon as possible to deal with this emergency�  Farmers in the area have put in 
for the basic payment scheme, the areas of natural constraint scheme and the green low-carbon 
agri-environment scheme, GLAS�  The bog is sliding down the steep mountain and spreading 
out and destroying their land�  These are small family farms whose owners are working in the 
difficult conditions that naturally arise in bogland areas.  They deserve help in this emergency.

We need the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, the Department of Employ-
ment Affairs and Social Protection, the OPW, the council and the fisheries and farming bodies 
to come together and work to put a fund in place�  The Department of Agriculture Food and the 
Marine needs to reach out in the first instance.  This problem will not be cleaned up overnight 
and it will not be solved tomorrow.  The Department needs to offer reassurance in respect of 
any inspections undertaken over the next four to five years for the areas of natural constraint 
scheme, GLAS and other environmental schemes.  That is the first thing that needs to be sorted.  
The roads in the area will also need rectifying�

Deputy Harkin and I spoke last week to an elderly woman and some of the other lovely, salt-
of-the-earth people who live in this area�  They are frightened that if the bridge at the top of the 
mountain collapses, nothing will stop the bog from coming down�  Local knowledge suggests 
that there was a lake that disappeared years ago located where the trees have started moving�  
There are large volumes of material that need sorting out, but the only thing that will really sort 
this problem out is a proper plan and the money to implement it�  Will the Minister of State 
ensure the different bodies get together to work out a plan?  There is no point in scratching our 
heads for a month until more rain comes and the bridge at the top of the mountain collapses�  
We will be in trouble then because there are several houses at risk�

08/07/2020ZZ00500Minister of State at the Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht (Deputy 
Malcolm Noonan): I thank Deputies Harkin and Fitzmaurice for their good wishes and for 
bringing this matter to my attention�  I can give a response from the perspective of my Depart-
ment and the agency within my remit, which is the National Parks and Wildlife Service�  As 
Deputy Fitzmaurice noted, however, there are several agencies involved�

The legislation underpinning the protection and conservation of nature includes the Wildlife 
Acts 1976 to 2018 and the European Communities (Birds and Natural Habitats) Regulations 
2011�  Natural heritage areas have been designated under the Wildlife (Amendment) Act 2000�  
The EU’s bird directive and habitats directive provide for the protection of certain habitats and 
species across the Union, giving a framework for specific measures to be taken to target areas 
of concern in each member state�  In essence, the 2011 regulations transpose these directives 
into national law and provide for the nomination and designation of special protection areas, 
SPAs, aimed at the protection of threatened species of birds, and special areas of conservation, 
SACs, aimed at protecting other animal species and habitats�  Ireland is an EU stronghold for 
blanket bogs, which provide essential ecosystem services such as carbon sequestration and 
water regulation, as well as harbouring many important plant and animal species�  Under the 
habitats directive, Ireland has identified 50 special areas of conservation for the protection of 
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blanket bog and there are 73 blanket bog national heritage areas�  These SACs include lowland 
and mountain blanket bogs, predominantly along the western Atlantic seaboard, but also widely 
distributed on upland areas.  Many of the SAC sites identified for the protection of blanket bogs 
are extensive and include complexes of other habitats such as dry heath, transition mire, acid 
grasslands, rivers and streams�  Protected species found there include dunlin, golden plover, 
whooper swan, red deer, otter and freshwater pearl mussel�  Blanket bogs, together with other 
peatlands, have formed in the Irish landscape since the last ice age and, together with remnants 
of primeval forests, are some of our oldest surviving ecosystems�

In November 2019, the National Parks and Wildlife Service of the Department was awarded 
€12.4 million in funding under the EU LIFE programme for an EU LIFE integrated project 
entitled Life Wild Atlantic Nature which aims to protect and restore blanket bog and associated 
habitats.  The project seeks to improve the conservation status in the special area of conserva-
tion network of blanket bog.  The project start-up has been delayed by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
but is scheduled to take place over nine years and will be undertaken with the consultation and 
involvement of local landowners and communities�

Boleybrack mountain was nominated for designation as an SAC in June 2003 and is af-
forded protection under the 2011 regulations�  It comprises an extensive upland plateau situated 
to the north of Lough Allen in County Leitrim and is dominated by active mountain blanket bog 
and wet heath�

I was very concerned to hear about the bog slide affecting the community in Drumkeeran, 
County Leitrim�  The site at Shass Mountain is in Boleybrack Mountain special area of conser-
vation.  Officers from the National Parks and Wildlife Service have been to the site to inves-
tigate the extent of damage to the SAC.  Initial findings indicate that the bog slide originated 
within the southern section of Boleybrack Mountain SAC, along the southern flank of the for-
estry plantation�  The land where the slide originated is now very unstable and further slippages 
may occur�

The volume of peat loss appears substantial, given the amount of land affected downstream.  
A significant amount of peat from within the SAC has slid into the headwaters of a stream 
which is a tributary of the Diffagher river which enters Lough Allen.  The peat material has been 
carried up to 5 km and deposited within the flood plain along the distance.  A drone survey or 
equivalent may be needed to fully assess the scale of the damage�

I understand that Leitrim County Council is currently the lead agency dealing with the inci-
dent.  The Office of Public Works is in contact with engineers in the council and providing ad-
vice as required�  In addition, the forestry inspectorate of the Department of Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine and Coillte have been on site since the event and have examined it in detail�

08/07/2020AAA00200Deputy Marian Harkin: I thank the Minister of State for his reply�  I know he has his own 
portfolio�  He referred to the birds directive and the habitats directive�  I am very familiar with 
both directives but the species under threat in the context of this disaster that is heading into 
an emergency are the people who live in the area and those whose lands have been destroyed�  
I hear what the Minister of State is saying regarding having people on the ground looking at 
the situation and assessing it, but I speak to people from Drumkeeran every day and they have 
heard nothing�  They know that people are looking at the situation, etc�, but they want to see 
action�  They want to know that their homes and lands are protected�
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The focus may be on protecting the habitat�  If we do not do something to stabilise what is 
happening in the area, the habitat will be destroyed as well�  People need to know that they are 
the primary focus�  The Minister of State knows as well as I do that if that is not made clear, 
they will start to see the habitats directive and similar legislation in a negative context�  It is not 
negative legislation and was never meant to be such, but people must come first.

We need support to be provided to Leitrim County Council�  As my colleague, Deputy 
Fitzmaurice, stated, we need some sort of task force to be set up to ensure people can have faith 
that the institutions of the State will help them when a disaster occurs�

08/07/2020AAA00300Deputy Michael Fitzmaurice: I mean no disrespect to the Minister of State, but we were 
expecting this matter to be dealt with by the Minister of State with responsibility for the OPW�  I 
understand that the mountain is a designated special area of conservation, but there is a decision 
to be made�  Are we going to sit and watch a bridge collapse - in fairness, bridges are neither 
the portfolio nor the responsibility of the Minister of State - if there is further rain and possibly 
more bog coming down the mountain with it?  Are we going to stand by while, in the words of 
Deputy Harkin, the species known as people lose their lives?  Rapid action needs to be taken 
on this issue�

Anyone listening to these proceedings who is familiar with the situation knows that the des-
ignation and the habitats directive and all that has damn all to do with this issue�  This problem 
involves part of a bog sliding down a mountain onto people’s land and around houses�  People 
are frightened and roads have been destroyed�  A large section of the bog could come down 
if the bridge in question, which was built hundreds of years ago - in fairness, it has held out 
mightily - fails�  If it goes, we will be in trouble�  Regardless of when the site was designated 
or whatever else was done with it, we must not have people with pieces of paper stating that 
an environmental impact assessment or another appropriate assessment is needed�  This is an 
emergency for the people of the area and we need to begin working on it rapidly�  A working 
group needs to be put together immediately to find solutions for the people of the area.

08/07/2020AAA00400Deputy Malcolm Noonan: The commitments in the programme for Government dem-
onstrate that the Government will be active in protecting our natural heritage and responding 
to the biodiversity emergency and drivers of loss�  Investing in the restoration of ecosystems 
will have multiple additional benefits, including water regulation and purification and carbon 
sequestration�  Sustainable land use management must be a key component of our work�  The 
NPWS and the Department will continue to lead on this work�

I am aware of the great concern locally and nationally with regard to the bog slide�  The 
NPWS and the Department will work with the other bodies to which I referred and continue 
to investigate and deal with the incident�  The matter falls within the remit of my Department, 
but I am happy to work with Deputies Harkin and Fitzmaurice to establish a working group if 
that proves necessary�  I am more than happy to visit the site and will keep the issue high on the 
Government agenda in order to seek a resolution�  I will set up a working group if it is needed�

08/07/2020AAA00500Acting Chairman (Deputy Catherine Connolly): I am conscious that the Minister of 
State, Deputy Madigan, is in the Chamber to deal with the Topical Issue matter tabled by Dep-
uty Ó Snodaigh, but he is not present and, as such, we will not deal with it today�

The Dáil adjourned at 7 p.m. until 10 a.m. on Thursday, 9 July 2020.


