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Chuaigh an Ceann Comhairle i gceannas ar 1�30 p�m�

Paidir.
Prayer.

15/09/2020A00100Gnó na Dála - Business of Dáil

15/09/2020A00200An Ceann Comhairle: The Regional Group and Solidarity-People Before Profit have 
agreed to swap their Leaders’ Questions slots to the effect that Solidarity-People Before Profit 
will have a Leaders’ Questions slot today and the Regional Group will have a Leaders’ Ques-
tions slot tomorrow�

15/09/2020A00300Ceisteanna ó Cheannairí - Leaders’ Questions

15/09/2020A00400Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Public confidence in the Taoiseach’s ability to manage the 
Covid-19 crisis has collapsed in recent months�  Today, the Taoiseach promised clarity but in-
stead we have had further confusion�  Dublin is left in limbo, our citizens over the age of 70 are 
left without necessary guidance, and travel advice is confused and unsure again�  Most striking 
is the absence of any comprehensive plan to step up testing and tracing capacity�  The Taoiseach 
and I both know that some people are waiting for results of their tests in some cases for six or 
seven days.  It is this inefficiency that allows the virus to take hold and to transmit across our 
communities�

The Taoiseach has again today made an appeal to individual citizens to shoulder their re-
sponsibilities, which is fair enough�  The fact is, however, that the Taoiseach is failing in his�  
The Government can publish any plans it wants but they are not worth the paper they are written 
on so long as our testing and tracing capacities are so woefully inadequate�  The Taoiseach has 
to get this right.  A first-class testing and tracing system is the springboard for everything we 
want to see�  It is the sure mechanism to allow people to return to work and stay at work safely 
and to allow children and students return to education and stay there safely�  It is also essential 
to ensure our health system does not become overwhelmed at a time when trolley figures are 
creeping back up and waiting lists of outpatient appointments are at record levels�  The truth is 
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that the Taoiseach and his predecessor, Deputy Varadkar, have failed to put in place the testing 
and tracing system we need, which is the carrying out of at least 100,000 tests a week with a 
guaranteed result within 24 hours�  We hear stories of people constantly waiting longer than 
that�

Let it be said that the Taoiseach and the Minister, Deputy Varadkar, have had numerous op-
portunities to put in place this testing and tracing system�  In April, the Taoiseach’s now Cabinet 
colleagues, the Ministers, Deputies Varadkar and Harris, said they would be doing 100,000 
tests a day by mid-May�  We are now in September and that target has not been reached�  Back 
in May the then Taoiseach dismissed my call for these 100,000 tests a week, and he did so in 
a very arrogant and condescending manner�  The occasion of the publication of the reopening 
roadmap was another chance to get testing and tracing right, but this did not happen�  The Tao-
iseach formed his Government at the end of June and again it was a prime opportunity to get 
things right and to put an emphasis on testing and tracing�  The Taoiseach failed again�  Infec-
tion rates dropped over the course of the summer and the Government was again presented with 
an opportunity to get this right but it did not do so and now the virus has caught up with us�  The 
people in Kildare, Laois and Offaly have already paid a very heavy price for the Government’s 
failure and now the people of Dublin face further restrictions and more disruption to their lives�  
The growing rates of infection and this disruption are directly related to the Government’s fail-
ure to get things right�

Amid all the bluster and the very long press conference the Taoiseach hosted earlier today, 
there is on inescapable truth; either we get testing and tracing right and do it quickly or we will 
be consigned to a yo-yo effect of further restrictions and even lockdowns.  I have no doubt that 
citizens will carry the burden of their responsibilities but the Government must also measure up 
to its responsibilities�

15/09/2020B00200The Taoiseach: The Government published a very comprehensive plan today for living 
with Covid-19 for the next six months�  The plan has three key principles, namely, to protect the 
lives and health of our people and to limit the damage that Covid-19 can do to peoples’ health 
long-term; to protect employment and economic resilience as best we can and to keep jobs in 
our economy and enterprises viable; and to improve the quality of life through the restoration 
of public services.  We want to do what we did with the schools, a confidence-boosting measure 
which the Deputy failed to acknowledge�

15/09/2020B00300Deputy Donnchadh Ó Laoghaire: That is incorrect-----

15/09/2020B00400The Taoiseach: To bring 1 million people back into our schools, children and teachers, was 
a very significant thing to do in the middle of a global pandemic-----

15/09/2020B00500Deputy Donnchadh Ó Laoghaire: It has been acknowledged several times by the Opposi-
tion-----

15/09/2020B00600The Taoiseach: With respect, I did not interrupt�

15/09/2020B00700Deputy Donnchadh Ó Laoghaire: We did acknowledge it-----

15/09/2020B00800The Taoiseach: Come on, stop interrupting�

15/09/2020B00900Deputy Donnchadh Ó Laoghaire: -----on the floor of the Dáil and at committee.  We have 
acknowledged it�
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15/09/2020B01000An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy, this is Leaders’ Questions-----

15/09/2020B01100The Taoiseach: It is unprecedented for people to be intervening but perhaps it is the Sinn 
Féin way�  It is unparliamentary�

I regret the fact the Deputy has decided to take a very partisan political approach to this is-
sue today�  

In terms of public services, I have already referenced education�  The plan is also about the 
unprecedented challenges facing our health services over the coming winter�  An additional 
€600 million has been allocated for innovative measures to deal with capacity issues right 
through the six months�  That is additional money on top of what is there to the end of this year�

In terms of testing and tracing, I note the contrast in the Deputy’s language today around 
testing and tracing and the performance of the HSE with her approach when I facilitated a 
briefing with the HSE about two weeks ago.  There was none of this talk then about “woeful” 
performance�  More than 1 million tests have been carried out in this country since the begin-
ning of the pandemic�  Ireland is right up there with other European countries in terms of its 
testing capacity.  It is not good enough for the Deputy to attack people as being “woeful” and to 
try to belittle the very strong measures that have been taken on testing�  Of course we all want 
it to increase and ramp up but the system can carry out 15,000 tests per day now�  It has been 
at that level for some time now and is under a lot of pressure in terms of community needs and 
requirements�  Deputy McDonald ignored the serial testing programme in nursing homes that 
was undertaken�  It was very comprehensive and has been conducted twice now�  It yielded very 
low positivity rates, thanks be to God, but has kept pressure on the virus in those locations and 
elsewhere as well�

 The plan published today is comprehensive and deals with a whole range of areas�  Fun-
damentally it is about keeping people safe, protecting as many jobs as possible and restoring 
public services�  In terms of quality of life issues, it is about helping and assisting sports and the 
arts in particular to provide performances, notwithstanding the limitations of Covid-19 itself�

15/09/2020B01200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: It seems to me that the Taoiseach is making it up as he goes 
along�  If the Government was serious about protecting public health, employment and people’s 
quality of life, it would measure up to a commitment made months ago that 100,000 tests would 
be carried out per week and that people would be in receipt of their results within 24 hours�  I 
have the Covid app on my phone�  It might interest the Taoiseach to know that over the past 
seven days, fewer than 75,000 tests were carried out�  This is months on from a commitment to 
hit the target of 100,000 tests�  To keep people safe, to keep the economy on track, to ensure that 
we have some quality of life, including social opportunities, it is my view that we need more 
than 100,000 tests per week, but the Government has not yet even reached that target�

The truth is that when trouble flared in the midlands because of meat processing plants, and 
when numbers started to climb, by the Taoiseach’s own admission and by his own Minister’s 
admission, they did not have the testing and tracing capacity to catch up and there was a huge 
time lag�  It is very telling that, in today’s plan that the Taoiseach has issued, of 59 pages, just 
one of them addresses the issue of testing and tracing - the most central part of the plan and the 
Taoiseach has failed�  I have to say to him that people in Dublin in particular today, but also 
throughout the State, are frustrated with the Taoiseach’s inability to see the most basic thing, 
which is to get testing and tracing right and then allow us the opportunity for all else to follow�
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15/09/2020C00400The Taoiseach: The Deputy is shamelessly playing politics with this and she knows it�  I 
agree 100% in regard to testing and tracing and the centrality of it�  It is in the plan and the 
Deputy knows it is in the plan in terms of ramping up testing capacity and contact tracing capac-
ity, and extra numbers being employed�  That is the reality�  She talks about the midlands�  The 
Government action on the midlands was quick and it was tough, but it yielded results in terms 
of stabilising the numbers in the midlands and getting the numbers down in Laois, Offaly and 
Kildare at the time�  That will continue�  We will continue to improve and to strengthen our test-
ing and tracing responses, and it is a central part of the plan that we have outlined today�

Critically, we also have to be straight with people in terms of the need for all of us to take 
personal responsibility and adhere to the public health guidance�  We have accepted NPHET’s 
advice in regard to Dublin today and the Government has acted on that, and NPHET will meet 
again next week in that respect�  Our fundamental objective will always be to protect lives and 
the protection of harm to people as a result of Covid-19, and then maintaining the essential 
public services we need, that our children and young people need in going to college and to 
education, and putting in all the resources we can to withstand what will be a lot of significant 
pressures in the winter time on our health service as a result of Covid-19�  Both of those are very 
important, as well as other aspects of the economy and jobs�

15/09/2020C00500Deputy Alan Kelly: Obviously, today is a very important day�  Since the Government ba-
sically gave up on the roadmap, this is the day we were all waiting for�  I acknowledge all the 
work that has been done in regard to the reopening of schools and educational establishments�  
We in the Labour Party acknowledge all that work and the work in regard to the ongoing chal-
lenges in the health services�  However, there is an inherent contradiction in what was brought 
out today, and this is not playing politics.  This is not a five-point plan; this is a 5.5-point plan.  
It is the talk of the country because we need clarity�  We cannot have a situation where we have 
Dublin at two and a bit, and they sort of get a yellow card, but if they behave themselves, in a 
short space of time they may go back to where all the rest of us are�  It is like something Or-
wellian, where some people are more equal than others�  If the Taoiseach said that to the people 
in Laois, Offaly and Kildare, they would not agree with him.

We have to protect everyone’s lives equally throughout this country�  The virus does not 
distinguish between Dublin and Kildare, Laois or Offaly.  Therefore, I am encouraging the 
Taoiseach, by tonight, to give full clarity�  I agree with, and we in the Labour Party support, the 
five-point plan - let me be very clear about that.  I even had conversations with the Taoiseach 
to the same effect some time ago.  However, I do not support a 5.5-point plan.  By tonight, the 
Taoiseach should make his decisions and give clear advice once and for all as to where Dublin 
is at�  Is it at two or three?  I listened to the Minister for Health, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, give 
a radio interview afterwards�  He was asked about travel outside of Dublin for people from 
Dublin and he said “Yes”.  However, these additional restrictions were only produced after the 
Taoiseach’s press conference.  They state that those living in Dublin “should be encouraged to 
limit travel outside the region”.  They also list a number of other things, including third level 
institutions, which I would discuss further if I had time�

I was taken by the Taoiseach’s incapacity to answer Mr� Gavan Reilly during today’s press 
conference.  He asked the Taoiseach how we can know that the five levels will not be modified 
again�  The Taoiseach said they will not because this has been adopted today, but then he quali-
fied it by saying it might be worth Mr. Reilly’s while to talk to the CMO.  Why was the CMO 
not present today?  That would have been helpful�  Will the Taoiseach please give clarity on this 
issue by tonight?  There are five phases, and we support the five phases.  It is the right thing to 



15 September 2020

271

do�  However, 5�5 phases is not the right thing to do because it sets a precedent�  What happens 
to Louth or some other county in a few weeks if it reaches a certain threshold and people ask 
why it cannot be treated like Dublin?  That is the real issue the Taoiseach is dealing with today�  
I urge the Taoiseach to provide that clarity by tonight so everyone can move on and support 
him�

Finally, will the Taoiseach also clarify that he and the Government did not deviate in any 
way from NPHET’s advice in drawing up this plan?  If they did, will he give details on what 
that was?

15/09/2020D00200The Taoiseach: I acknowledge the Deputy has been very constructive in acknowledging 
the progress made in returning children to schools and in supporting the five-phase plan.  I also 
recall that around the time the restrictions were being implemented in the midlands, when there 
was a rise in numbers in Tipperary, the Deputy was the first out publicly to declare there would 
not be any severe restrictions in Tipperary�

15/09/2020D00300Deputy Alan Kelly: That is false�

15/09/2020D00400The Taoiseach: The Deputy did�

15/09/2020D00500Deputy Alan Kelly: On a point of clarity, I was informed by the representatives - it was not 
me making a statement�

15/09/2020D00600The Taoiseach: Come on, you were very anxious-----

15/09/2020D00700Deputy Alan Kelly: I was only restating what I was told by your guys�

15/09/2020D00800The Taoiseach: -----that there would not be the same-----

15/09/2020D00900Deputy Alan Kelly: That is playing politics�

15/09/2020D01000The Taoiseach: No, it is not playing politics�  It is being on the ball, in fairness�

15/09/2020D01100Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: I am glad the Taoiseach is on the ball on something�

15/09/2020D01200The Taoiseach: It seems that people have different views outside their own counties gener-
ally across the House�

15/09/2020D01300Deputy Alan Kelly: Rubbish�

15/09/2020D01400The Taoiseach: That will manifest itself as well in Dublin, mark my words�

15/09/2020D01500Deputy Alan Kelly: That is completely false and bogus�

15/09/2020D01600The Taoiseach: I take the Deputy’s point, but that is the case�

15/09/2020D01700Deputy Alan Kelly: That is not the case�

15/09/2020D01800The Taoiseach: Also, it is not two and a half, or two and a bit�  NPHET gave us advice 
on Dublin and we acted on that advice.  We were in transition from the first model to this new 
model that is in the new plan�  NPHET gave advice prior to it being adopted by the Government 
during the week.  The modification relates to wet pubs and the matches.  That is it.  There is no 
big deal here, in one sense�  It is a very big deal for the pubs and their livelihoods, to be fair, but 
in terms of the broader overall plan the issue is that we got advice from NPHET and we did not 
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want to ignore it�  The alternative was to move to level 3, if that is what the Deputy is suggest-
ing�  That is the advice�  We did not get advice from NPHET on Thursday to move to level 3�  
The Deputy wants the Government to move to level 3�

15/09/2020D01900Deputy Alan Kelly: No, I did not say that�

15/09/2020D02000The Taoiseach: That seems to be the implication�  We accepted NPHET’s advice today in 
respect of Dublin�  NPHET will meet again on Thursday and it could give other advice in that 
regard�

I think the Deputy was unfair in what he said about a question I was asked�  I said that the 
CMO can go into more technical detail�  To be fair, this goes back to the Tipperary question�  
The numbers were going high in Tipperary and the Deputy was worried that there would be a 
lockdown, to call a spade a spade.  However, there are different iterations and different patterns 
which do not necessarily mean that when one looks at the volume of numbers one should jump 
to a certain conclusion.  That is what I meant, and the CMO and public health officials will say 
the same thing�  Not every county will be the same�  Numbers will emerge in certain counties 
and there might be reasons behind those numbers that demand a specific type of response which 
is different from a response in a different county.  That is just the reality, and that is how the 
public health advice will emerge and evolve over time�

On the more fundamental point, I accept the Deputy’s point that he agrees with and supports 
the five levels.  I appreciate that.  It is positive.  It has to be for six months.  That will give people 
clarity�  The Government makes decisions based on advices on a number of matters�  The broad 
thrust of NPHET’s advice on the five levels has been accepted, as has the advice on congrega-
tion and so on�

15/09/2020E00200Deputy Alan Kelly: The Taoiseach’s own Minister rang me at the time to tell me that Tip-
perary was not going into lockdown�  I ask the Taoiseach to correct the record on that�

15/09/2020E00300The Taoiseach: That is not what he said publicly�

15/09/2020E00400Deputy Alan Kelly: That is what he said to me�  He actually asked me to relay that informa-
tion on my local radio station�  The Taoiseach should ask the Minister about it himself and then 
he might come in here to apologise and correct the record�

However, there are bigger issues here�  First, will the Taoiseach answer the question on 
whether people in Dublin should travel outside the county?  The Minister for Health, Deputy 
Stephen Donnelly, has made statements on the matter which are contradictory to this document�  
Second, the Taoiseach did not answer the question as to whether there was any specific NPHET 
advice on this plan which the Government did not adopt�  If so, will he tell us what that advice 
was?  If not, that is fine.  Third, I was very disappointed that, although I asked for it on numer-
ous occasions, this document was not elderly-proofed or proofed for people with disabilities�  
We need greater clarity on how we will ensure that people who are vulnerable or elderly can 
have some quality of life during these phases�  That is a glaring omission�  Finally, does the Tao-
iseach accept that the Tánaiste’s comments regarding a Covid vaccine have created even greater 
confusion?  As I was driving to Dublin this morning, I spoke to an elderly gentleman who said 
to me that this was great news and there must be some information available to the Government 
that is not available to the rest of us�

15/09/2020E00500An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy’s time is up�
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15/09/2020E00600Deputy Alan Kelly: Does that not also breed confusion?  Does the Taoiseach accept what 
the Tánaiste said?

15/09/2020E00700The Taoiseach: It is great to keep throwing out the word and hoping it sticks�  That is what 
some of these contributions are about�  The Tánaiste was very clear�  He said very clearly that he 
hoped there would be a vaccine in the first half of 2021.  That is what he said to us this morning.  
That got translated into something else but that is what he said to us�  Most people are saying 
there could be a vaccine in the first half of 2021.  The WHO believes there could be a vaccine 
around March or April but no one is definitive about that because we cannot be.  It depends on 
clinical trials and how various candidate vaccines progress during the research and clinical trial 
phases�  The only good news is that an unprecedented number of companies, more than ever in 
our history, are chasing and researching a vaccine for one virus�  We need success on that front 
in order to enable us to get beyond the very damaging impact of Covid-19�

The advice from NPHET is very clear that Dubliners are encouraged not to travel outside of 
Dublin�  NPHET is encouraging people not to travel if possible�  That is the advice as of now�

As regards supporters and so on, NPHET was not overly prescriptive�  There was a discus-
sion on some of those modest issues but there was no major deviation in the broad thrust of the 
advice�

15/09/2020E00800Deputy Alan Kelly: Therefore there was a deviation�

15/09/2020E00900The Taoiseach: It is not a deviation�  The Government has to decide these things�

15/09/2020E01000Deputy Alan Kelly: That is fine.  I just want to know what the deviations are.  That was 
my question�

15/09/2020E01100The Taoiseach: I can recall the Deputy in an earlier phase of this pandemic being-----

15/09/2020E01200Deputy Alan Kelly: I accept that�  Why is the Taoiseach afraid to tell us what the deviation 
is?

15/09/2020E01300The Taoiseach: I am just-----

15/09/2020E01400Deputy Alan Kelly: The Taoiseach will not do it�

15/09/2020E01500An Ceann Comhairle: I call Deputy Shortall�

15/09/2020E01600Deputy Róisín Shortall: Anybody tuning into the press conference this morning expecting 
to get clarity and coherent advice will have been bitterly disappointed�  The press conference 
today brought a Government message that was confused and extremely confusing to the public�  
The new plan was supposed to provide clarity about the five levels of risk, yet on the first day 
of the announcement, the Government decided to muddy the waters by talking about level two 
and a bit�  People wanted direction and political leadership�  People are worried and concerned 
about the rising rate of the virus and they want clear advice and coherence from the Govern-
ment�  They certainly did not get that this morning�  In the two areas for which the Government 
has direct responsibility, it was found to be seriously wanting.  The first of those is the principal 
part the Government should be playing in the fight against Covid-19, namely, putting in place 
a timely and effective testing and tracing system.  The Government has known this from the 
start, and at no point has it got to the stage where we had an effective system that was able to 
turn around testing and tracing in a timely manner at the level required�  We heard just last week 
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that the HSE is in the process of recruiting 700 staff.  The Minister for Health stated this morn-
ing that thousands of staff will be recruited at some point in the future.  The Government has 
not done its part of the deal by getting the testing and tracing in place, and the public cannot do 
anything about that�  It is the Government’s responsibility�

The second area the Government ignored completely this morning is that of international 
travel.  It has effectively parked that, waiting to hear from the EU, until the middle of October.  
In the meantime, is anyone in charge of international travel?  Judging by the figures, it seems 
that nobody is�

What are the specific criteria for categorising counties as being in one of the five levels?  
Additionally, what are the specific criteria for counties moving from one level to another?  I 
refer to specifics such as the rate of the virus, the rate of increase and so on.

What does it mean to be at level 2�5, or level 2 and a bit?  Where can the public in Dublin, 
who desperately want to play their part in tackling the virus now because it is at such dangerous 
levels, get information on what being at level 2�5 means?  It is not on the Government website 
and it was not provided this morning.  Where can they find out the new regulations that apply 
in Dublin?

In respect of the rates in Dublin, why is the Government treating Dublin as one homogenous 
area?  The rates in Dublin vary from 42 to 131 per 100,000�  There is a strong case for localised 
data on an electoral division basis weekly or at least fortnightly�  Why will the Government not 
provide those data and enable people to play their part in working together as neighbourhoods 
in fighting this virus?

15/09/2020F00200The Taoiseach: Again, there is an attempt here to undermine the Government’s position on 
this-----

15/09/2020F00300Deputy Róisín Shortall: No, there is not�

15/09/2020F00400The Taoiseach: I did not interrupt the Deputy�

15/09/2020F00500Deputy Róisín Shortall: The Taoiseach must accept-----

15/09/2020F00600The Taoiseach: I will accept any constructive criticism�  There is no level 2�5�  The Deputy 
should not pretend there is or create that language because it simply does not exist�

15/09/2020F00700Deputy Róisín Shortall: It is level 2, then�

15/09/2020F00800The Taoiseach: A Cheann Comhairle, I did not interrupt the Deputy�

15/09/2020F00900An Ceann Comhairle: That is true�

15/09/2020F01000The Taoiseach: It is normal procedure here to allow me to answer the questions that Depu-
ties ask�  I have answered the Deputy�  There is no such thing as level 2�5, as she knows well�  I 
said earlier that NPHET advice came prior to the adoption by the Government of the new plan�  
The Deputy knows that�  There are two issues, namely, wet pubs and people attending matches 
in stadia with capacities of more than 5,000 people�  They are the two issues that deviate from 
level 2 as now adopted by the Government�  That is it�

15/09/2020F01100Deputy Róisín Shortall: What about visitors?
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15/09/2020F01200The Taoiseach: That is it�  There is no level 2�5 or anything like it�  NPHET will come for-
ward with advice on Thursday and I hope and trust that the Deputy will accept whatever deci-
sions we have to take in respect of Dublin, as per the advice from NPHET�  I have already begun 
to see, in the question about different locations in Dublin, people trying to wheedle out of any 
issues that might arise.  The acting Chief Medical Officer - not the Government - is very clear on 
the application of measures throughout Dublin and on taking Dublin as one homogenous unit, 
one entire area�  He has stated there is only one area of Dublin whose rate is appreciably lower 
than those of the rest, namely, Dublin South�  That is the information he has given me and we 
can publish all the figures.  There is no issue with that.  The Deputy should not bring forward a 
fallacy to suggest there are some significant differences, or that only some areas of Dublin are 
particularly bad and the rest are okay�  That is not what we are being told by NPHET-----

15/09/2020F01300Deputy Róisín Shortall: That is not what I am saying�

15/09/2020F01400The Taoiseach: That is the implication in what the Deputy said about localised responses�  
The acting Chief Medical Officer is very adamant-----

15/09/2020F01500Deputy Róisín Shortall: The data confirm it.

15/09/2020F01600The Taoiseach: -----that the virus is throughout Dublin city and county�  There is no getting 
away from that�

The specific criteria are in the plan.  There are seven or eight criteria that NPHET will use 
to make a decision in respect of a particular county or nationally�

There are further descriptors of what those might be in terms of numbers per 100,000, the 
R number, the transmission of the virus in a given county and a variety of other criteria which 

NPHET will decide upon and advise on.  The plan is very clear and there is flexibility 
and discretion built into it.  Moving from different levels is very serious.  The Deputy 
can go on about the particular issue around the wet pubs in Dublin as somehow con-

stituting something huge in terms of the plan-----

15/09/2020G00200Deputy Róisín Shortall: I did not say anything about the pubs�

15/09/2020G00300The Taoiseach: The alternative is Dublin moving to level 3 overnight without any advice 
from NPHET to that effect.  That is a very serious step to take for a lot of people.  We need to 
be mindful of that�  That can await any county and, therefore, NPHET has to advise in regard to 
that, following on from the modelling and everything else that will be necessary to make such 
a recommendation to Government at a given time�

15/09/2020G00400Deputy Róisín Shortall: Like thousands of other people, I listened to the press conference 
this morning and I found it extremely confusing�  In regard to Dublin, people in Dublin desper-
ately want to fight this virus and they want clear advice.  The Taoiseach said this morning that 
the country is in level 2 yet the level 2 regulations do not apply to people in Dublin�  Dublin is 
not in level 3, so what level is it in?  The term level 2�5 or 2 plus a bit applies because the mes-
sage is confusing�  Dublin is not in level 2, so what level is it in?  One cannot help but think the 
issue is a lack of political leadership and courage in decisions around this area�

There has been only one briefing of the Opposition parties since the end of April.  The Gov-
ernment is leaving the Opposition completely outside of this area�  It is not engaging with the 
Opposition or taking advice from a wider circle�  On the Taoiseach’s other point with regard to 

2 o’clock
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NPHET, the Government set down the regulations in the five-level plan yet each level, practi-
cally, is qualified by the statement that if NPHET changes the advice the plan will change.  How 
can the Government blame people for being confused about what is being said?  It is entirely 
confusing�  

Will the Taoiseach commit to publishing the latest advice from NPHET this evening?

15/09/2020G00500The Taoiseach: The advice from NPHET has been published today, including in respect of 
Dublin�  NPHET will meet again on Thursday-----

15/09/2020G00600Deputy Róisín Shortall: Sorry, has it been published today?  I looked for it this morning 
but I did not find it.

15/09/2020G00700The Taoiseach: In regard to Thursday-----

15/09/2020G00800Deputy Róisín Shortall: Sorry-----

15/09/2020G00900The Taoiseach: The Deputy has asked questions and I am trying to answer them�

15/09/2020G01000Deputy Róisín Shortall: Is the advice published?

15/09/2020G01100An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Shortall, please let the Taoiseach answer�

15/09/2020G01200The Taoiseach: The Deputy was briefed about two weeks ago�

15/09/2020G01300Deputy Róisín Shortall: Yes�

15/09/2020G01400The Taoiseach: I facilitated the Deputy�

15/09/2020G01500Deputy Róisín Shortall: Yes, for the first time since April.

15/09/2020G01600The Taoiseach: The Deputy received a very detailed briefing, including from the HSE.  The 
Deputy’s demeanour at the briefing was much different than it is publicly.  She is overstating 
the negativity around the testing, in my view�  We want to ramp up and increase testing but it 
has been ramped up very significantly.  More than 1 million tests have been carried out since 
the start of the pandemic�

(Interruptions).

15/09/2020G01800The Taoiseach: We introduced serial testing programmes for the nursing homes, which has 
been very effective.

15/09/2020G01900Deputy Róisín Shortall: It is now suspended�

15/09/2020G02000The Taoiseach: Will the Deputy not acknowledge that it has been effective?  The nursing 
homes have been serial tested twice and we will do so again�  Serial testing at the meat plants 
had to be rescheduled but it has commenced�  The same applies in respect of direct provision�  I 
agree there is huge pressure on the community side�

15/09/2020G02100Deputy Róisín Shortall: The Government is only recruiting now�

15/09/2020G02200The Taoiseach: No it is not, it is increasing�

15/09/2020G02300An Ceann Comhairle: Thank you Taoiseach�  Time is up�
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15/09/2020G02400The Taoiseach: Last week, testing was at 15,000 per day�  We will continue to increase test-
ing and to recruit additional people.  I have no difficulty with facilitating another briefing with 
the HSE or the CMO in relation to this plan and so on�

15/09/2020G02500Deputy Róisín Shortall: Will the Taoiseach publish the advice?

15/09/2020G02600The Taoiseach: I have no problem with doing that�

15/09/2020G02700An Ceann Comhairle: The Taoiseach and Deputy Shortall might have a conversation out-
side�  This is Leaders’ Questions and we have criteria to adhere to�  I call Deputy Boyd Barrett�

15/09/2020G02800Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: For the Government’s roadmap on Covid-19 to be effec-
tive and gain public support it needs to be clear, consistent, to make sense and to embrace the 
principle of fairness and all of us being in it together�  To date, the Government’s measures 
and proposals have failed on those counts�  The signs are that today’s announcements from the 
Government are failing in that regard�  I want to focus on one key aspect, which is the fairness 
principle or the idea that we are all in this together�  If we do not take all our society with us, and 
particularly those who are affected by measures and health restrictions, everything will unravel.

One of the affected groups, which I have mentioned repeatedly to the Taoiseach, has come 
out today in record numbers in a socially distant, masked protest in individual cars�  These are 
the taxi drivers and their protest reached from Ballyfermot to Merrion Square�  It is the big-
gest taxi protest ever�  These people used to make their livelihood on the road but there is no 
roadmap for them�  There is no respect or fairness and the Government is ignoring them�  Their 
incomes and livelihoods have been decimated while they accept that the restrictions have af-
fected their industry�

Whereas others have got support in order to keep them in employment, keep up incomes and 
keep businesses viable, taxi drivers have got nothing�  They have been placed between a rock 
and hard place�  They can stay on the pandemic unemployment payment, PUP, which the Gov-
ernment is going to cut, but many of these people are vulnerable and over 66�  Otherwise they 
can go back to work and lose all the pandemic unemployment payment when a fraction of their 
previous income is available�  We can think about everything on which they depend and which 
is affected by the restrictions.  They include international travel, gigs, theatres, social gatherings 
and taking people from pubs and nightclubs�  Everything on which they rely to make an income 
is gone or drastically reduced, and nothing has been given back�

As people on the protest today have said, they are not cars; they are mothers, fathers, sons 
and people with mortgages or rent to pay�  They are a vital part of our public transport system, 
which the Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport, Deputy Eamon Ryan, does not seem to 
understand�  They bring people to hospital and politicians to RTÉ�  They respond where there 
are no bus routes and at unsocial hours�  They are a vital part of our public transport system�

They are asking for an income subsidy if they return to work�  They are asking that no cut 
be made to their PUP if they feel they cannot go to work, particularly if they are over 66�  They 
are asking for grants to cover ongoing costs, which run to approximately €11,000 per year, even 
if they do nothing to keep their car on the road�  They are asking for the ten-year replacement 
rule for vehicles to go to 12 years because they do not have an income that allows them to re-
place their cars�  They are asking the Government to stop issuing new licences when there is not 
enough work for the taxi drivers that are out there�  They are asking that there be no question of 
the threat of the Minister, Deputy Eamon Ryan, to remove them from quality bus corridors and 
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bus lanes being pushed through�  This would absolutely kick them when they are down�  I ask 
the Taoiseach to respond to the requests of the taxi drivers�

15/09/2020H00200The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy for raising the matter and I know he has genuinely 
pursued it for quite some time�  I spoke to the Minister, Deputy Eamon Ryan, about this and I 
take fully on board the necessity to do something for taxi drivers and people in similar positions 
who may not have come under the ambit of the restart grant.  I specifically mention people who 
could not be included in the rates-based system where supports could be administered in the 
way we did for many small enterprises and businesses�

The Government is considering how to combine the PUP with some measures that would 
enable people in such positions, such as those in the arts sector, where the level of activity is 
much lower than it would have been prior to the onset of Covid-19, to earn additional income 
without losing the basic payment�  That is something I have asked the Government to look 
at and we are engaging on that�  The Minister, Deputy Eamon Ryan, met taxi representative 
groups last week�  He is clear in the view that they will not be stopped from using or banned 
from quality bus corridors�  He made the point clearly to me this morning that it was not on the 
agenda at all and he was a bit nonplussed as to how it got on the agenda to start with�  He has 
said it will not happen with regard to BusConnects and has been very clear about that�

The Deputy raised other matters and the waiving of late renewal fees has been implemented 
until March 2021�  The Minister is open to meeting representatives of the industry�  The Minis-
ter for Employment Affairs and Social Protection, the Tánaiste and others are genuinely inter-
ested in seeing what we can do to respond to a genuine need�  I am not arguing with the nuts and 
bolts of what the Deputy has presented�  There are still some sectors which have nowhere near 
the same degree of business activity that they once had because of Covid-19 and Government 
mandates based on public health advice�  Their incomes have fallen dramatically as a result�  
Some people may encounter problems if they discontinue the Covid-19 pandemic unemploy-
ment payment for a few work projects because they may find that unsustainable in the medium 
term�  I understand that�  There is a need to do something about it�

15/09/2020J00200Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: I welcome the withdrawal of the crazy suggestion, which 
seems to have come from the Minister, Deputy Eamon Ryan, of removing taxi drivers from bus 
lanes.  We need more than vague commitments.  We need very specific commitments.  Subsi-
dies have gone to other industries that have lost 20% or 30% of turnover�  Taxi drivers have lost 
40% or 50% of turnover�  The more drivers return to work, the more turnover will decrease, 
especially if there are more restrictions�  As long as Covid-19 exists and restrictions apply, there 
will not be a viable living for taxi drivers by a margin of at least 50%�  They also face ongoing 
costs of about €1,000 a month, which they cannot cover�  They have been clocking up debts 
over the past six months�

If other industries rightly received grants and income subsidies, those should be extended 
to taxi drivers and to another group I have mentioned repeatedly and which is also holding a 
protest tomorrow, namely, the live music, arts and entertainment sector�  Those workers need 
the same thing�  We need those commitments�  It is madness to continue to issue taxi licences 
at the moment when there is not nearly enough work for the 22,000 drivers who already hold 
one�  I ask the Taoiseach please to get a move on�  Taxi drivers need help or their industry and 
their livelihoods will be utterly destroyed�  They are desperate and they are appealing for urgent 
action�
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15/09/2020J00300The Taoiseach: The Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport will continue to engage with 
the representatives of taxi drivers to discuss measures to ease the burden on them during what is 
a very difficult time for them.  As I have said to the Deputy before, issues arise in administering 
these measures to protect all involved, ensure money gets to those who really need and deserve 
it, ensure verification etc.  That said, there is a need to assist the sectors the Deputy has identi-
fied which have not really benefited from restart grants or other interventions which had the 
merit of involving local authorities insofar as businesses had to be subject to commercial rates, 
which allowed for ease of administration.  Other sectors have not had that benefit.  There is no 
doubt that hospitality and the sectors dependent on tourism and travel have been hit hardest�  
The Covid-19 pandemic unemployment payment has been a very significant intervention by the 
Government, to the value of €3�3 billion�  That will continue and we are now opening it up to 
new entrants until the end of the year�  That represents fairness and a good intervention by the 
State on behalf of the taxpayer�

15/09/2020J00400Teachtaireacht ón Seanad - Message from Seanad

15/09/2020J00500An Ceann Comhairle: Seanad Éireann has passed the Criminal Justice (Enforcement Pow-
ers) (Covid-19) Bill 2020, without amendment�

15/09/2020J00600An tOrd Gnó - Order of Business

15/09/2020J00700An Ceann Comhairle: The House has agreed that for the duration of the emergency only 
the rapporteur’s report of the Order of Business will not be read out but will be taken as read�  
Arising from that, there are three proposals to put to the House today�  Is the proposal for deal-
ing with today’s business agreed?

15/09/2020J00800Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: We requested the Government to publish the draft regu-
lations that will replace the regulations which will soon expire and which are having such a 
profound impact on people’s lives, and that we would debate those regulations in this Chamber�  
I am aware that the Government is hiring additional public relations companies to assist it with 
its message, but yet it cannot come into this Chamber to submit its regulations to proper scru-
tiny, to have them debated and to get agreement�  As that is not happening, Sinn Féin will be 
opposing the proposed Order of Business�

15/09/2020K00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: We too in the Rural Independent Group have significant con-
cerns�  The lack of clarity is astounding�  Today’s announcement brought no further clarity�  The 
regulations were changed last Thursday week when the Criminal Justice (Enforcement Powers) 
(Covid-19) Bill 2020 was debated, voted on and passed by the House�  The regulations were 
supposed to run out last Sunday night, but I do not know whether that happened�  The Taoiseach 
could not tell me that when I spoke to him�  We do not know where we are�  Why can the Taoise-
ach not explain the situation to the House?  Why is the Government taking on well known and 
high-powered PR companies?  The people want empathy�  They do not want sympathy anymore 
but want support and clarity instead�  They are not getting them and we need them, so we are 
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not happy either to support the proposal�

15/09/2020K00300An Ceann Comhairle: This matter was the subject of some debate at the Business Com-
mittee�  Does a member of the Government wish to respond?

15/09/2020K00400The Taoiseach: The business of the House should proceed as planned�  The Business Com-
mittee made a decision�  I note that the Business Committee meets every week and makes a 
decision, but that decision is then queried in the House and a vote called on it�

15/09/2020K00500Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: That is not the case�

15/09/2020K00600Deputy Mattie McGrath: The Taoiseach is damn good at it himself�

15/09/2020K00700Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: On a point of order, the Taoiseach knows well that there 
were five dissenting voices at the Business Committee when it came to agreeing the schedule.

(Interruptions).

15/09/2020K00900Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: This roadmap is pretty much the most-----

15/09/2020K01000The Taoiseach: This is not about the roadmap�  It is about regulations that were debated last 
week and are being continued�

15/09/2020K01100Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: We have had a very serious announcement about public 
health restrictions�  I think it is crazy that the matter is not being debated this week in the House 
so that it can be explained�

I wish to register the ongoing opposition of Solidarity-People Before Profit to the changed 
speaking arrangements which were, in our view, deliberately designed to minimise the voice of 
the smaller parties�  We will continue to oppose those changed speaking arrangements�  I point 
out that trying to gag and silence some voices in the House is not the way for the Government to 
bring everybody with it�  Last week, we saw an example of what that will mean when the Minis-
ter for Health, Deputy Donnelly, was not present for the contributions of the lead spokespeople 
of approximately five of the groupings in this House.  That is unprecedented.

15/09/2020K01200An Ceann Comhairle: We cannot have a detailed debate on the matter�  The Deputy has 
made his point�

15/09/2020K01300The Taoiseach: I thought the request made by Deputy Mac Lochlainn related to the regula-
tions that are being renewed this evening-----

15/09/2020K01400Deputy Mattie McGrath: Yes�

15/09/2020K01500The Taoiseach: -----to continue the level 2 restrictions and which were the subject matter 
of comprehensive debate and a vote last week in the Dáil�

15/09/2020K01600Deputy Mattie McGrath: That was to do with a different matter.

15/09/2020K01700The Taoiseach: It happened�  There was a big debate last week�  It would be very unusual 
to be debating regulations weekly�

(Interruptions).

15/09/2020K01900Deputy Mattie McGrath: That is not true�
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15/09/2020K02000An Ceann Comhairle: The Taoiseach, without interruption�

15/09/2020K02100The Taoiseach: These are public health measures that must be introduced this evening and 
continued in accordance with advice from NPHET�  I presume all Members wish for the Gov-
ernment to follow the advice of NPHET and implement the regulations�

I have no issue with the broader plan being debated�  That is a fair point to make�  The Busi-
ness Committee has set parameters in respect of the Order of Business for Tuesday, Wednesday 
and Thursday, as it is entitled to do�  We would welcome a debate on the Covid plan for the next 
six months�  I have no issue with that at all, but it is a separate matter from the regulations�

Question put: : “That the proposal for dealing with Tuesday’s sitting be agreed to.”

The Dáil divided: Tá, 26; Níl, 19; Staon, 0.
Tá Níl Staon

 Brophy, Colm.  Barry, Mick.
 Bruton, Richard.  Carthy, Matt.

 Burke, Colm.  Clarke, Sorca.
 Carroll MacNeill, Jennifer.  Conway-Walsh, Rose.

 Chambers, Jack.  Cronin, Réada.
 Devlin, Cormac.  Harkin, Marian.

 Dillon, Alan.  Healy-Rae, Danny.
 Durkan, Bernard J.  Kelly, Alan.

 Farrell, Alan.  Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig.
 Flaherty, Joe.  McDonald, Mary Lou.

 Flanagan, Charles.  McGrath, Mattie.
 Fleming, Sean.  O’Rourke, Darren.
 Foley, Norma.  Ó Laoghaire, Donnchadh.
 Grealish, Noel.  Ó Murchú, Ruairí.
 Higgins, Emer.  Pringle, Thomas.

 Hourigan, Neasa.  Ryan, Patricia.
 Lowry, Michael.  Shortall, Róisín.
 Martin, Micheál.  Smith, Duncan.
 Matthews, Steven.  Whitmore, Jennifer.

 McConalogue, Charlie.
 Moynihan, Aindrias.

 Naughten, Denis.
 Ó Cathasaigh, Marc.

 Richmond, Neale.
 Smyth, Niamh.
 Troy, Robert.

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Jack Chambers and Marc Ó Cathasaigh; Níl, Deputies Mattie McGrath 
and Pádraig Mac Lochlainn�

Question declared carried�
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15/09/2020N00100An Ceann Comhairle: Is the proposal for dealing with Wednesday’s business agreed to?

15/09/2020N00200Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: Not agreed�

15/09/2020N00300An Ceann Comhairle: I call Deputy Mac Lochlainn�

15/09/2020N00400Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: We also raised this issue last Thursday�  We are asking 
hundreds of thousands of workers, students, teachers, doctors and nurses to work in conditions 
that we are not demanding of ourselves in these Houses�  The imagery from the Convention 
Centre is appalling�  It is a cavernous space with huge gaps between us�  It is not sustainable so 
our party has put forward proposals for the third time�  They are currently being examined�  We 
will oppose the Order of Business every week until we get all Dáil business back to Leinster 
House and we have a similar standard for Deputies and Senators as we expect for hundreds of 
thousands of workers, students, teachers, doctors and nurses�

15/09/2020O00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: As the Ceann Comhairle knows, the Independent Group has 
consistently opposed sittings in the Convention Centre and has asked that we would come back 
here to Leinster House when it is safe to do so, with a view to examining the possibility of 
having 1 m social distancing�  I have nothing against the Convention Centre and I compliment 
the staff here and in the Convention Centre for looking after us.  As the Ceann Comhairle is 
aware, we also put forward a position paper which we have discussed�  I thank him, and Charles 
Hearne, for the interim report issued today, and I believe we will discuss it again on Thursday�  
I am happy with that progress but I agree with the reasons outlined by Deputy Mac Lochlainn�  
We are creating a bad image�  We should be able to work and show leadership when we expect 
hundreds of thousands of people, and children in schools and everything else, to work in re-
stricted places�  We should do our best here�  I believe we are doing our best with the examina-
tion of this report, so I am happy to wait until Thursday’s meeting to discuss it again�

15/09/2020O00300An Ceann Comhairle: Does anybody else wish to contribute?  I have to say I am somewhat 
at a loss, and the way they vote is a matter for Members, because we are actively engaged in 
pursuing and investigating the proposals made for a return�  I do not understand what that has 
got to do with the Order of Business but it is the Deputy’s prerogative�

15/09/2020O00400Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: Can I respond to that?

15/09/2020O00500An Ceann Comhairle: You can if you want to do so�

15/09/2020O00600Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: Today, we were presented with a paper that rebutted the 
very proposition we were agreeing last week so I do not see the necessary progress and we will 
push this to a vote�

15/09/2020O00700The Taoiseach: That is very constructive�

15/09/2020O00800Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: It is, yes�  It is clear�  We do clarity�

Question put: “That the proposal for dealing with Wednesday’s business be agreed to.”

The Dáil divided: Tá, 34; Níl, 11; Staon, 0.
Tá Níl Staon

 Brophy, Colm.  Barry, Mick.
 Bruton, Richard.  Carthy, Matt.
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 Burke, Colm.  Clarke, Sorca.
 Carroll MacNeill, Jennifer.  Conway-Walsh, Rose.

 Chambers, Jack.  Cronin, Réada.
 Devlin, Cormac.  Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig.

 Dillon, Alan.  McDonald, Mary Lou.
 Durkan, Bernard J.  O’Rourke, Darren.

 Farrell, Alan.  Ó Laoghaire, Donnchadh.
 Flaherty, Joe.  Ó Murchú, Ruairí.

 Flanagan, Charles.  Ryan, Patricia.
 Fleming, Sean.
 Foley, Norma.
 Grealish, Noel.

 Harkin, Marian.
 Healy-Rae, Danny.

 Higgins, Emer.
 Hourigan, Neasa.

 Kelly, Alan.
 Lowry, Michael.
 Martin, Micheál.
 Matthews, Steven.

 McConalogue, Charlie.
 McGrath, Mattie.

 Moynihan, Aindrias.
 Naughten, Denis.

 Ó Cathasaigh, Marc.
 Pringle, Thomas.
 Richmond, Neale.
 Shortall, Róisín.
 Smith, Duncan.
 Smyth, Niamh.
 Troy, Robert.

 Whitmore, Jennifer.

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Jack Chambers and Marc Ó Cathasaigh; Níl, Deputies Matt Carthy 
and Pádraig Mac Lochlainn�

Question declared carried�

15/09/2020P00200An Ceann Comhairle: Is the proposal for dealing with Thursday’s business agreed to?  
Agreed�

15/09/2020P00600Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: As we all know, taxi drivers have endured a really terrible 
time�  Their business has collapsed and they see very little light at the end of the tunnel�  Earlier 
the Taoiseach indicated that the Minister, Deputy Ryan, is willing to continue to engage with 
the taxi drivers’ representatives�  I hope this proves to be true and it is welcome news�  I put 
it to the Taoiseach that he should support the motion Sinn Féin will bring before the Dáil this 
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evening that sets out all the fundamental asks of taxi drivers up and down the State�  Aside 
from financial assistance and help, it includes a pause on the issuing of new licences, reform of 
the taxi advisory committee, continued access to bus lanes, which is an issue, and temporary 
two-year extensions to the rule that requires taxis to be less than ten years old�  All of these are 
practical responses and very necessary responses for the taxi industry�  Will the Taoiseach and 
his Government colleagues support the Sinn Féin motion?

15/09/2020P00700The Taoiseach: As I said earlier, the Minister, Deputy Eamon Ryan, met with the represen-
tatives of the taxi drivers last week and he has indicated that he will continue that engagement 
with them�  I also made it clear that there is no question of taxi drivers not having access to 
new bus lanes�  The Minister was very clear on that to me this morning�  In my replies earlier 
to Deputy Boyd Barrett, who had raised the matter in Leaders’ Questions, I also indicated that 
the Government was disposed to looking at aspects of the interventions so far in terms of help-
ing businesses and people in particular sectors of the economy with income support above and 
beyond the pandemic unemployment payment itself�

15/09/2020P01000Deputy Alan Kelly: Perhaps the Taoiseach will clarify a matter because I was a bit con-
fused earlier.  Will the regulations be signed for all the changes coming into effect from tonight?

On the flu vaccine, we are aware that children up to the age of 12, anyone who works in the 
health service, and at-risk groups are getting the vaccination�  I am hearing worrying concerns 
from GPs around a shortage of vaccines�  Why are GP practices being severely limited in the 
doses they receive?  A practice in Cork, for example, was told it would only get 200 doses�  
Another practice with five doctors was limited to 70 doses of the vaccine.  Dr. Nina Byrnes 
tweeted this morning that her practice has been told that only 100 vaccines could be ordered for 
delivery�  Is there an issue here?  There is a concern we will not get enough vaccine to carry out 
the desperate need for vaccinations between now and Christmas�  Can the Taoiseach clarify that 
all GPs will be able to get the volume of doses required to vaccinate those groups?

15/09/2020P01100The Taoiseach: At the outset there was a delay in terms of the vaccine and production of it�  
I will come back to the Deputy with a substantive response on the issue he has raised�

15/09/2020P01400Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: Over the past week we have seen devastating scenes from the 
Moria refugee camp on the island of Lesbos in Greece�   We have seen very distressing images 
of thousands of children and unaccompanied minors sleeping rough with no access to water or 
sanitation�  The Immigrant Council of Ireland has called it a humanitarian crisis�  Germany and 
France have committed to taking some of the minors in as asylum seekers�  Has Ireland also 
committed to doing so?  How many unaccompanied minors will we take in and when will it 
happen?  It is very important that Ireland plays its part quickly because we cannot leave those 
children in such a vulnerable position in Greece�

15/09/2020Q00200The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy for raising this issue�  The Minister of State with respon-
sibility for European affairs, Deputy Thomas Byrne, spoke with his Greek counterpart on 9 Sep-
tember, immediately after the fire and offered Ireland’s full solidarity and support.  The Greek 
Government has requested assistance from its European partners in dealing with the immediate 
humanitarian need�  Without question this tragedy has highlighted the need for urgent action 
on the part of the EU to address the current migration situation in the Mediterranean�  The Eu-
ropean Commission is due to publish a major new proposal on reforming the European Union 
migration and asylum system, a new Pact on Asylum and Migration in the coming weeks�  We 
will work closely with our EU partners to progress efforts in that regard.
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On unaccompanied minors, the German Presidency of the EU has requested that 400 such 
minors who were resident at the camp be relocated to other EU countries�  My colleague, the 
Minister with responsibility for children, disability, equality and integration, Deputy O’Gorman, 
has confirmed that he is working with Tusla to arrange for the swift reception into Ireland of a 
group of four unaccompanied children from Moria in the coming weeks�

15/09/2020Q00300Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: How many?

15/09/2020Q00400The Taoiseach: Four�

15/09/2020Q00500Deputy Mick Barry: The Irish Congress of Trade Unions, ICTU, and the Mandate trade 
union have sent proposals to the Government for a State-run scheme to fund enhanced redun-
dancies in the event of liquidation and to be paid for by increased employer social insurance 
contributions�  It has been suggested that were such a scheme to be agreed in principle an ad-
vance payment might be made to resolve the Debenhams dispute by meeting the demand of 
the workers for two plus two or four week’s pay per year of service�  The view from the picket 
line is that this is a positive proposal but that it is medium to long-term and does not in any 
way change the need to keep the strike going, if not to escalate the dispute right now�  This is 
an entirely understandable response given that the workers have been out for 159 days to date�  
This could be more than a medium-term project if it were to be prioritised by the Government 
and moved through the House in September or early October.  Can the Taoiseach offer the De-
benhams workers any hope that his Government will seize the opportunity to fast-track this idea 
in the coming weeks?

15/09/2020Q00600The Taoiseach: Sometimes proposals are presented as if they are simple to do but the idea 
of increasing social insurance contributions from all employers in order to cover the failings of 
some raises its own questions�  There is also the issue of retrospection in terms of how one could 
apply any funding that would be raised in the future on foot of legislation passed here�  These 
issues are being examined by the Department with responsibility for business, enterprise and 
innovation, led by the Tánaiste but they are not simple�

The Deputy has suggested that this is a medium to long-term proposal and it would need a 
lot of teasing out�  I had a very preliminary conversation with ICTU on it some time ago�  The 
proposal needs to be fleshed out in some considerable detail regarding what is envisaged.

15/09/2020Q00700Deputy Mattie McGrath: I remain confused, along with many other people across the 
country, by the new living with Covid-19 plan�  I welcome the announcement that spectators are 
to be allowed to return to the games and matches that are part of our culture�  Up to 50 patrons or 
spectators are allowed at indoor sporting events but dancing classes, rince scoile, and other ar-
tistic events are restricted to six people�  Dancing classes often take place in GAA centres across 
the country�  Are we saying that for sport we can have 50 spectators but for dancing classes 
and artistic events we cannot?  There is confusion there�  I also ask the Taoiseach to clarify the 
restrictions on hotels�  Up to 50 people are allowed to attend a wedding but we are not sure if 50 
can attend other events such as funeral dinners.  Are such events confined to six people in pods?  
There is utter confusion�  It is time for the hotel industry and the people to be given clarity�  I 
must declare an interest with regard to rince scoile - the McGrath school of dance is run by my 
niece�  There are many more dance schools in Tiobrad Árann and across the country that need 
to get back to their activities for the sake of physical and mental health and cultural experience�

15/09/2020Q00800The Taoiseach: We can cherry pick and pit one activity against another-----
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15/09/2020Q00900Deputy Mattie McGrath: I am not cherry picking�

15/09/2020Q01000The Taoiseach: The provisions in levels one to five of the plan are informed by public 
health advice, particularly with regard to controlled and uncontrolled environments�  Essential-
ly we are talking about a combination of measures designed to reduce social contacts and limit 
congregation as much as possible while allowing for a reasonable quality of life in the context 
of sports, arts and so on�  That is the overall principle�  People will always look for subsets of 
this or that category but the overarching point is that NPHET and the public health doctors are 
very anxious to reduce the amount of uncontrolled engagement�  That is what has informed the 
plan, the public health advice around that issue�

15/09/2020Q01100Deputy Thomas Pringle: I seek clarity from the Taoiseach because I heard earlier that the 
pandemic unemployment payment, PUP, which was due to end this week is to be extended until 
December�  Did I hear that correctly?  If it is being extended until December, will it be open to 
new applicants?  Is it ending this week for existing applicants?

15/09/2020Q01200The Taoiseach: It is open to new applicants to the end of December�  Given the trajectory 
of the virus and what happened in Laois, Offaly and Kildare recently, local restrictions could 
be put in place which could necessitate a reduction in economic activity, resulting in people be-
ing out of work�  Therefore, we felt that such people should be entitled to apply for the PUP in 
respect of measures mandated by Government on foot of public health advice�

15/09/2020Q01300Deputy Donnchadh Ó Laoghaire: First I wish to correct the Taoiseach�  He stated earlier 
that Sinn Féin had not acknowledged the fact that the schools-----

15/09/2020Q01400The Taoiseach: I said that the Deputy had not acknowledge it in his speech�

15/09/2020Q01500Deputy Donnchadh Ó Laoghaire: That is not actually what he said, in fairness and it has 
been acknowledged by many Deputies from my party�  It is welcome but as I have said to the 
Department and the Minister, we must ensure that our schools stay open, which is as great a 
challenge�

On Friday and again yesterday many students found out that the leaving certificate results 
given by their school had been adjusted downwards significantly by the standardisation pro-
cess.  Many people who made major sacrifices over the course of 12 months are deeply disap-
pointed and are frustrated by the fact that the recourse open to them is very limited�  I ask the 
Taoiseach to examine the possibility of making a more substantial appeals process available to 
students.  I also ask him to make a final and concerted effort to expand the number of third level 
places in view of the numbers who were downgraded and who have missed out on their higher 
preference�  Finally, for those who did the HPAT this year, that should be allowed to carry�

15/09/2020Q01600An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Danny Healy-Rae on the same issue�

15/09/2020Q01700Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: The cornerstone of the predictive grade system was that the 
professional judgment of the teacher would be key�  Teachers gave their professional opinion on 
the fairest grade an individual student would achieve if he or she sat the leaving certificate exam 
but that professional opinion seems to have been questioned by the State Examinations Com-
mission.  A full 17% of all grades were reduced.  At higher level one in five of the estimated 
grades was lowered�  How many grades, if any, were upgraded?  How was it acceptable for the 
State Examinations Commission to refer to students’ junior certificate results to determine his 
or her placing at leaving certificate?  This disregards three or more years of students’ develop-
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ment and the peers process is a farce.  Some students had four or five of their subjects down-
graded�  How can this happen?  The grades this year are up by 4�4% on last year which means 
that those who sat the leaving certificate last year, took a year out and applied for a college place 
this year are disadvantaged because the points for entry have increased�

15/09/2020Q01800The Taoiseach: It is the function of Opposition sometimes to run with the hare and hunt 
with the hound but I do not know what they want at the end of the day�  Sinn Féin’s position 
was that socioeconomic profiling should be dropped but that there should be a standardisation 
process�  I take it-----

15/09/2020Q01900Deputy Donnchadh Ó Laoghaire: We did not support-----

15/09/2020Q02000An Ceann Comhairle: We are not going to have a conversation about this now�

15/09/2020Q02100The Taoiseach: My point is that it cannot have each-way bets on this�

Standardisation is important.  It is very difficult for individual students in their individual 
circumstances, and I acknowledge that�  We do not have an ideal situation in that we did not 
have a written exam and we did not have the normal leaving certificate, which always has stan-
dardisation, although it is not as visible in the normal presentation of exam results every year�  
Because of Covid-19, we have had a unique situation, which has proved very challenging for all 

concerned�  However, a hell of a lot of work went into this by technocrats, if I can 
use that phrase, or people who are used to this kind of modelling and standardisa-
tion, and consultation did take place with Deputies�  Once anyone starts pulling a 

thread on this, the whole thing unfurls�  In terms of the appeal, the Deputy wants to change it as 
we go along�  I do not think that is possible or feasible�

15/09/2020R00200Deputy Imelda Munster: The Taoiseach spoke over and over again this morning about the 
Government’s commitment to ramping up testing and tracing�  I want to raise the issue of the 
provision of a Covid testing centre for Drogheda�  As the Taoiseach knows, Drogheda is the 
largest town in Ireland but we are left without a Covid testing centre�  The people of Drogheda 
and of south Louth who have been referred by their GP for a test have to travel to another town, 
and people who do not have transport - listen to this - have been told by the HSE to get the bus�  
These are people who have been referred by their GP because they are showing symptoms�

It is my understanding the public health centre in the Haymarket in Drogheda, which has 
been lying idle for some time, is still available to the HSE and has not yet been surrendered, and 
it could be operational in days as a Covid testing centre�

15/09/2020R00300An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy should conclude�  Her time is up�

15/09/2020R00400Deputy Imelda Munster: Cases are rising in Louth�  Will the Taoiseach and the Minister 
for Health direct the HSE to examine the possibility of using the health centre in the Haymarket 
as a Covid testing centre, or another identified site, as soon as possible?

15/09/2020R00500An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy, please�  The time is up�

15/09/2020R00600Deputy Imelda Munster: Cases are rising and that is where the confusion and the chaos 
lies�  The Taoiseach says they are ramping up testing and tracing yet the largest town in Ireland 
is left without a Covid testing centre�  Will the Taoiseach give a commitment so people do not 
have to put up with this rubbish?

3 o’clock
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15/09/2020R00700Deputy Peadar Tóibín: I want to come in on the same point�  People in Navan who have 
been identified as possibly having Covid have also been told they cannot get the test in Navan 
and have to travel, which does not make sense from any perspective�  The idea of people with 
Covid circulating on the public transportation system or in any manner does not make sense�  
We are asking people to stay put as much as possible yet we are asking these people, who are 
most likely to have Covid, to travel for testing�  It does not make sense�

15/09/2020R00800The Taoiseach: Again, the operation of the testing system in terms of locations and centres 
is organised by the HSE�  I will communicate the Deputies’ representations in respect of their 
towns and their constituencies.  The testing programme has been expanded very significantly 
over the summer and the number of tests has been significantly ramped up as well, which is not 
being acknowledged but, nonetheless, is a fact, particularly in terms of the serial testing pro-
gramme, which has been very effective in nursing homes and other locations.

15/09/2020R00900Deputy Michael Collins: I raised the issue of the cross-border directive with the then 
Tánaiste, Deputy Coveney, 12 months ago in the House�  The question was whether the cross-
border scheme would continue in the event of a no-deal Brexit�  Many people have gone to 
Northern Ireland for hip, knee and, most importantly, cataract surgery�  In the last year and 
a half, myself, Deputy Danny Healy-Rae, Councillor Ben Dalton O’Sullivan and Councillor 
Danny Collins have taken over 2,000 people for eye-saving surgery�  Fianna Fáil itself used the 
cross-border service in one of its election promotion videos�  The answer I got from the Tánaiste 
at the time was that if there was a no-deal Brexit, legislation would be put in place to make sure 
the cross-border scheme would continue�  Can the Taoiseach tell us if the legislation is now in 
place to continue the cross-border directive if we have a no-deal Brexit?  He must not let thou-
sands go blind in Cork and Kerry on his watch�

15/09/2020R01000The Taoiseach: First, the 2,000 people were paid for by the Irish taxpayer�

15/09/2020R01100Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: They would be blind otherwise�

15/09/2020R01200The Taoiseach: Sorry�  The cross-border directive was something we entered into under the 
EU�  People have availed of it and the taxpayer has refunded them - that is the scheme�  The 
Deputy and his colleagues have put on the buses and have run a great old operation for quite 
some time�  The most important-----

15/09/2020R01300Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: Will we be allowed to continue?

15/09/2020R01400The Taoiseach: If Britain leaves the EU, Britain leaves the EU�  Does the Deputy under-
stand that?  Cross-border directives may no longer apply to it�  I think that what is more impor-
tant is that we improve capacity in our own system in terms of cataract-----

15/09/2020R01500Deputy Michael Collins: The Taoiseach is saying it is over�

15/09/2020R01600The Taoiseach: No, I did not say that at all�  I said we have to increase capacity in the Cork 
centre, which is the biggest in Munster in terms of cataracts and many other procedures�  We 
should be doing it in Dublin and across the country�  We should actually be sparing people the 
necessity to travel long distances for cataract operations�

15/09/2020R01700Deputy Michael Collins: Is the legislation in place?

15/09/2020R01800Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: Is the Taoiseach going to stop it?  Answer the question�
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15/09/2020R01900The Taoiseach: Hold on�  This is outrageous�  I have told the Deputy but how can there be 
a cross-border directive in those circumstances?  We will deal with that�  The Minister, Deputy 
Donnelly, is taking a different approach to this in terms of making sure that people-----

15/09/2020R02000Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: They are going to stop it�

15/09/2020R02100The Taoiseach: Hear me out�  We have arrangements with Belfast and with Altnagelvin in 
respect of a whole range of health services�  We would like to expand that with the North, and 
we would like to enter into contracts and procurement with them where necessary to provide 
treatment, and vice versa as well, given the North wants to avail of health services in the Re-
public�  That is the way we should proceed�

15/09/2020R02200Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: Shame on the Taoiseach�

15/09/2020R02300Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: Page 47 of the programme for Government refers to increased 
capacity in hospitals�  Last week, every single day, in University Hospital Limerick there was an 
average of 50 people on trolleys�  Yesterday, there were 62 people on trolleys and today, unfor-
tunately, there are 69 people, although they were not all on trolleys because the nurses told me 
they ran out of trolleys.  The winter is approaching.  It is now autumn and the flu season is upon 
us�  What is the Taoiseach going to do?  Is the Minister, Deputy Donnelly, going to intervene?  
We understand building is going on and new modular units are being built, but I understand no 
staff have been organised yet.  Will the Taoiseach personally intervene at University Hospital 
Limerick because it is beyond a joke at this stage?

15/09/2020R02400The Taoiseach: Yes, I will�  Obviously, the winter initiative funding that was announced 
today is an additional €600 million, with €200 million on top of existing resources to the end of 
this year and €400 million for the early part of 2021�  That is available now to deal with both the 
human resources requirements for the hospital system, particularly on the emergency side, and 
also other measures to reduce pressures on emergency departments�  I will bring the Deputy’s 
points to the attention of the Minister later today�

15/09/2020R02500Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: I would like an answer in regard to the timeline for the citizens’ 
assembly on drugs�  Obviously, many in this House and beyond will accept we have a huge drug 
problem as it relates to addiction, to the lack of services, to criminal gangs and to drug debt 
intimidation and the huge impact this has on communities and families�

 I was shocked the other day when the Minister of State with responsibility for the national 
drugs strategy said he had written to the Taoiseach twice to get a timeline in regard to when the 
citizens’ assembly would happen�  I think it is a good idea that we have a citizens’ assembly 
from the point of view that it is sometimes helpful to involve all the stakeholders and experts, 
and take it outside of this House�

15/09/2020R02600The Taoiseach: I answered questions last week or the week before on the citizens’ assem-
blies and the timelines for them�  One of the big problems we have is that Covid-19 is impacting 
on the capacity to do citizens’ assemblies�  We have one at the moment on gender but it has been 
limited to one or two online engagements, and we are limited in terms of what we can do�  I will 
revert to the Deputy in respect of the drugs issue�

15/09/2020R02700Deputy Matt Carthy: On the Taoiseach’s party’s website, I read the following line: “Fi-
anna Fáil stands by its commitment that this project can only proceed on the basis that the lines 
are placed underground”.  It is a line that was uttered by plenty of the Taoiseach’s candidates in 
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Cavan, Monaghan and Meath over the course of the most recent general election�  I would like 
to ask him what is his position now, considering that the planning process was moved forward 
substantially when the minister from the Taoiseach’s sister party in the North last night granted 
planning permission in that jurisdiction�  The fundamental problem remains in place, which is 
that public acceptance simply is not there�  Those of us who have followed this since 2007, a 
period in which the North-South interconnector has been met by delay after delay, recognise 
that the reason for those delays is the lack of public acceptance�  Will the Taoiseach ensure his 
own party’s pre-general election position is adhered to, and we fundamentally review this issue 
and move towards the undergrounding of the North-South interconnector? 

15/09/2020R02800The Taoiseach: Did I hear the Deputy correctly?  Did he say the minister granted permis-
sion-----

15/09/2020R02900Deputy Matt Carthy: Yes�

15/09/2020R03000The Taoiseach: -----or did it go through the planning process in the North?

15/09/2020R03100Deputy Matt Carthy: The minister has the final say.

15/09/2020R03200The Taoiseach: Is the Deputy’s party not a member of that Executive?

15/09/2020S00100Deputy Matt Carthy: Unfortunately, it is a unilateral decision�

15/09/2020S00200The Taoiseach: There is no such thing as unilateral in an executive or in a government�

15/09/2020S00300Deputy Matt Carthy: Yes, there is, actually�

15/09/2020S00400The Taoiseach: The Deputy must accept collective responsibility�

15/09/2020S00500Deputy Matt Carthy: I have asked the Taoiseach what his position is�

15/09/2020S00600The Taoiseach: It is the duplicity that the Deputy’s party consistently deploys in terms of 
its stances on various issues�

15/09/2020S00700Deputy Matt Carthy: For the record, I will quote the line again: “Fianna Fáil stands by its 
commitment that this project can only proceed-----

15/09/2020S00800The Taoiseach: If it does not like the decision of the Executive, it is not its decision�

15/09/2020S00900Deputy Matt Carthy: -----on the basis that the lines are placed underground”.

15/09/2020S01000The Taoiseach: It did the same on social welfare in the past on the Executive-----

15/09/2020S01100Deputy Matt Carthy: What is the Taoiseach’s position now?

15/09/2020S01200The Taoiseach: I respect the planning process�  Our position has been very clear about the 
North-South interconnector and we will work to see what can be achieved in that regard�

15/09/2020S01300Deputy Matt Carthy: What is the Taoiseach going to do about it?

15/09/2020S01400The Taoiseach: I have just given the Deputy the position�  The planning process in North-
ern Ireland is not our function�  The Deputy will criticise, delay and delay-----

15/09/2020S01500Deputy Matt Carthy: I am asking what the Taoiseach is going to do about it in this State�
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15/09/2020S01600The Taoiseach: The Deputy is trying to criticise a colleague of his party in the Execu-
tive-----

15/09/2020S01700Deputy Matt Carthy: The Taoiseach is the Head of the Government�

15/09/2020S01800The Taoiseach: -----yet his party is part of that Executive�

15/09/2020S01900Deputy Matt Carthy: What is the Taoiseach’s position today?

15/09/2020S02000An Ceann Comhairle: I call Deputy Durkan�

15/09/2020S02100Deputy Matt Carthy: A Cheann Comhairle, the Taoiseach purposely refused to answer the 
question�  It undermines the legitimacy of promised legislation�  That is disappointing�

15/09/2020S02200An Ceann Comhairle: Thank you�  I call Deputy Durkan�

15/09/2020S02300Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: What is the position with the Charities Act 2009 in respect of 
all sections and its applicability?  Has it been fully endorsed and is it fully operational at pres-
ent?  Are there some outstanding amendments or changes?

15/09/2020S02400The Taoiseach: It is not on the programme for this session, but the heads are still being 
prepared�

15/09/2020S02500Dying with Dignity Bill 2020: First Stage

15/09/2020S02600Deputy Gino Kenny: I move:

That leave be granted to introduce a Bill entitled an Act to make provision for assistance 
in achieving a dignified and peaceful end of life to qualifying persons and related matters.

I am introducing the Dying with Dignity Bill 2020 on behalf of Solidarity-People Before 
Profit.  I do not do this in jubilation but with determination that this very personal issue is 
discussed openly and rationally�  If enacted, this Bill will make legal and medical provision 
for achieving a peaceful end to life for those with a progressive and incurable terminal illness�  
Compassion, empathy and humanity should be at the heart of this debate�  From the outset, 
the most important voice in the debate is that of the individual who has been diagnosed with 
a terminal illness�  That individual should have a choice to make a fully conversant decision 
on how his or her condition progresses and concludes�  The debate should not be framed as an 
alternative to palliative and hospice care in any way.  This can be a very difficult conversation 
for a society�  Whatever one’s views on voluntary assisted dying, all views should be respected 
and listened to with mutual and collective respect�

This Bill would not have been possible were it not for the incredible bravery of the late Ma-
rie Fleming�  I never met Marie, but I know that if she were sitting in the Visitors Gallery now, 
she would be willing us on�  Before Marie passed away in 2013, the Supreme Court stated in its 
ruling that there was no impediment in this Parliament to legislating for voluntary assisted dy-
ing�  I also wish to mention Tom Curran, Marie Fleming’s partner�  Without Tom’s guidance and 
input to this Bill, it would not have been possible� I also thank the former Independent Deputy, 
John Halligan, who introduced this Bill in 2015�  I appeal to the public and fellow Deputies to 
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give thought and reflection to this Bill over the coming weeks.  If there is not a clear party or 
Government position to let this Bill progress, I ask the Taoiseach and party leaders to allow a 
free vote or vote of conscience on this issue�

In the most profoundly difficult circumstances people should have a choice to have a dig-
nified and peaceful end to their lives on their own terms when the pain and suffering become 
unbearable.  Assisted dying is not about ending life but about ending suffering when a person 
no longer has the option of living�  They have not made that decision�  It has been taken out of 
their hands�

15/09/2020S02700An Ceann Comhairle: Is the Bill being opposed?

15/09/2020S02800The Taoiseach: No�

Question put and agreed to�

15/09/2020S03000An Ceann Comhairle: Since this is a Private Members’ Bill, Second Stage must, under 
Standing Orders, be taken in Private Members’ time�

15/09/2020S03100Deputy Gino Kenny: I move: “That the Bill be taken in Private Members’ time.”

Question put and agreed to�

15/09/2020S03300Equitable Beef Pricing Bill 2020: First Stage

15/09/2020S03400Deputy Peadar Tóibín: I move:

That leave be granted to introduce a Bill entitled an Act to ensure the provision of an 
equitable price for beef to farmers operating in that sector, in order to ensure that it is a sus-
tainable means for them to earn a livelihood; and to provide for related matters�

Many farmers in the country are finding it increasingly difficult to survive.  Teagasc reckons 
that a third of farmers are currently making enough income off their farms to make a living.  
Another third of farmers are only able to survive because somebody is working away from 
the farm to supplement the farm income�  A full third of farmers are making a loss and going 
into poverty.  In fact, many of them are being pushed off the land.  It is clear that the industry 
is not functioning at present�  The industry is structured in the most anti-competitive way�  It 
operates as an oligopoly�  A small number of producers exert enormous control over the sector�  
The beef barons and producers can control every aspect of the market, such as the price and all 
the conditions of sale.  In addition, supermarkets are making supernormal profits from the beef 
product�  However, the primary producer in this country is getting a price which, in general, is 
below the cost of production�  It is estimated that if the European grant funding for this sector 
were removed, most beef farmers would be making a significant loss.

Aontú is introducing a Bill which, for the first time, will force beef barons to pay a price that 
is either at or above the cost of production for a period of a year�  It is to force the beef barons 
to the table to make a real and honest effort at negotiating a market that functions for every-
body�  The worst aspect of this market is the poverty it is engendering across the 130,000 beef 
farmers in the country�  If we continue down the route of further concentration of power in the 
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hands of the beef producers and supermarkets, there will not be a functional sector in the future�  
Successive Governments have presided over this issue�  Indeed, the Fine Gael Chairman of the 
last agriculture committee said it was unreasonable for farmers to expect a price above the cost 
of production�  It is an incredible statement from anybody whose job is to represent farmers�  
However, I have heard the current Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Deputy Mc-
Conalogue, echo those views, that it was not reasonable for farmers to expect a price above the 
cost of production�  Any agriculture Minister with that view is likely to come to the same solu-
tion as has been achieved so far, which is a dysfunctional and broken market�

This is not the only threat that farmers are facing�  The Government has opened its arms to 
the Mercosur trade deal which will pave the way for cheap South American beef to be imported 
into the EU market�  I will be speaking on climate change policy in a few hours�  It is incredible 
that we are opting for seeing swathes of the Amazon rainforest felled so beef can be produced 
there and transported to Ireland to be a substitute for Irish beef, and for an Irish Government to 
preside over this�

I travelled the country last year and I stood with pickets outside beef factories�  I spoke to 
the small farmers�  Some of them were threatened with injunctions by these beef barons because 
they were standing up for their right to try to achieve a better price�  Indeed, I went to the High 
Court to defend these farmers�  It was extraordinary to have beef barons level injunctions at 
farmers who are in poverty�  One beef baron is Larry Goodman who earned €170 million in 
total last year and has assets worth €3�5 billion�  He is tax resident in Luxembourg and pays an 
average tax of 2�5%�

The Taoiseach must see the grave injustice that exists in this market�  The response of suc-
cessive Governments has been to sit on their hands�  This is the second time this Bill has come 
before the Dáil.  On the previous occasion it fell when the previous Dáil fell.  When I first 
brought it forward, Fianna Fáil said it would support the Bill�  Fianna Fáil candidates left, right 
and centre stood in all the different factories across the country when the farmers were out in 
force�  The eyes of beef farmers across the country are now on Fianna Fáil Deputies to see what 
they will do with this Bill�  Will they vote against it and stop it going any further, on to Third 
Stage, or will they grasp reform with two hands and run with it?

15/09/2020T00200An Ceann Comhairle: Is the Bill opposed?

15/09/2020T00300The Taoiseach: No�

Question put and agreed to�

15/09/2020T00500An Ceann Comhairle: As this is a Private Members’ Bill, Second Stage must, under Stand-
ing Orders, be taken in Private Members’ time�

15/09/2020T00600Deputy Peadar Tóibín: I move: “That the Bill be taken in Private Members’ time.”

Question put and agreed to� 
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15/09/2020T00800Ministerial Rota for Parliamentary Questions: Motion

15/09/2020T00900Minister of State at the Department of the Taoiseach (Deputy Jack Chambers): I move:

That, notwithstanding anything in the Order of the Dáil of 30th July, 2020, setting out 
the rota in which Questions to members of the Government are to be asked, Questions for 
oral answer, following those next set down to the Minister for Rural and Community Devel-
opment, shall be set down to Ministers in the following temporary sequence:

Minister for Employment Affairs and Social Protection

Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Environment

Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport

Minister for Finance

Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform

Minister for Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht

Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government

Minister for Foreign Affairs and Trade

Minister for Defence

Minister for Education and Skills

Tánaiste and Minister for Business, Enterprise and Innovation

whereupon the sequence established by the Order of 30th July, 2020, shall continue with 
Questions to the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs.

Question put and agreed to� 

15/09/2020T01000Ceisteanna - Questions

15/09/2020T01050Ministerial Advisers

15/09/2020T011001� Deputy Alan Kelly asked the Taoiseach the number of special advisers that will be hired 
by his Department� [22238/20]

15/09/2020T012002� Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett asked the Taoiseach the number of special advisers he is 
planning to hire in his Department� [23666/20]

15/09/2020T01300The Taoiseach: I propose to take Questions Nos� 1 and 2 together�

Under the terms of the Public Service Management Act 1997, Ministers and Ministers of 
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State who regularly attend Cabinet meetings may request the approval of the Government to 
appoint special advisers�  The Act also provides that other Ministers of State may also appoint 
a special adviser�  The requirement for specialist policy input and advice is a matter for each 
individual Minister to consider, having regard to his or her area of responsibility and the support 
in place in the relevant Departments�

I have begun the process of putting in place a range of appropriate advisory supports that 
I might need in my role as Taoiseach and head of the Government�  The make-up of my team 
currently consists of a chief of staff at deputy secretary level, a deputy chief of staff at assistant 
secretary level, a part-time economic adviser at assistant secretary level and three special advis-
ers at principal officer level.

In line with the provisions of the Public Service Management Act 1997, two special advis-
ers may be assigned to the Government Chief Whip�  There is currently one special adviser at 
principal officer level assigned to the office of the Government Chief Whip.  Approval for the 
appointment of an adviser to the Minister of State with responsibility for European affairs will 
be sought by the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.

As outlined in the programme for Government, a number of reforms have been implement-
ed to ensure openness and constructive co-operation within the Government�  These include the 
establishment of an office of the Tánaiste and an office of the leader of the Green Party within 
the Department of the Taoiseach and located in Government Buildings�  Special advisers in the 
office of the Tánaiste currently consist of a chief of staff at deputy secretary level and four spe-
cial advisers, three at principal officer level and one at assistant principal level.  Special advisers 
in the office of the leader of the Green Party consist of two joint chiefs of staff at assistant sec-
retary level and three special advisers at principal officer level, two of whom are part-time.  It 
should be noted that all of the above appointments are subject to Government approval over the 
coming weeks, following which relevant contracts, statements of qualifications and statements 
of relationships will be laid before the Oireachtas�

15/09/2020T01400Deputy Alan Kelly: The Taoiseach’s Department likes its advisers�  I received a written 
response to a parliamentary question from the Taoiseach last week with details of 18 special 
advisers in his Department�  The Irish Independent estimated yesterday that the cost of 15 of 
those advisers was at least €1�5 million a year�  The Taoiseach’s response did not, however, list 
the three Government press secretaries that are also being hired�  If those three are added to the 
18 special advisers, the total number of special advisers across the collective offices of the three 
party leaders in government is 21�  That is a hell of a lot of advisers�  If those costs are estimated 
on a pro rata basis, they come to approximately €2 million�  Does the Taoiseach intend to hire 
any more advisers?  There are 21 already�  I am not even making a political point here�  It is 
ridiculous�  Is this the line?  Is 21 enough?  Do the Taoiseach, the Tánaiste or the leader of the 
Green Party intend to hire any more advisers?

Given that we are in a pandemic, I would have hoped that one of the totality of the 21 ad-
visers would come from a public health background�  I would not have any issue with that�  It 
would have been desirable and useful and might have been helpful today�  I would have thought 
that a good idea�  Do any of the 18 special advisers listed, or the further three Government press 
secretaries, have any background in health whatsoever?  I ask the Taoiseach to clarify that�  It 
would be helpful if one of the 21 did, given where we are as a country�  I am surprised that there 
is not one among the whole lot within the Government’s collective cabinets, given the new pro-
file of the Tánaiste.  I might be wrong.  I ask the Taoiseach to outline whether that is the case.
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There are many Ministers of State wandering around the place wondering if they are going 
to get an adviser�  I understand there is a bit of a dispute between the Taoiseach and the Tánaiste 
on this matter�  Will there be a school of advisers or will the Ministers of State have individual 
ones?  Those advisers have not been hired yet�  The Government Chief Whip has one adviser 
but he is sitting at Cabinet�  Will those who are sitting at Cabinet be left with just one adviser, 
or two, or will they be part of the school?  In the response received from the Taoiseach, John 
Carroll is listed in the office of the Tánaiste.  He has now been moved up to the role of Fine Gael 
general secretary�  I congratulate him on that�  Is there now a redundancy there as well?  Those 
are my questions for the Taoiseach�

15/09/2020T01500Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: When the Taoiseach was leader of the Opposition, he 
would regularly get up and berate the then Taoiseach, who is now the Tánaiste, for excessive 
reliance on special advisers�

15/09/2020T01600The Taoiseach: Not on advisers�  I never did that�

15/09/2020T01700Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: He definitely did.

15/09/2020T01800The Taoiseach: It was a separate issue�

15/09/2020T01900Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: He lambasted the Tánaiste weekly for reliance on PR and 
accused the then Government of being a Government of spin�  It is quite extraordinary to have 
21 advisers, including three press secretaries�  On top of that, there was an announcement this 
week that a PR firm will be employed to mediate between NPHET, the public health advisers, 
and the Government.  It will be a buffer which will dilute and finesse the message because the 
Government has got it so wrong and made such a mess of conveying the public health message 
that we now need a PR spin team to try to get it right�  I put it to the Taoiseach that this is not the 
right way to go about things.  If one wants to instil confidence, clarity and certainty about public 
health measures, having a load of spin doctors and advisers who specialise in giving advice but 
may not have any particular expertise in the areas of substance that people want to know about 
is not the way forward�  The Government needs to listen to people on the ground who really 
know and engage with them more�  It would not have to spend so much on advisers or PR peo-
ple if it listened to the front-line healthcare workers, nurses, laboratory people, doctors or taxi 
drivers who are out there�  It should listen to the people on the ground who actually understand 
how things work on the ground�  Then it might gain clarity about how to convey messages that 
would bring the public with it�  The Government is compounding the mistakes it has made over 
the last number of weeks by surrounding itself with buffers, PR people and specialist advisers.

15/09/2020T02000Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: The moral of this story is that even legions of advisers 
cannot save the Government when it is clueless about what it is doing�  With 21 advisers - God 
almighty - are they advising the Taoiseach or is it that he is not listening to the advice?  I am 
unclear�  I have never seen so much incoherence emanate from any Administration�  The bar is 
high for bad government, but the Government is up there�  It has exceeded all expectations in 
a way that is dramatic�  What are the 21 advisers costing the taxpayer?  What are we to make 
of reports that the acting Chief Medical Officer provides separate briefings to the Taoiseach 
and the Tánaiste?  What is the reason for that?  Is it more of this rivalry?  Have the Taoiseach’s 
advisers advised him that that is not smart or good government?

15/09/2020U00200The Taoiseach: It is extraordinary the degree to which Deputies will come to the House 
and take whatever they read in the newspaper as fact, as the Deputy has just done�  I thought 
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she was paying attention to the press conference this morning, but she clearly was not because 
that question was asked.  There are no separate briefings for the Taoiseach and the Tánaiste.  As 
the Tánaiste stated, he was briefed once by Dr� Ronan Glynn in the past while, at a half-hour 
session, and then he had another briefing with the head of the modelling advisory group.  There 
is nothing wrong with that�  We have both been briefed jointly, as members of the Covid-19 
Cabinet sub-committee, by the acting Chief Medical Officer.  This is a non-story, yet the Deputy 
comes in here and tries to elevate to something that it is not-----

15/09/2020U00300Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: I asked the Taoiseach a question�

15/09/2020U00400The Taoiseach: The Deputy did not�

15/09/2020U00500Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Calm down�

15/09/2020U00600The Taoiseach: She does not ask questions; she deliberately makes assertions to create a 
propaganda spin, and she is good at it�

Moreover, the Sinn Féin Party is no stranger to special advisers�  It invented the whole con-
cept to an extraordinary degree in the Northern Ireland Executive, where it has SPADs, as the 
Deputy calls them, all over the place�  We saw the trouble they got the party into in respect of 
the debacle over the fuel scheme and so on�

Third, the Deputy has some neck to talk to people about incoherence when Sinn Féin as a 
party has been in denial for so long about the blatant breaching of guidelines that happened at 
the late Bobby Storey’s funeral�  I ask the Deputy to look at how long it took her to apologise 
for that, yet she attacks everybody else for incoherence and for being in denial�  Everyone else 
in this jurisdiction was accountable for that kind of breach�  The Deputy was not accountable 
and Sinn Féin was not accountable.  It is one rule for Sinn Féin and different rules for everybody 
else in the House�  That is the level of incoherence and denial that the Deputy practises, and she 
is in no position to lecture anybody on these issues�

15/09/2020U00700Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Will the Taoiseach answer the questions?

15/09/2020U00800The Taoiseach: I have answered the questions�

To respond to Deputy Kelly, the concept of special advisers is not new�  We have three par-
ties, and an office has been established for the leader of each party within that to ensure that the 
Government can get the programme for Government implemented�  That is the origin of special 
advisers, which the Labour Party, to its credit, brought in when Dick Spring became Tánaiste 
after the 1992 general election�  

15/09/2020U00900Deputy Alan Kelly: He did not have 21 advisers, though�

15/09/2020U01000The Taoiseach: He was the first to bring in a special office of the Tánaiste, which is what 
is happening on this occasion�  I think it is important and it will happen into the future, of that 
I have no doubt�  It happened in the previous Government, where Independent Ministers had 
special advisers�  The concept and the numbers of special advisers are not new�  As a three-party 
Government, the respective parties are very focused and the advisers’ role is to deliver the pro-
gramme for Government issues�

While I do not want to go into the details of individuals, given that they are entitled to their 
private lives, the chief of staff has a well-known background in health, having worked in indus-
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trial relations at the Irish Nurses and Midwives Organisation and on the front line prior to that�  
She was also an adviser at the Department of Health for three and a half years, so she is very 
well versed in health matters.  Nevertheless, the acting Chief Medical Officer is the key, along 
with NPHET, for public health advice, and that is the way it should be in terms of presenting 
advice to the Government�

To respond to Deputy Boyd Barrett, I have always accepted the need for advisers in govern-
ment, which is why, as Opposition leader, I never focused on special advisers, whether with the 
former Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, or when the Tánaiste was Taoiseach�  I focused on the political 
communications unit, and had fundamental issues with its structure and how Parliament and 
the Government should operate.  The Government has not hired a public relations firm for the 
Government-wide plan�  The Department of Health has hired advice for public health dimen-
sions, but the Government as a whole has not�  There has been a Government communications 
programme in respect of the pandemic from its commencement, with all the various advertise-
ments that people will have seen on the television, in the newspapers and so on�

We do listen to people on the ground, consistently, and we engage with them�  I do that and 
have done so all my life as a politician�  It is not unique to people in opposition�  All Deputies 
do their best to do that�  We will continue to do that and to engage with people�

Deputy Kelly’s concern for the Ministers of State is very touching-----

15/09/2020U01100Deputy Alan Kelly: I was one myself for a few years but I had no advisers�

15/09/2020U01200The Taoiseach: I think the Deputy fought hard for one eventually, particularly as a Minister�

There will not be a school and advisers will be appointed to some Ministers of State�

15/09/2020U01300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I thank the Taoiseach�  Time is up, so I will move to the 
next set of questions�  I ask all speakers, including the Taoiseach, to stick to questions and the 
responses�  It is a general observation�

15/09/2020U01400Cabinet Committees

15/09/2020U015003� Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee that 
deals with health will next meet� [22338/20]

15/09/2020U016004� Deputy Alan Kelly asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee on health will next 
meet� [23638/20]

15/09/2020U017005� Deputy Paul Murphy asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee on health will 
next meet� [23684/20]

15/09/2020U018006� Deputy Mary Lou McDonald asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee on 
health will next meet� [23700/20]

15/09/2020U01900The Taoiseach: I propose to take Questions Nos� 3 to 6, inclusive, together�

The Cabinet committee on health was established by a Government decision on 6 July and 
held its first meeting on 28 July.  It will meet again in the coming weeks.  It will oversee imple-
mentation of programme for Government commitments in respect of health, receive detailed 
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reports on identified policy areas and consider the implementation of health reforms, including 
Sláintecare and the development of mental health services�

In addition to the meetings of the full Cabinet and of Cabinet committees, I meet Ministers 
individually to focus on different issues.  I regularly meet the Minister for Health to discuss 
priorities in the area of health and in particular our management and response to Covid-19�  The 
Covid-19 pandemic has led to unprecedented interruption to normal healthcare activity, with 
both community and acute settings affected.  Resuming health and social care services, and 
building our capacity and capability for the pressures of winter 2020-2021 and beyond, will be 
particularly challenging in a way that the health service has not experienced in living memory� 

Earlier today, I launched our medium-term plan, Resilience and Recovery 2020-2021: Plan 
for Living with Covid-19, which frames Ireland’s approach to managing and living with Co-
vid-19 for the coming six to nine months�  It aims to bring some clarity to help everyone to 
plan over the medium term�  The plan contains a framework for restrictive measures, which is 
a risk management strategy for the next six to nine months�  It is designed to allow individuals, 
families, businesses and services better understand, anticipate and prepare for the measures the 
Government might introduce to stop escalation of the transmission of the disease�

In the context of the health service, the plan sets out our approach and priorities for manag-
ing and living with Covid in a range of areas, including, among other measures, prevention of 
infection and protection of vulnerable groups, health system response and resilience, and the 
continued resumption of public service delivery, including non-Covid health and social care�  
It is important to recognise that many vital services have continued throughout the pandemic, 
ensuring that priority care needs were addressed and the most vulnerable protected even at the 
height of this crisis�

A range of initiatives have been developed, and as these continue to be rolled out in the com-
ing weeks and months, we will see further service resumption and increased capacity through-
out the community and acute hospital system�  This includes implementing new initiatives, new 
ways of working and eHealth solutions to keep people safe and out of the acute hospital system, 
such as ePharmacy, ePrescribing and virtual clinics�  Today, the Cabinet agreed to allocate a re-
cord €600 million for the 2020 winter initiative to ensure that our health service has the capacity 
and resources needed to deal with what is forecast to be a particularly challenging few months�

15/09/2020U02000Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: I was at the taxi drivers’ protest during Leaders’ Ques-
tions, so I have not fully studied the roadmap, but I want to know what the strategy is, as do 
the people�  Specialists in public health, immunology, infectious diseases and so on are saying 
that we should be pursuing a zero Covid strategy as against what appears to be, in this plan, a 
roller-coaster strategy, going up and down and up and down, with nobody knowing quite where 
it ends�  Has this committee considered a zero Covid strategy, which I stress is not about a re-
turn to lockdowns but precisely a return to normality by the putting in place of resources and 
systems, in particular the testing and tracing regime, such that we can really chase the virus 
and isolate it?  This is a clear objective that the people can get behind and understand in terms 
of where we are heading�  Connected to this is the question of permanent healthcare capacity�  
The capacity of testing and tracing has a lot to do with permanent recruitment�  Many of those 
engaged in testing and tracing were redeployed from elsewhere�  What is the envisaged number 
of staff required to be recruited permanently and engaged in testing and tracing to get to the 
state-of-the-art testing and tracing regime?  What are the plans in terms of permanent increases 
in capacity for ICU and the health service generally in terms of recruitment because it is trained 
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people who are needed?

In terms of public health restrictions, would it not be best to have in place a hotline for work-
ers in employment who are worried about encroachment on health and safety guidelines and so 
on such that they have a means of reporting to the HSE and a system that is responsive?

15/09/2020V00200Deputy Alan Kelly: Earlier, I asked the Taoiseach about travel restrictions and the state-
ment in the plan that those living in Dublin should be encouraged to limit their travel etc�  The 
Taoiseach is probably aware at this stage that the Minister for Health, Deputy Donnelly, said 
the opposite on the “News At One”.  In regard to the elderly and those who waited for the peak 
season to be over and have booked a staycation for this weekend but who live in Dublin, what 
is the Government advice?  It is an honest question�  My colleagues and I, and I presume other 
Deputies, have received texts on this issue�  What are such people to do?  They are not in level 
2 and are not in level 3�

What is the difference between this committee and the Cabinet Covid committee in terms 
of responsibilities?  I welcome the €600 million but strange as it may seem to say this it may 
not be enough�  On the winter plan, I ask the Taoiseach to comment on a number of issues�  I 
understand the plan will be launched on Thursday.  Perhaps the Taoiseach will confirm if that is 
correct�  The situation in some areas needs particular attention�  Limerick University Hospital 
is the topic on which I have probably spoken most in this House�  The situation there has been 
ongoing for a decade�  As things stand, the hospital is at crisis point today�  We need a plan for 
this hospital and for Cork University Hospital, where the Taoiseach will know there are issues 
as well�  The mid-west in particular traditionally has had huge problems so we need to focus 
our efforts there.

There are a few other issues I would like to highlight�  The Taoiseach might come back to 
me, as he mentioned earlier, on the vaccine�  We need to get other screening back up and run-
ning, including BreastCheck, otherwise we will have delayed issues�  I have continuously raised 
the issue of people with disabilities, which the Taoiseach will acknowledge�  Our planning for 
the coming months needs to be elderly and disability proofed�  I acknowledge the plan to recruit 
in regard to the testing regime�  It is crazy, as pointed out by my colleague, Deputy Sherlock, 
to have therapists, etc�, doing the work which others could be doing�  For example, it could be 
done by people who are retired or by students�

15/09/2020V00300Deputy Paul Murphy: The general perception of people is that there is a lot of confusion 
around the public heath advice�  There is a reason for this, namely, the public health advice is 
not followed consistently, but instead the interests of private profit are allowed to interfere and 
interact with it�  I am concerned the plan for living with Covid-19 is being institutionalised with 
the establishment of the Covid-19 oversight group, which effectively functions as a buffer as 
I understand it between NPHET and the Government�  This group receives the public health 
advice from NPHET, which works it out in terms of the impact economically, socially, etc�, and 
there the interests of private profit can come to bear.  I also have a concern that this group is go-
ing to delay the process in that it is due to meet weekly and then report to NPHET, which will 
then have to pass on that advice to Government at a time when speed and movement in terms 
of action on public health is necessary�

The message of individual responsibility is not the right message�  What is required is col-
lective responsibility and the Government needs to take public action�  At the heart of that ac-
tion is the testing and tracing system�  By way of comparison, Denmark, which has a similar 
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population to Ireland, is now testing close to 200,000 people per week�  In Ireland, 75,000 tests 
were carried out last week and a few weeks ago fewer than 60,000 were being carried out�  In 
Denmark, there are free testing facilities publicly available, with testing available to anybody 
who wants it, including at the airports, yet here we are not even testing everybody in a class-
room when there is a known Covid case�  It is absolute madness�  We are six months into a 
highly contagious pandemic and the Government is still rationing testing because it is trying to 
do it on the cheap�  We had the opportunity to get ahead of the virus over the summer months�  
Will the resources be applied to bring our testing and tracing regime up to scratch?

15/09/2020V00400Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: I want to ask the Taoiseach about the ICU beds in our 
system.  The Minister for Health confirmed in recent days that we have 255 ICU beds in the 
system, which is half the European average per head of population and 15% of the ICU bed 
capacity in Germany, for example,  We are an absolute outlier in this critical resource�  In 2009, 
an independent report found that the public health service needed to increase ICU bed capac-
ity by 45% yet since then capacity has fallen rather than grown�  There is confusion within the 
hospital system as to what exactly the Government contingency plan is for ICU care in terms 
of Covid cases and non-Covid cases�  We need a permanent increase in the baseline of ICU bed 
provision and, of course, the staff to service those beds.  When will the Government publish a 
plan to increase ICU capacity to ensure the very urgent care for Covid and non-Covid patients?

15/09/2020V00500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I will take a brief question from Deputy Barry�

15/09/2020V00600Deputy Mick Barry: It is a matter of concern to me that anti-face mask protests have been 
organised across the country in recent weeks�  I believe that those who are anti-masks and or-
ganising these marches are anti-workers because wearing a mask protects the worker behind 
the counter in the shop, the driver on the bus and so on�  These marches, in most cases, have 
been organised by the far right�  They have tried to build a base on racism and on homophobia 
and they are now trying to do it on the basis of frustration with coronavirus restrictions�  They 
are being helped by some of the actions of the political establishment�  Golf-gate created anger 
which swelled the marches�

15/09/2020V00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Deputy needs to leave time for the Taoiseach to reply�

15/09/2020V00800Deputy Mick Barry: Can the Taoiseach report on any initiatives from the Cabinet sub-
committee in terms of promoting face masks?  I believe there needs to be a mass campaign of 
worker activists on the left to challenge this development�

15/09/2020V00900The Taoiseach: On face masks, let us give the people of Ireland credit�  Everybody in here 
talks about confusion�  There was no confusion among the people when we brought in regula-
tions to make mandatory the wearing of masks on public transport and in shops�  As Taoiseach, I 
pushed hard to make that happen�  The compliance rate is 90%�  Last April, only 16% of people 
were wearing masks�  That is the answer to the far right�  I agree with most of what Deputy 
Barry said in terms of the far right�  The Government has nothing to do with it�  What those 
involved are doing is wrong�

Deputy Boyd Barrett raised the issue of the zero Covid strategy�  That is not our position�  
We do not agree with that strategy�  It involves severe lockdowns and let us not pretend it 
does not.  The acting Chief Medical Officer has been very clear that it is not his view or that 
of NPHET that it is a realistic approach or strategy�  Our strategy is to live with Covid, keep 
people safe, protect health, maintain economic resilience and jobs and restore public services 
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with regard to keeping schools, crèches and higher education institutions open�  We are seeking 
to restore health services while considering quality of life issues around the arts and sports and 
trying to keep games and live performances going as best we can within the restrictions�  We 
want to support community well-being on the ground as well as mental health, which is critical�  
That will increasingly become an issue as the pandemic continues and evolves�

Lab capacity is an issue with testing�  The numbers in the plan are to have approximately 
3,000 people employed for testing purposes, including swabbers, contact tracers and the many 
more people behind the scenes who help in the administration of the work�  There is a clini-
cal need for call one, giving people results, and public health authorities insist on that�  I take 
Deputy Kelly’s point, which I have made to the Health Service Executive, HSE, that we need 
a permanent workforce and that we should not redeploy from within�  That is how the process 
started and we came from a very low base when the pandemic started�  I consistently made the 
point and it is now happening, with recruitment under way, with more people coming to the 
contact tracing side in particular�

The plan has been elderly-proofed, as it were, and we respect the elderly as, arguably, these 
are the cohort of people who have adhered most to the guidelines issued by public health au-
thorities�  The advice from NPHET at this stage is to encourage people in Dublin not to travel 
outside Dublin if possible�  That is what NPHET has said at this stage�

The differences between the Covid-19 and health committees are clear.  The Covid-19 com-
mittee deals with all aspects of Covid-19, and that is why the Ministers for Finance and Public 
Expenditure and Reform attend the Covid-19 committee, along with the Minister for Health 
and ministerial advisers�  It is exclusively about all aspects of Covid-19 and it would have co-
ordinated the plan published today�  The health committee deals with broader health matters, 
including the winter initiative, as well as screening, health capacity and so on�

15/09/2020W00200Deputy Paul Murphy: What about the Covid-19 oversight group?

15/09/2020W00300The Taoiseach: The Deputy stated “interests of private profit are allowed to interfere” but 
that would be the antithesis of what is envisaged�  The oversight committee is to be headed by 
the Secretary General of the Department and it involves other Departments�  This is to ensure 
the process is practical�  I will give an example�  There was a furore in the House when NPHET 
advised we should enforce a provision to allow people to enter people’s homes to control the 
numbers in a household�  Everybody opposed such a suggestion, saying that civil liberties were 
at risk.  There must be some filtering of advice in terms of how we make it possible.

With a week to go to the opening of schools, there was advice out of the blue from NPHET 
that we should go ahead with public transport at 50% capacity�  The Government could not 
accept that immediately, and it did not, but we said we would try to follow that advice over 
time�  We had been working with public health authorities on protocols to bring children safely 
to schools, including the identification of seat numbers for kids and all that.  There needs to be 
some fine-tuning of advice when it comes to the practical implementation of it.  We must co-
ordinate Departments to ensure they are linked with stakeholders�

15/09/2020W00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I know it is unsatisfactory but we have gone way over time�  
We must move on to the final round of questions.
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15/09/2020W00500Cabinet Committees

15/09/2020W006007� Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee that 
deals with transport will next meet� [22339/20]

15/09/2020W007008� Deputy Mary Lou McDonald asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet Committee on 
Economic Recovery and Investment will next meet� [22610/20]

15/09/2020W008009� Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee that 
deals with the economy will next meet� [22651/20]

15/09/2020W0090010� Deputy Paul Murphy asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee on Economic 
Recovery and Investment will next meet� [22655/20]

15/09/2020W0100011� Deputy Alan Kelly asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet Committee on Economic 
Recovery and Investment will next meet� [23636/20]

15/09/2020W0110012� Deputy Mary Lou McDonald asked the Taoiseach the Cabinet committee that deals 
with matters relating to transport� [23926/20]

15/09/2020W01200The Taoiseach: I propose to take Questions Nos� 7 to 12, inclusive, together�

The Cabinet committee on economic recovery and investment has been established and 
first met on 8 July.  It has met on a total of four occasions, most recently on 2 September.  The 
Cabinet committee will meet regularly but the date of the next meeting has not yet been con-
firmed.  The membership of the committee comprises the Taoiseach; the Tánaiste and Minister 
for Enterprise, Trade and Employment; the Minister with responsibility for climate action, com-
munications networks and transport; the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform and the 
Minister with responsibility for media, tourism, arts, culture, sport and the Gaeltacht�  Other 
Ministers or Ministers of State will attend when required�

The Cabinet committee on economic recovery and investment is responsible for matters 
relating to the economy and investment�  Its initial focus was on developing the July jobs 
stimulus�  This was a package of more than €7 billion of measures announced by the Govern-
ment on 23 July.  It is designed to stimulate a jobs-based recovery to build economic confidence 
while continuing to manage the impact of Covid-19�  It includes measures to extend income 
and employment supports to affected individuals in companies to help people get back to work, 
training or education, and to build confidence among businesses in supporting them through the 
months ahead�  It is to invest in jobs-rich infrastructure and projects in every part of the country 
and in areas of future growth, such as the green economy�

Matters relevant to the transport sector may arise, as required, at a number of Cabinet com-
mittees, most notably the Cabinet committee on economic recovery and investment�  They can 
also arise at the Cabinet committee on environment and climate change�  Matters relating to 
the economy and transport are regularly discussed at full Cabinet meetings, where all formal 
decisions are made�

15/09/2020W01300Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: I have questioned the Taoiseach and appealed to him ex-
tensively, including today, on matters relating to taxi drivers and the public transport system�  
As we discussed earlier, there was a major protest involving taxi drivers today�  The Taoiseach 
has expressed sympathy but has not given a clear commitment�  When will he make a decision 
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on the key demands being made by taxi drivers, because they are desperate?  They are incurring 
debts and have virtually no income�  They do not know whether to stay on the reducing pan-
demic unemployment payment or go back to work, where they cannot possibly make a living, 
and lose all that payment�  Insurance costs, repayments, licence renewals fees, car maintenance, 
fuel and all these costs and debts meanwhile are clocking up�  When will the Taoiseach make 
a decision on their central request, which is for an income subsidy to allow them a baseline in-
come on top of which they can earn money, knowing that until we have health restrictions lifted, 
they will not have the capacity to fully make their living�  The same question applies to the arts, 
music and live entertainment workers�  They need to get an answer to this central request�

With regard to the taxi drivers, there are some measures that would not even cost anything�  
Stopping the issuing of new taxi licences would cost the Government nothing, as would extend-
ing the ten-year replacement rule to 12 years�  Getting rid of the taxi advisory committee, which 
is completely discredited, and replacing it with a national taxi transport forum, with proper 
representation for taxi drivers so that they could actually be heard from, would cost nothing�  
When will we get answers to such matters?

The 50% capacity rule on public transport, along with the fact that many people do not want 
to use it because they are frightened, has led to a problem and we need to increase capacity in 
public transport dramatically�  We have some of that capacity with private buses and our taxi 
friends, who have no work�  What will we do to increase public transport capacity given the 
50% restriction on capacity?

15/09/2020W01400Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Similarly, I want to raise with the Taoiseach the lack of 
pace with which his Government has responded to the economic crisis�  Deputy Boyd Barrett 
quite correctly raises the case of the taxi drivers, but I can cite a more general example in the 
credit guarantee scheme, which represents a vital lifeline for business as the economic crisis 
has deepened�  We made the case for the removal of the 50% portfolio cap for this guarantee 
scheme for small and medium enterprises a full two months before the Government relented 
and adopted our policy�

By the way, the credit guarantee scheme came to be in Ireland months after similar schemes 
were introduced and up and running in other European jurisdictions�  Similarly, the stay and 
spend tax refund scheme is clumsy, awkward and falls well short of what is required for tourism 

and hospitality�  We are second only to Spain in terms of jobs losses in the second 
quarter of this year�  We have levels of youth unemployment that are eye-water-
ing and terrifying, and I see no sign of any response or thought-out plan for that�  

It is very disappointing�  If the Government deals with unemployment and particularly youth 
unemployment in the same slow, clumsy manner that has become the hallmark of its economic 
response, we will be in very big trouble�

15/09/2020W01500Deputy Paul Murphy: I will raise two matters with the Taoiseach�

The first pertains to the redundancy law which was extended today.  With this law the 
Government has effectively allowed companies to make workers redundant while refusing to 
allow workers who have been laid off to invoke redundancy to get the payments to which they 
are entitled�  Instead these workers are being left in limbo�  They cannot get their redundancy 
payments from the company, but they are told by the Department of Employment Affairs and 
Social Protection to look for a new job or be cut off from the Covid-19 pandemic unemploy-
ment payment�  Will the Minister intervene to ensure workers get their entitlements without any 

4 o’clock
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further delay?

  The second issue I want to raise is the mistreatment of workers by Aer Lingus�  The Tao-
iseach might be aware that Aer Lingus is currently paying its workers only 30% of their basic 
wages�  These experienced workers with families to feed and rents to pay are expected to live 
on less than the dole�  Some workers have been left with as little as €150 a week to live on while 
the company is bailed out by the public purse�  In recent weeks I have been contacted by several 
of those workers�  They have spoken about the impossible situation they are in and their worries 
about how they will survive on these poverty wages�  The company has now told these workers 
not to reach out to Deputies, speak out on social media or talk about the situation they are fac-
ing�  The rules of the temporary Covid-19 wage subsidy scheme must be changed to ensure all 
companies in receipt of State support pay their workers decent wages�

15/09/2020X00200Deputy Alan Kelly: The Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform gave an interview to 
the Business Post over the weekend, which I presume the Taoiseach read�  Is the Taoiseach rul-
ing out increases to income or wealth tax in the coming budget?  Has he ruled out increases to 
social welfare payments or the Christmas bonus?  What will be the size of the national recovery 
fund, and will this be new money?  We do not know because we have not had a statement from 
the Taoiseach�  To what use will it be put?

The deficit is expected to be €30 billion.  At the end of August it was €9.5 billion.  The dif-
ference is more than €20 billion, some €5 billion a month�  I do not know how realistic all of 
this is�  There is a huge lack of information from the Government�  What will the real impacts 
of this on current and capital funding be?   As I am sure the Taoiseach heard, his partner in gov-
ernment, the Green Party, has announced that the M20 will not happen in the next five years.  
Is that accurate?  Is there any truth in recent commentary on the national children’s hospital 
project?  What is the situation there?  What are the plans to deal with this deficit, and how will 
it affect future spending to which the Government has already committed?

15/09/2020X00300Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I would like to ask a quick question about the Covid-19 plan 
which I am not sure is allowable�  There are now restrictions on people living in Dublin�  They 
must limit their travel outside of County Dublin�  I come from Wicklow�  A huge number of my 
constituents commute to Dublin, as do many others from Meath and Kildare�  Are there any 
restrictions on people entering Dublin or does the plan only place limits on people leaving it?

15/09/2020X00400Deputy Mick Barry: Many Aer Lingus workers have been reduced from 50% to 30% of 
their wages and are unable to claim social welfare payments�  People with families and mort-
gages have been left to survive on between €100 and €200 a week�  Can the Taoiseach imagine 
the resulting stress and the toll on people’s mental health?  Uproar followed and the Govern-
ment has now assured workers that payments have been sanctioned, but I want to ask the Tao-
iseach if this is really the case�  Reports of workers being refused are still coming in�  Finally, I 
would like the Taoiseach to comment on the fact that Aer Lingus is not paying workers the full 
value of the temporary Covid-19 wage subsidy scheme�

15/09/2020X00500The Taoiseach: Deputy Boyd Barrett was first with his query on taxi drivers, the Covid-19 
pandemic unemployment payment and the temporary Covid-19 wage subsidy scheme�  I have 
spoken to the Minister for Employment Affairs and Social Protection.  Certain social protection 
measures allow her to help out people in certain sectors such as the arts, and she has been in 
contact with them�  As I said to the Deputy earlier, a broader approach is under consideration�  
That work is being carried on between the relevant Ministers in preparation for the budget�  The 
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Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport, Deputy Eamon Ryan, will be meeting representa-
tives of taxi drivers�  I take the Deputy’s point about measures that do not cost money but have 
wider implications�  He referred to suspending the issuing of taxi licences�  We have extended 
the period of renewal from ten years to 12 years�  The 50% rule concerning public transport 
is a public health measure�  Buses do not grow on trees�  They are not easy to procure�  Huge 
efforts are underway at the moment to procure buses for school routes while complying with 
public health advice, but that takes time�  The 50% rule regarding public transport still has a 
very strong public health basis�  We have engaged with NPHET on this, and it is of the view that 
the rule should be maintained�

In response to Deputy Kelly’s queries about the budget, I note that the Minister for Public 
Expenditure and Reform will issue statements tomorrow on overall budgetary strategy pertain-
ing to deficits and expenditure.  Tax receipts have been buoyant, which reflects the progressive 
nature of the tax system but also shows that those on lower incomes have lost out more�  Tax 
returns, particularly corporate tax receipts, have remained solid, which is helping the overall 
financial situation.  That said, there has been an unprecedented intervention in the economy.  
People who use words like “awkward” and “clumsy” need to get real.  The scale of the inter-
vention is anything but awkward or clumsy�  The Government has only been in place for 11 
or 12 weeks�  The temporary Covid-19 wage subsidy scheme has been extended to April�  The 
Covid-19 pandemic unemployment payment has been extended, and the rates are still relative 
to what people were earning before Covid�  It has also been opened to new entrants�  There is a 
suite of enterprise measures such as the restart grant scheme, supports and tax measures�  This 
will benefit lots of people involved in enterprises.

Deputy Murphy raised the issue of redundancy payments�  There is an issue here that we 
must all face�  Our overarching priority is to protect employment�  If redundancy claims were 
triggered straight away, many enterprises could fold overnight�  The whole agenda during this 
pandemic is to get as many enterprises as possible through it intact so that after Covid-19 they 
can grow again and employ their existing workforce and more workers if possible�  That is a 
laudable objective in itself, but there are limits to it and the intervention has only been extended 
to November.  The budget will include further financial intervention to support certain sectors 
of the economy�  We are going to assist particularly those sectors that will not enjoy the income 
levels they would have enjoyed if the public health advice was otherwise�

Deputy Kelly mentioned the Green Party�  I understand that the Transport Infrastructure 
Ireland, TII, website already referred to a five-year timeline for the M20, including the plan-
ning and design stages�  That is where it was�  People deliberately distort certain statements but 
that is the factual position�  I remember checking it during the negotiation of the programme for 
Government�  That was the timeline on the TII website-----

15/09/2020X00508Deputy Alan Kelly: No, it was not�

15/09/2020X00523The Taoiseach: -----in relation to the M20�  It is committed to and it will be going ahead�

In response to Deputy Whitmore I repeat my answer to Deputy Kelly�  NPHET has advised 
that people in Dublin should not travel outside of Dublin if possible�  Obviously people who 
commute for work will continue to do so�

The full value of the temporary Covid-19 wage subsidy scheme should be paid to employ-
ees, and I will look into the issue concerning Aer Lingus raised by Deputies Mick Barry and 
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Paul Murphy�

  Sitting suspended at 4.10 p.m. and resumed at 4.30 p.m.

15/09/2020AA00100Defence (Amendment) Bill 2020: Second Stage (Resumed)

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

15/09/2020AA00300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy O’Donoghue is in possession�  He is sharing time 
with Deputy Mattie McGrath�

15/09/2020AA00400Deputy Richard O’Donoghue: Reports have emerged that soldiers are paid between €2 
per hour and €3 per hour at the weekend, which is completely illegal and shameful�  It is not 
acceptable that soldiers could earn more working in a shop than they do in the Defence Forces�  
The Department of Defence continually fails to use its full budget allocation as it has fewer staff 
than expected�  There are currently 8,600 enlisted soldiers, which is 900 fewer than expected, 
yet the Department will not pay those soldiers enough to live on�  The Rural Independent Group 
supports calls for the establishment of a special commission to examine all aspects of the De-
fence Forces, including enlistment and re-enlistment�

The members of the Defence Forces have families�  Many of them have children and wives 
or husbands�  They are our protectors�  They protect us and this country, as do members of An 
Garda Síochána.  They do significant work around the country, such as in respect of the ongoing 
environmental issues which are worsening year on year�  Whom did we call on for help when 
Storm Ophelia arrived?  Who were the first people called into action?  The emergency services, 
including the Army, were called on to help us�  Members of the Defence Forces, along with 
other front-line services, were the first people out, at all hours of the night, to help us.  The State 
rewards them with €2 or €3 extra per hour in overtime for so protecting us�

When the President of the United States came to Ireland, the Army and the Garda were 
called on to assist�  Members of the Army were sent out with packed lunches and rations and 
our gardaí were fed�  As Deputies know, anyone who calls to an Irish person’s house is fed well�  
The Irish have great respect for people�  The gardaí ended up having to feed the members of the 
Army because there were no provisions allowed for the latter as they carried out their duties�  
That was wrong�

Equality must start here�  Our front-line services should be treated the way we would like 
to be treated�  They looked after us in terms of Covid-19�  It is now up to us to look after them�  
Members of the Defence Forces need equality with other front-line workers�  They are our 
front-line workers and protectors�  It is up to the Government to intervene and protect the Army 
and, in turn, let it protect us�  We cannot allow the current circumstances to continue�  Equality 
for all must be respected�  I call on the Minister for Defence, Deputy Coveney, to intervene on 
this matter�

15/09/2020AA00500Deputy Mattie McGrath: The Fine Gael Party has something against the Army�  It de-
stroyed a wonderful tradition in Clonmel, County Tipperary�  For generations - for centuries 
- there was an Army barracks in Clonmel, but Fine Gael just wiped it away, as it did with many 
other things�  I will fast-forward to Fine Gael’s current treatment of the Defence Forces�  I note 
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that it will have received the reports on the Defence Forces by now�  We have seen another pro-
gramme for Government with a promise to establish an independent commission�  The Minister 
knows well the situation with the Army and he was at the fore of the talks on the programme for 
Government�  If he had any interest in the Army, he should have ensured it got proper respect, 
acknowledgement and, above all, pay and conditions�

He knows well the two fiascos that occurred earlier this year when the return of troops 
who had spent six months serving abroad was delayed by a month and subsequently delayed 
by another couple of weeks�  A similar situation occurred three years ago�  The Government 
stated that it was a paperwork problem�  The soldiers’ families and loved ones, be they wives or 
husbands, were awaiting their return�  First communions and other family events were delayed�  
That had never happened previously in the history of the State�  We have a proud tradition of 
recognition of Army service that goes back to our troops serving in the Congo and elsewhere 
in the world on United Nations duties, but serving soldiers have been abandoned abroad three 
times in recent years�  We did not even have a plane to bring them home�  I think the Taoiseach 
stated that there was no carrier to bring them home�  That is a Dad’s Army situation�  The way 
Fine Gael treated the Army is disgraceful�  I know it is the party of the big shots and the landed 
gentry, but few would have thought it would treat members of the Army, people on whom we 
depend, in such a manner�

I recently got a call from the HSE about an outbreak at Walsh Mushrooms in Golden�  Who 
were the first people on the scene?  The Garda, assisted by the Army, were the first there to 
put up Army camps and tents in which to carry out testing�  The Defence Forces are called on 
for floods, as Deputy O’Donoghue stated, as well as storms and snow storms.  While I was in-
volved with the Army in Clonmel there were many occasions when it cleared snow and brought 
help to people or rescued them from floods.  The town was flooded often enough.

The Government does not respect the Army�  The former Minister of State with responsi-
bility for defence, Deputy Kehoe, ridiculed members of the Defence Forces and made little of 
them.  The Minister, Deputy Coveney, heard the figures referred to by Deputy O’Donoghue.  I 
remember reading a report that members of the Defence Forces were treated like refugees while 
they were minding President Trump on his visit to Ireland last year�  They did not even have 
enough to eat�  That is shocking�  Their pay, compared with that of gardaí, is downright dis-
graceful�  It all stems from a lack of respect for Óglaigh na hÉireann, our proud Defence Forces�  
The Government has seen what it has done�  It has just divided and conquered�  It moved some 
of the troops who were stationed in Clonmel to Kilkenny and others to Limerick�  More of the 
troops left the Army�  The number of members who are leaving is staggering�

I wish to offer my sincere congratulations to Tipperary woman Roberta O’Brien, whom I 
am sure the Minister knows well.  She is the first woman in the history of the Naval Service to 
achieve the rank of commander�  It is a wonderful achievement for her�  I know her personally, 
and I wish her and her family well�  It is a credit to the entire family, including her father, Wil-
liam, and her late mother, that this powerful woman from the famed Glen of Aherlow, has gone 
on to achieve what she has achieved�  She has given sterling service in the process�

However, as the Minister is aware, we cannot even man the naval vessels that we have�  He 
has been told that by PDFORRA and others�  We do not have the personnel to man the vessels�  
A staggering 82% of those who left the Army in the past year did so because of conditions and 
disrespect�  Of course, those who served at the Battle of Jadotville in the Congo have not been 
recognised for that�
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The Government does not respect the Army but we may need it very soon�  We do not know 
the day or the hour when we will need it�  The members of the Defence Forces need equipment, 
proper training and all the other resources they should have�  They are not looking for anything 
out of the ordinary�  They are expected to be ready, willing and able when they are needed�  
Thankfully, they are always available to serve�

I refer to the strength of the Defence Forces�  Young men used to join the Army as a career�  
I heard a radio programme recently which reported on members of the Defence Forces who 
are leaving in order to try to get into other sections of the public service because they cannot 
survive�  The women have come up here many times�  I refer to the housewives and homemak-
ers - I am not being sexist - who have begged us to treat our troops with respect�  Members of 
the Army cannot lobby on their own behalf�

I am glad that Deputy Berry is here because he is an excellent advocate for the Army�  Its 
members need to be advocated for�  Any Government that has treated them with such total 
disrespect should hang its head in shame�  Big Phil the enforcer - where is he now? - wiped 
away our barracks in Clonmel and many other things as well�  He forced through Irish Water, 
Uisce Éireann, which is another disaster�  The people of Clonmel, elsewhere in south Tipperary 
and beyond will not forgive the Government for a long time�  Fine Gael has not got a Deputy 
elected in the area in the past two elections�  Why would a Fine Gael candidate be elected there?  
Fine Gael destroyed the dignified and well-earned respect that those soldiers had.  One could 
eat one’s dinner off the ground in any part of the barracks complex but now there are weeds, 
bushes and briars growing all around it�  It is a sad sight in the middle of our town�  Its gates are 
locked.  When the alarms on the barracks go off at night, they can ring for a fortnight.  We can-
not get the builder or whoever owns it or the security company responsible for its maintenance 
to turn them off.  It is a sad state of affairs.  We would see the tricolour flying proudly there and 
the Army drilling and going up the Nire Valley for scheduled training, but now it is closed and 
covered in cobwebs and dirt�  Above all, the Government should respect the Army personnel 
and recruit the proper numbers so that we will have a proper Army�  The Minister should look 
into that immediately, and not talk about another commission�

15/09/2020BB00200Deputy Joe Flaherty: Given the week that is in, I will focus on the Siege of Jadotville, 
which raged for four days 51 years ago this week�  It was a stand-out moment in this country’s 
proud history of overseas peacekeeping duties�

In Longford-Westmeath, we are especially proud of our association with this chapter in our 
peacekeeping history�  Fifteen soldiers from County Longford and a further 22 from Westmeath 
featured in Jadotville�  Indeed, the two counties accounted for more than 20% of the comple-
ment of soldiers there�  One of those who featured was Michael Tighe, a Longford town man�  
He is currently recuperating from surgery, but he has been at the forefront of trying to get the 
recognition that he and his fellow soldiers have long been denied�

Regrettably, it has been decided that the surviving soldiers will not be awarded the bravery 
medals recommended by their commanding officer, Colonel Pat Quinlan.  The soldiers have in 
recent times received many honours and accolades as a result of the campaign headed up by the 
late colonel’s son, Leo, but, alas, they have been denied the individual medals for bravery which 
were recommended for them following the siege in the Congo in 1961�

During the siege, which was subsequently dramatised in a Netflix movie, 150 Irish peace-
keepers with no battle experience held out for an unprecedented five days against 3,000 merce-
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naries and local militia without suffering a single fatality.  Alas, for years afterwards, Colonel 
Quinlan and his men were derided in Ireland because they had eventually surrendered�  Sadly, 
several of the soldiers who featured in Jadotville subsequently died by suicide�

After achieving recognition for the achievements of his father and the men in recent years, 
Leo Quinlan has continued to campaign for them to be awarded the distinguished service medal 
or military medal for gallantry - the two highest honours afforded to anybody in the proud Irish 
Defence Forces�  He has thankfully found the original list of recommendations made by his 
father after the battle which put forward 33 men for these awards�  Eight of those men are still 
alive, including our own Michael Tighe�

I appreciate and understand the Department’s position in that both medals are time bound 
- two years in the case of the military medal for gallantry, MMG, and four years in the case of 
the distinguished service medal, DSM�  The Department also makes the point that it feels that 
the issue was comprehensively dealt with in 1965�  However, that is not a view shared by many 
members of the public, and especially in Longford-Westmeath where we have a great tradition 
and affinity with those who featured in the Siege of Jadotville.

The Minister himself is on record as having said that he will consider any new information to 
support a reconsideration to award the medals�  Equally, I know the Minister is incredibly proud 
of this nation’s record in peacekeeping, overseas duty and the Jadotville Congo era, which is a 
hugely important part of our military history�  I also understand that there is a precedent that will 
enable the Minister with responsibility for defence to order the rules on time limits to be waived 
in certain circumstances and I earnestly hope that the Minister will give this due consideration�

15/09/2020BB00300Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: I am sharing time with Deputies Ó Snodaigh and Buckley�

I welcome what the previous speakers have said�  I would like to add my voice of support 
for medals and recognition of those who fought at the Siege of Jadotville�  It is necessary that 
we give due respect to our Defence Force�

In a previous sitting in this House when the Minister did not have responsibility for defence, 
I requested that he would make contact with the then Minister with responsibility for defence 
on the basis of getting the Air Corps helicopter to deal with a number of serious fires that we 
have in the Cooley Peninsula over the summer�  Luckily, that happened and it worked out well�  
I thank both the Minister and the Air Corps�

It was said by others in this Chamber that from time to time when we face great difficulties 
we call on the Defence Forces.  The Minister himself visited Dundalk to see off a number of sol-
diers to whom I wish the best of luck who are on the United Nations Disengagement Observer 
Force in the Golan Heights and are carrying out necessary peacekeeping operations�  I cannot 
but add my voice to what many Members have said in relation to the ongoing travesty that is the 
case of pay for members of the Defence Forces�  We have all heard the horror stories�  It is not 
only the pay�  It is the limited duty payment�  In many cases, sometimes families of the military 
have to engage the services of Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection in the 
form of social welfare�  I have heard many soldiers who had entered into the service in Dundalk 
tell others that it is not now the same option, even for them�  They would talk about the lack of 
pay�  They would also say that the pension position is not as good as it was previously�  We have 
a serious issue here that we must deal with otherwise we will not be able to retain the soldiers 
that we have.  This is a necessity.  I would ask that the Minister put the difficulty of soldiers’ pay 
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at the top of his priorities in defence�

The Minister has another brief�  In a previous incarnation, in a time gone by, which none of 
us would wish to see again, we would have had soldiers engaged in operations on the Border�  
On the previous occasion I spoke to the Minister in relation to the issue of Brexit, we had not 
quite seen the legislation but the UK Internal Market Bill is all that was promised in relation 
to a breach of international law and circumvention of the Irish protocol and the withdrawal 
agreement�  I welcome many of the statements that the Minister has made�  He has been ut-
terly forthright�  We need to ensure the European Union and the Government remain forthright�  
Sometimes we are second guessing what the British Prime Minister, Mr� Boris Johnson, is at�  
Other than it being reprehensible, the Bill gives Mr� Johnson no creditability as a negotiator�  
However, we need to ensure the net result are the best mitigations possible in relation to Brexit�  
If we are to believe what certain sections of the British Conservative Party and Mr� Johnson are 
saying, I call on the Government to look at the possibility that we could face a nightmare situa-
tion where they cut a hole in the withdrawal agreement and the Irish protocol and that whatever 
protections anyone believed are there are no longer there�  We could be looking at a disaster�  
It is a disastrous situation, particularly in regard to places outside Dundalk, such as Faughart 
where it meets Jonesborough, where the Concession Road meets the Castleblayney Road, and 
where Culloville and Crossmaglen meet the Shela area�  We have numerous Border crossings�  
We have, as I stated previously, a particular history, and we cannot tolerate any possibility of 
a hard border infrastructure and we need to ensure that, whatever happens, this is not the case�

I was quite happy to hear members of other political parties state in the past while that if 
the British Government was to go down this road, it would be a game changer�  The Govern-
ment needs to get real and straight in relation to the fact that if the British Government goes 
down this road, the only real mitigation will be some form of unity�  It literally will be a case 
of giving people on this island, and particularly those in the North, a choice of staying within 
the European Union or leaving to operate in what is a dysfunctional so-called United Kingdom�

We support the Bill as a tidying-up exercise for many defence matters�  The big issue re-
maining in the area is that of Defence Forces pay and its inadequacy, which must be dealt with 
or retention and recruitment will continue to be a problem for a force that we need�

15/09/2020CC00200Deputy Pat Buckley: Others have mentioned the siege of Jadotville�  I had the honour of 
meeting Commandant Quinlan in the audiovisual room here last year when we were shown a 
promotion for the film.  Many of those who attended the screening are still aggrieved that we 
do not take into account that the people who serve in our Defence Forces take immense pride 
in their job and sometimes it goes down through the family generations�  Having watched the 
film, I think the people there were let down, by the United Nations and our Government and it 
should never have happened�

I welcome this Bill�  Members have described it as being about housekeeping, tidying up 
and nailing down responsibilities and duties, which is very positive�  Many have risked their 
lives on UN missions and one can go back further�  Friends and relations of mine have served in 
the Defence Forces�  I wish to raise the supports for people who have served their country but 
who, once their time was up and they left the system, were left behind�  I refer to post traumatic 
stress disorder, PTSD�  I know two people who only realised in the past 18 months that they 
were suffering from it, having left the service ten or 12 years earlier.  We need to think of that 
when we talk about housekeeping and investing in our Defence Forces, that is, the Army, Naval 
Service and Air Corps�
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Pay has been mentioned.  It is very difficult to go into a bank and cash thanks.  During the 
previous Dáil, I tabled parliamentary questions on the subject�  It is alarming how many De-
fence Force families claim family income supplement.  It must make things very difficult.

An Garda Síochána stopped at a car on the Ringaskiddy side of the naval base and noticed a 
young man sleeping in his car�  The man was from Wexford and he could not go home because 
he was unable to put diesel in his car�  That is the reality happening in some parts of our Defence 
Forces�  It must be looked at�  Throwing money at issues might not be the answer to everything 
but it is important that people are put on a living wage�

The Minister will be very familiar with Collins Barracks and Haulbowline naval base�  Peo-
ple there have given tremendous service and given so much to the country, but I have spoken 
to many of them in recent years and they feel let down and aggrieved�  Sinn Féin has a Bill on 
the Garda Síochána and Defence Forces which would allow them to negotiate for their rights, 
and I think we are the only party to have this�  Without union representation, they have no say�

The Defence Forces share problems of recruitment and retention with the HSE�  This is ad-
dressed in the Bill which allows former members to return�  There must be acknowledgement 
of highly skilled people and knowledge is honourable, but it is a question of balance�  People 
who wear the uniform of the country come to me daily, and where they should be very proud, 
they struggle to put food on the table.  It is difficult for people to serve when they feel they are 
not being valued�  This has to be addressed�

I raise the matter of how people are really treated in the Defence Forces and how things are 
reported�  I was spokesperson on defence in the previous Dáil�  Unfortunately, I had to submit 
questions to the Defence Forces on two suicides which were reported as such to me but which 
are recorded as negligent discharge in the Defence Forces�  The Defence Forces simply reply 
that the coroner decides whether a case was suicide�  It is about getting clarity�

I began by noting that the Bill was about tidying up, proper housekeeping, responsibility 
and accountability�  I hope that many of the issues I have raised here will be addressed in future�

15/09/2020CC00300Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh: This Bill is important but it also illustrates how ridiculous 
the Government was during the early weeks of the Covid-19 crisis to rush through legislation 
that we must now amend relating to soldiers, and officers in particular, who wish to re-enlist.  
We were all told that it was happy days, and officers would re-enlist.  We welcomed it then and 
still do, but it was rushed and for no reason, because it was never the panacea for the Defence 
Forces’ problems, which the Government presented it to the public as�  It was not, it is not and 
it will not be�  The problems in the Defence Forces are underinvestment and the undervalu-
ing of its members�  For many years, members of the Defence Forces have stayed out of duty, 
loyalty and the desire to see the Defence Forces act properly, and in the forlorn hope that some 
Government would take them sufficiently seriously to pay them properly and reflect in their pay 
packets at the end of the week the hours they put in away from their families�  This legislation 
does not address that, which is a pity as it is something that the Government’s first defence Bill 
should address�

The Bill addresses courts martial and military law to a degree, which is welcome�  However, 
there are many issues underlying the state of the Defence Forces, many of which I have raised 
over the years, back to when the Minister last held his position, on the use and abuse of Defence 
Force personnel who were issued with the anti-malarial drug Lariam despite warnings from 
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many other armies and defence forces�  Thankfully, its use is at an end but the legacy continues�  
Dealing with that legacy will be under the Minister’s watch�

Ending its use is a slight admission that the policy of issuing it in the first place was wrong.

  There is another outstanding issue which needs to be addressed and if it is addressed prop-
erly, it would show that the State properly cares for the men and women of the Defence Forces�  
It is the issue of those in the Air Corps who have been poisoned by chemicals�  It is not some-
thing that somebody made up.  Those men and women, men in particular, have suffered the con-

sequences�  There are many unexplained medical complications among those who 
were exposed to these chemicals�  At the very least, there needs to be an investiga-
tion into the causes of these complications, into unexplained deaths, unexplained 

illnesses and the high rate of suicide among a small cohort�  It may help some of those military 
families who have encouraged young people to join the Air Corps�  That help is not there�

  I know many military families who have had a long tradition of military service and their 
sons and daughters are not thinking about careers in the Defence Forces any more�  Part of it 
relates to wages and part of it is that they feel that they are not recognised�  Another part is 
the absolute failure of the State�  I heard a Deputy mention the establishment number of 9,500 
earlier�  I am old enough to remember when the State looked for 12,500 from the establishment 
number, and it is not that long ago�  That is the sort of number that the State should be look-
ing at but it will not achieve it�  In fact, it is going towards 8,000 at the moment�  That is scary 
because it means that many military installations cannot function and duties cannot be fulfilled, 
given those low numbers�  The State needs to address it seriously and actively�  Buying new 
planes during the pandemic will not address the failures in the Air Corps�  Appointing new ca-
dets by itself will not address it�  The Government needs to substantially increase the numbers 
of recruits that are coming in and it needs people with experience who bought their way out of 
the Defence Forces to come back in�  They are the people who will manage the Defence Forces 
in the interim when there are significant gaps.  There are officers of different ranks trying to do 
the work of two or three people�

  I could go on about many other issues in the Defence Forces�  Some of it is simple respect 
for human dignity�  I was in the Curragh and saw the state of some of the toilets and living 
quarters�  The Government might be addressing some of it, but it is not quick enough, given 
what I saw on that day�  That is only one barracks�  From what I heard from those who live in 
different barracks around the country, the accommodation, whether living accommodation or 
accommodation used for meetings and exercise, is below standard�  That shows that the State 
has not respected them properly and does not respect them�  I have no major problem with the 
legislation before us but it is not the legislation that should be before us�  The legislation that 
should be before us should reflect respect for those who are in the Defence Forces.

15/09/2020DD00200Deputy Thomas Pringle: I welcome the opportunity to contribute to the debate on the 
Defence (Amendment) Bill�  As has been said by a number of other Members, this Bill seems 
fairly innocuous�  It may be out of date with some of the regulations that have already come into 
place�  I have some concerns about it though the vast majority of the Bill is grand�  It is interest-
ing to note that under the Bill, a force commander would have the authority to arrest and detain 
a member of the Defence Forces�  Would a force commander be a German, Swedish, Dutch or 
French officer rather than an Irish officer?

15/09/2020DD00300Deputy Simon Coveney: Sometimes Irish�

5 o’clock
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15/09/2020DD00400Deputy Thomas Pringle: Sometimes Irish�

15/09/2020DD00500Deputy Simon Coveney: We have the acting force commander in the United Nations Dis-
engagement Observer Force, UNDOF, at the moment, Maureen O’Brien�

15/09/2020DD00600Deputy Thomas Pringle: Very good�  Hopefully an Irish force commander would be some-
body in charge of a force that would not be involved in active military deployment�  What I am 
getting at here is Ireland’s neutrality and our role as a neutral nation�  That is really what I want 
to see�  How does that work with active deployment?  For example, if one of our forces was 
deployed in Afghanistan, could an Irish soldier be arrested by an American force commander?  
Is that what the Minister is talking about and is that part of this Bill?

The Minister says the Bill does not alter the current command structure in the Defence 
Forces but merely underpins current practice relating to day-to-day operational control of con-
tingents of the Permanent Defence Force engaged in international operations�  That is grand 
but what has been the modus operandi to date?  Have enough controls and safeguards been in 
place, to the satisfaction of the Dáil?  We have been told that they are a pillar of our security 
and neutrality but I do not recall, in my time here, anything being put before the Dáil relating 
to that�  We have to take it on the Minister or Government’s whim or word that our neutrality 
is protected with everything that we do with the Defence Forces�  Is that the case and what is 
happening in that regard?  If one reads this Bill in conjunction with other legislation such as the 
Defence (Amendment) Act 1993 and the Defence (Amendment) Act 2006, this Bill governs the 
deployment of Irish troops in the past, according to what the Minister says, and will govern the 
deployment of Irish troops in the future which will be ongoing when the Bill comes into place�

What is happening with the deployment of our troops?  They are already deployed with UN 
missions which is understandable and accepted in the House�  They have also been deployed 
as part of NATO organisations, such as in Afghanistan�  There had been six or so Irish soldiers 
in Kabul�  Are they still there?  That is obviously part of a NATO organisation or deployment�  
What is the situation with that and how does that impact on our neutrality as it exists and in the 
future?  One then looks at the possibility of future deployments�  In the past couple of years, 
we have seen our troops deployed in Mali, which is basically a former French colony�  France 
has made it difficult for Mali to develop democratically since its independence but we are quite 
happy to send our troops out to Mali to participate in the programme there, which will further 
undermine our independence and traditional stance of neutrality, which is what I am getting at�  
It will not come before this House because no Government will bring it before the House to 
discuss it�  We will wake up in a couple of years and realise that we are no longer neutral, and 
that we are involved in all these conflicts.  It may include conflicts in Africa.

Debate adjourned�

15/09/2020EE00100Gnó na Dála - Business of Dáil

15/09/2020EE00200An Ceann Comhairle: Members, I have just been given some very serious information�  I 
am told that arising out of events today, the Cabinet must now self-isolate�  Therefore, the pos-
sibility of proceeding with business does not arise and the House stands adjourned, I suspect 
until Tuesday next or until I am directed by the Taoiseach to reconvene the House�  The Dáil is 
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adjourned until further notice�

The Dáil adjourned at 5�15 p�m� sine die�

15/09/2020AAA00100Gnó na Dála - Business of Dáil

15/09/2020AAA00200An Ceann Comhairle: I want to bring two matters to the attention of the House�  A little 
earlier today I received the following from the Taoiseach:

In accordance with Standing Order 26 (1), I request you to summon Dáil Éireann to 
meet at 20�00 hours on Tuesday, 15th September, 2020 for the purpose of considering:

Questions  (Minister for Health) and 

Questions (Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine)�

  On my own behalf I will clarify, lest anyone think I had a sudden rush of blood to the head 
earlier.  Ruling No. 221 provides that: “By virtue of the fact that Chair is sole judge of order, 
he may rule on matters not specifically covered by Standing Orders.”  Earlier today the Chair 
having received an extremely urgent communication from Government, and in accordance with 
that communication, ruled that the House should adjourn forthwith�  We are now in a position, 
on request from the Taoiseach, to proceed so we are proceeding to-----

15/09/2020AAA00300Deputy Alan Kelly: On a point of order�

15/09/2020AAA00400An Ceann Comhairle: Yes, Deputy�

15/09/2020AAA00500Deputy Alan Kelly: This is a very strange ruling�  I would like the Ceann Comhairle to 
outline his ruling in writing to Members�

15/09/2020AAA00600An Ceann Comhairle: Which ruling is very strange?

15/09/2020AAA00700Deputy Alan Kelly: The ruling to adjourn the Dáil earlier�  I rang the Taoiseach to question 
him on what was happening, and to say that I did not understand why the Dáil was adjourned�  
The Taoiseach subsequently rang me back to say he agreed and that he had asked for the Dáil 
to be reconvened�  We have 19 junior ministers�  I am not sure what the legal basis was for this�  
Under the Constitution the House sets its own rules, as we all know, but a precedent has been 
set here.  We are living in different times.  This could happen again and there could be issues 
like this again�  The Dáil adjourned in such a rush that we did not get a full explanation, dare I 
say it, from the Ceann Comhairle of whichever Standing Order under which it was done and the 
manner in which it was done�  What was the chain of communication by which the Ceann Com-
hairle came to this decision, who told him and what was the chain of that conversation all the 
way back?  That all needs to be outlined to Members in this special situation�  I am not sure, but 
I doubt that if I had not made that phone call to the Taoiseach we would be back here now�  He 
queried it and I acknowledge he was not fully aware of the facts at the time because he had just 
come back, but in fairness he subsequently questioned it�  I would like to know who the Taoise-
ach spoke to�  As a result of that we are now back in the House�  On what basis was the decision 
made?  What were the Standing Orders?  What were the communications by which the Ceann 
Comhairle was communicated with to make that decision?  Why did the Ceann Comhairle not 

8 o’clock
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just come into the Dáil and instead of saying what he said, which took everybody by surprise, 
just explained it in the detail that was necessary?  This is unprecedented�  I am not sure it has 
ever happened in this way before�  I would like a lot more information on how the decision 
came about.  Was there a role whereby the acting Chief Medical Officer advised the Chief Whip 
who advised the Clerk of the Dáil?  What was the process?  This could have other ramifications.

15/09/2020AAA00800Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: This is an incredible shambles�  Members had been in-
formed on social media that the Dáil was adjourned until next Tuesday�  I work with a team of 
37 Deputies, and there are 160 Deputies in total�  There was a clear schedule of business, includ-
ing questions, statements, and a Private Member’s motion�  It was hours of business�  We were 
trying to relay the information we were given in a complete vacuum�  I am the whip for a party 
with 37 Deputies and nobody from this institution contacted me this evening�  Nobody told me 
what was going on or what was happening�  I had to rely on political correspondents on Twitter�  
How embarrassing is it for our democracy that political correspondents on Twitter knew more 
and that I had no information for the 37 Deputies I work with?  I had to go on Twitter to see 
what was happening and what was developing�  What has happened this evening is absolutely 
outrageous�  I totally support the proposal by Deputy Alan Kelly�  Our party demands a full ex-
planation as to how the Dáil was adjourned and how our business has been so badly disrupted�

We now have proposals for business tomorrow but we do not know if we will be in the 
convention centre or in the Dáil.  We have a meeting at 9 o’clock.  I finally had to ring the Gov-
ernment Chief Whip and, in fairness, he gave me a draft schedule that had been put together�  
There was no communication whatsoever from this institution�  It is absolutely shocking and I 
need an explanation�

15/09/2020AAA00900Deputy Denis Naughten: I reiterate the comments of my two colleagues on the Business 
Committee, Deputies Kelly and Mac Lochlainn�  We had no communication either�  I made con-
tact with the Clerk to try to find out what was going on because I was reading on Twitter about 
what was happening in the House�  It is not good enough�

I accept that we have three Airí Stáit in the Chamber from the Department of Health�  I 
appreciate and understand that�  I cannot understand, however, why we could not have the 
Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine, who I presume socially distanced at Cabinet 
and who was not there for more than two hours because he did not go to the press conference 
afterwards�  If the Aire comes to the House this evening, it will be the fourth Minister in three 
months from the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine accountable to this House�  
Surely a mechanism could be found where the Minister could be in one of the committee rooms 
to answer parliamentary questions in the House, rather than us having to wait for another set of 
questions, which will be after the budget, to hear anything from the Minister for Agriculture, 
Food and the Marine himself�

15/09/2020AAA01000Deputy Christopher O’Sullivan: I do not believe for one second that the Ceann Comhairle 
had a rush of blood to the head�  I believe he was acting on news that must have come quickly 
to him and on the best advice from the Clerk�

I would like clarification on Topical Issue matters.  I had intended to raise a very impor-
tant issue on damage done to roads in west Cork due to flooding in August, and I am seeking 
funding for same.  By the looks of it, I will not get that chance tonight.  I seek clarification on 
whether Topical Issue matters will be taken tonight�  If they are not taken tonight will the Topi-
cal Issue matters chosen for discussion tonight be taken tomorrow instead?  It is very important 
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for my constituents that I raise this issue�

15/09/2020AAA01100An Ceann Comhairle: That is a very simple question�  The only matters that can be taken 
tonight are the matters that have been directed by the Taoiseach to be taken�  It would be our 
intention that the Topical Issue matters selected today would be carried forward to tomorrow�

15/09/2020AAA01200Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: It is outrageous for anybody to even suggest that anything the 
Ceann Comhairle did was anything other than acting in the best interests of this House�  Given 
the basis of the information the Ceann Comhairle was given at the time he was given it, he was 
acting in what I would call the utmost of good faith�

Rather than going along the lines of Deputy Alan Kelly’s proposal and having a post mor-
tem on the last couple of hours around what happened, who said what to whom, and when they 
said it, perhaps it would be more progressive to discuss what way we shall go forward for the 
next few days and for the next week�  I believe the people of Ireland would like to see us dis-
cussing what way we will go forward, rather than analysing that last hours and if there was a 
hiccup, a mix-up or a problem�

The one thing nobody has said yet is that we hope everyone who is self-isolating and who 
has this difficulty will be well.  We want to continue with our work and to lay out our pro-
gramme of work.  For anybody to try to find fault with the Ceann Comhairle’s work ethic would 
be beyond contempt-----

15/09/2020AAA01300Deputy David Cullinane: It was about the communication�  Nobody questioned-----

15/09/2020AAA01400Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: I am not interrupting the Deputy; I am just saying what I am 
saying and-----

15/09/2020AAA01500Deputy David Cullinane: The Deputy is not being honest and truthful�

15/09/2020AAA01600An Ceann Comhairle: Deputies, please�

15/09/2020AAA01700Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: All I am saying is what I want to say, and it is very clear�  If 
anybody else wants to criticise that or say what they like, it is up to them�

15/09/2020AAA01800Deputy David Cullinane: Deputy Healy-Rae is misrepresenting what people said�

15/09/2020AAA01900Deputy Michael McNamara: The Ceann Comhairle just informed the Dáil that we will do 
what the Taoiseach directed us to do�  That might have been a slip of the tongue, and if it was I 
invite the Ceann Comhairle to clarify that�  We have a Constitution and we have three branches 
of Government�  One has barely functioned for the past three months, one is in self-isolation, 
and we are sitting�  The role of the Taoiseach is not to tell the Dáil what to do�  It is the role of 
the Dáil to hold the Taoiseach to account�  I am quite concerned�  I am not looking for a post 
mortem but I agree with colleagues in the Chamber that we must recognise this is a shambles 
and ensure it does not happen again�

We are elected�  As human beings, we all fail repeatedly, but as a collective, as a Legislature, 
we are elected to show leadership but that is sorely missing in this State at this moment�

15/09/2020BBB00200An Ceann Comhairle: I will deal with the last question first.  Standing Order 26(1) is quite 
clear that when the House has been adjourned, as it was and is then recalled on foot of a sum-
mons of the Taoiseach , the only work that can be transacted is the work set out by the Taoiseach 
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in the summons so that is why we are where we are�

I have absolutely no difficulty with the questions from Deputies Alan Kelly and Mac Lo-
chlainn and others; they are absolutely legitimate and in order�  Just for the sake of clarity, I 
arrived here to take health questions�  It was indicated to me before I arrived that there might be 
a problem with the Minister for Health’s availability�  While we were waiting, I was approached 
by a very senior member of the team who had received a message from Government to the ef-
fect that there were - I am not sure what terminology we should use, whether it is self-isolation 
or whatever - problems with the availability of Ministers to transact business here�  The advice 
that we were receiving from Government was that the House should adjourn and that it would 
be recalled in due course by the Taoiseach�  Now that is quite simple and straightforward and 
the Taoiseach has now clarified the matter and recalled the House.  I have no difficulty with 
how I acted.  I do not think anybody else would have acted any differently.  How we came to be 
asked to take that action at that particular time is another story but we need to get on with the 
business now�  I hope my explanation is crystal clear to everyone�  Is it?

15/09/2020BBB00300Deputy Alan Kelly: The Ceann Comhairle will put that in writing, I take it�

15/09/2020BBB00400An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy wants me to put it in writing�

15/09/2020BBB00500Deputy Alan Kelly: That is what I asked for at the beginning-----

15/09/2020BBB00600An Ceann Comhairle: I will put it in writing but whether I put it in writing or verbalise it, 
I am saying the exactly the same thing�  I have no problem at all-----

15/09/2020BBB00700Deputy Alan Kelly: Just the process by which the Dáil adjourned�  The Ceann Comhairle 
has outlined it to us now but it is just the detail of that process�  Obviously the Taoiseach or 
somebody approached somebody and the Dáil ended up being adjourned and the process by 
which that happened-----

15/09/2020BBB00800An Ceann Comhairle: No, it is not my understanding that the Taoiseach approached any-
one�

15/09/2020BBB00900Deputy Alan Kelly: Okay, that is clarified.

15/09/2020BBB01000An Ceann Comhairle: It is not my understanding that that happened�  As I said, ruling No� 
221 provides that in circumstances where the Chair deems it necessary and it would have been 
necessary in the emergency situation that was described to me and in compliance with what I 
understood to be the wish of Government�  The House has been adjourned before in quite dif-
ferent circumstances�  When Seán Barrett was in the Chair, we had an incident here involving 
a Deputy who decided to sit-in for a period of time and eventually the House was adjourned in 
similar circumstances�

15/09/2020BBB01100Deputy David Cullinane: I fully accept the Ceann Comhairle’s explanation-----

15/09/2020BBB01200An Ceann Comhairle: Thank you�

15/09/2020BBB01300Deputy David Cullinane: The issues that were raised by Deputies are reasonable�  Deputy 
Kelly raised the question of how the decision was communicated to the Ceann Comhairle but 
the bigger concern for me was the fact that the first I learned of the Dáil being recalled this eve-
ning was on the six o’clock news when the Taoiseach spoke about it�  Political correspondents 
seem to have more information than we did�  My colleague raised a legitimate point because 
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there was no communication with him as a whip�  That is the point and that is not good enough�  
Whatever about when decisions have to be made and I accept that the Ceann Comhairle made 
his decision in good faith�  I was here in the Chamber when he got that news and I fully accept 
that but what happened in the following few hours, when there was very poor, if any, commu-
nication with parties and Deputies and we had to learn from the Taoiseach on the news that we 
might be sitting at 8 o’clock is not good practice�

15/09/2020BBB01400An Ceann Comhairle: Again, to clarify, when communications from Government were 
received by my office indicating that it wished, contrary to what we understood earlier, to 
reconvene the House this evening, we indicated that a summons would be required from the 
Taoiseach�  That summons was duly produced�  I directed and the Clerk instigated a request 
for a meeting of the Business Committee to be convened to look at the business that might be 
transacted tomorrow because issues arise from the fact that the Dáil was scheduled to meet in 
the convention centre�  The Special Committee on Covid-19 Response is also due to meet to-
morrow, as is the Seanad, so there are significant matters, including matters of business, to be 
considered and they will be dealt with at 9 o’clock at the Business Committee meeting that we 
have convened to enable everybody to have an input�

May we now proceed with the health questions?

15/09/2020BBB01500Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: What I am interpreting, based on the Ceann Comhairle’s 
guidance, is that the Government’s advice to him left him with no option but to make the call 
that he made�  That is the interpretation I take from that�  Then no whip on the opposition side, 
and there are seven in total, or leader was communicated with directly, apart from Deputy Alan 
Kelly’s conversation with the Taoiseach�  There was no direct communication with us from the 
Government side to outline to us ideas about how we would deal with the schedule, whether we 
were convening tonight and so on�  We had to rely on political correspondents who were clearly 
being briefed by Government sources while no whip in this House was being briefed�  This is a 
very serious matter�  The Government’s advice left the Ceann Comhairle with no choice but to 
adjourn the business and I accept that, but in the interim, the Government was briefing political 
journalists about its plans.  Not one whip got a phone call to be consulted about the reconfigur-
ing of the schedule or to be advised of the Government’s plans�  That is what has happened here 
tonight�

15/09/2020BBB01600An Ceann Comhairle: I am afraid that I cannot respond on behalf of the Government 
Whip or any whip�  I am not responsible but I sympathise with the Deputy’s position�  Three 
minutes after leaving the Chamber here I heard it reported on a radio station that a Government 
spokesperson was unaware of what had just happened in the Dáil�  The Deputy can imagine 
my surprise at that�  Anyway, we are now where we are�  Can we please get on with the health 
questions?  It is great to see such interest in the questions on health.  The first question is from 
Deputy Cullinane�

15/09/2020BBB01650Ceisteanna (Atógáil) - Questions (Resumed)

Note: Ministerial and Departmental titles have been updated in the Question text in an-
ticipation of the relevant Government orders to give legal effect to the Taoiseach’s announce-
ment in Dáil Éireann on 27 June 2020.
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15/09/2020BBB01700Ceisteanna ar Sonraíodh Uain Dóibh - Priority Questions

15/09/2020BBB01725Health Services

15/09/2020BBB0190031� Deputy David Cullinane asked the Minister for Health the measures he has undertaken 
or will undertake as part of the winter plan to protect capacity in the health service, to ensure 
maximum possible uptake of the flu vaccine, secure sufficient staffing levels and bed availabil-
ity, deliver Covid-19, non-Covid-19 and catch-up care; and if he will make a statement on the 
matter�  [23639/20]

15/09/2020BBB02000Deputy David Cullinane: My question relates to the very serious challenge that acute hos-
pitals in our health service will face over the next number of months�  We have been hearing 
for some time from the Minister for Health, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, that he will produce a 
winter plan�  By the way, I want to wish him well and I very much hope that a negative result 
comes back�  He has said that he will produce a winter plan�  This is not just about a winter plan 
but also about Covid, non-Covid and catch-up care and a plan that enables us to do all of that�  
My question asks how that is going to happen, what supports and measures are being put in 
place and what funding will be made available�

15/09/2020BBB02100Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Mary Butler): I thank Deputy 
Cullinane for his question�  As we all know, the Minister for Health has been feeling unwell, has 
been referred for a Covid-19 test and is self-isolating�  We all wish him well�

I will endeavour to answer the questions posed as fully as possible�  If any of my answers are 
insufficient, written answers can also be provided.  In reply to the Deputy’s very important ques-
tion, resuming health and social care services and building health sector capacity and capability 
is a priority for the Government�  The coming winter is expected to be particularly challenging 
due to the presence of Covid-19 and the uncertainty around the level of Covid and non-Covid 
health care demands�  Every winter is challenging but there is no doubt that with Covid-19 this 
winter is going to be particularly difficult.  The HSE is finalising a plan, in line with Sláintecare 
principles, for delivering services in a Covid pandemic for the period to December 2021 and 
incorporating winter 2020-21�  The initiatives in the plan to mitigate the winter pressures are 
under three headings, namely, community care, acute care and assistance to support hospital 
egress.  Timely discharge from acute hospital settings is hugely important.  Throughflow in hos-
pitals is vitally important so that there will be capacity at the emergency department end�  This 
will include increasing hospital and community capacity, reducing unnecessary hospital admis-
sions by enhancing alternative community care pathways, and enabling timely discharges from 
acute hospitals, and consequently reduce waiting times in hospital emergency departments�  
There will be a focus on targeted actions to shift care to home and ambulatory care environ-
ments, especially for high-risk cohorts such as elderly patients and those with chronic illnesses�

As the Deputy knows, the pandemic has borne down hardest on our older generation�  I have 
for many years been an advocate for the correct wrap-around supports for our elderly genera-
tion living at home, which is what this plan hopes to achieve�  Obviously, older people are not 
in a position to go to day care centres or to be out and about, so they need the supports, rehab 
and re-ablement at home.  Disability and mental health services, e-health and staffing will also 
be included in the plan�

The resources for the plan will be sought as part of the 2021 Estimates process�  In advance 
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of this, the Government has allocated €600 million to support the early roll-out of the winter-
specific measures in this plan, with €200 million up to Christmas and €400 million thereafter.  
This will facilitate the commencement of priority measures from an operational perspective�

A key action will be a comprehensive flu vaccination programme.  The HSE has placed 
orders for approximately 1.35 million doses of the quadrivalent influenza vaccine, as well as 
600,000 doses of the live attenuated influenza vaccine, which will be made available to children 
aged from two to 12 years old, inclusive�

In regard to acute bed capacity, the programme for Government, Our Shared Future, com-
mits to continuing investment in our health care services in line with the recommendations of 
the health service capacity review and the commitments in Project Ireland 2040�  The Minister’s 
Department is working with the HSE to increase both general and critical care acute capacity 
in hospitals nationwide�

It is very important, as we face into the winter, that we are very conscious of the most vul-
nerable in our society�  We are talking about people with mental health issues, the elderly and 
people with disabilities, especially those with acute disabilities�  I would also like to mention 
carers, given I hosted a round-table for carers this afternoon�  Carers have been to the fore in the 
past six months, during which they had to cocoon at home with their loved one�

15/09/2020CCC00200Deputy David Cullinane: I am very conscious of the most vulnerable people and I am very 
conscious they are people we have to protect over the next weeks and months�  It is not good 
enough that the HSE is only finalising a plan.  We have an unprecedented crisis facing us.  Al-
though we thought we saw chaos over recent weeks and months, unless this Government gets 
its act together, unless a real, aggressive, robust plan is put in place to deal with the challenges 
facing our healthcare services in the next while, and unless that plan is as robust as it needs to 
be, then the Minister of State and the Government are failing in their duty�

We have a perfect storm coming at our health services�  Our front-line healthcare workers 
need support�  People need to know they will get treatment and that the capacity will be there�  
I did not hear one word in the Minister of State’s answer about how many additional beds or 
staff will be made available, what capacity will be leveraged in the private sector or how we are 
going to make sure we can deal with both Covid and non-Covid care�  All I got is a statement 
of the obvious and no plan�

15/09/2020CCC00300Deputy Mary Butler: The Deputy is correct we are living in unprecedented times�  I do not 
think it is a statement of the obvious to announce €600 million to support people in the winter 
plan that runs throughout the winter until after Christmas�

The Deputy is right when he says bed capacity is the most important thing going forward�  
The whole purpose of this plan is to try to keep as many people in their homes and in the com-
munity�  The Department of Health is working with the HSE to increase acute capacity in hos-
pitals throughout the country in the context of the current Covid-19 pandemic response�  Fund-
ing was provided in March for an additional 324 acute beds, which brought the reported acute 
inpatient capacity to 11,597 beds, excluding critical care beds�  This was an average of 11,000 
inpatient beds open during 2020 up to the end of July�  There were 304 general acute beds and 
41 adult critical care beds available in the system on Thursday, 10 September�

15/09/2020CCC00400Deputy David Cullinane: The Minister of State gives me a figure of €600 million and no 
detail of what that will mean.  I published a plan in the first week of August and we set out 
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what is necessary.  The last figures we got from the National Treatment Purchase Fund, NTPF, 
showed 610,000 people - record numbers - waiting to see a consultant�  They showed that in-
patient and outpatient waiting times were up and that, across all of the specialties, people are 
waiting longer�  However, there is no sense of urgency from this Government and no idea what 
is facing front-line healthcare workers�

As to the planning that goes into putting the extra staff and the extra beds in our hospitals, 
we know it takes time�  However, coming with a plan in the middle of September when we 
know the crisis is here and now is not good enough, in particular when we have been asking the 
Minister for months to come forward with a plan.  It is not good enough to throw out a figure 
and say that we will spend a certain amount of money at some point and that we will come in 
at some point�

We had a plan announced by the Government today on living with the virus but there is 
no Government time to debate it�  I hope that when it announces its winter plan, there will be 
proper statements in the Dáil so the Minister can be held to account�

15/09/2020CCC00500Deputy Mary Butler: I take the Deputy’s point, which is well made, but he has to remem-
ber we are living in unprecedented times�  We are learning as we go along�  When the Covid 
pandemic hit in March and April, all of our capacity was put into the acute hospital sector be-
cause that is what we had learned from seeing what was happening in Europe�  Unfortunately, 
the pandemic bore down hardest on our older generation�  We lost 985 people in our nursing 
home system, and 54% of all those who have died to date were lost in the nursing home sector�

A huge amount of work is being done�  Testing, tracing and isolating are the bywords of 
what we have to face going forward�  Even though the Deputy says there is no detail, the detail 
will follow�  I know, for example, that we are looking to double the amount of home care sup-
ports for our older generation, and we are looking at rehab in the home and at re-enablement 
in the home to protect our older generation and to keep them out of the acute hospital setting�  
While there are many challenges ahead, I believe we have a fantastic front-line service which 
is well up for the challenge�

15/09/2020CCC00550Mental Health Services

15/09/2020CCC0060032� Deputy Michael Lowry asked the Minister for Health if a commitment will be given 
to prioritise increased funding for mental health services in County Tipperary and nationwide 
in budget 2021 to prevent the Covid-19 crisis from turning into a national mental health crisis 
(details supplied) [24045/20]

15/09/2020CCC00700Deputy Michael Lowry: Will the Government give a commitment to prioritise increased 
funding for mental health services in Tipperary and nationwide in budget 2021?  I ask that ques-
tion in the context that, last week, the HSE head of operations said there has been a significant 
increase in referrals to mental health services as a result of Covid-19�  As we know, mental 
health services were already overstretched before the pandemic, meaning services now need 
substantial investment if people are to get the mental health supports they need when they need 
them�

15/09/2020CCC00800Deputy Mary Butler: I thank the Deputy for his question�  I will be engaging in detail 
with the Estimates process and seeking additional funding for all mental health services�  The 
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challenges of Covid and living with the virus have caused huge problems for those with mental 
health issues and challenges�  In line with the programme for Government, promoting positive 
mental health and reducing the burden of illness can have benefits for everyone.  Mental health 
service users are among the most vulnerable people in Ireland�

I know the Deputy has been a long-time advocate for mental health service users in Tip-
perary�  As he knows, I have visited Tipperary on three occasions since I became Minister of 
State with responsibility for older people.  I first met with Oireachtas Members.  On a second 
occasion, I met again with Oireachtas Members and with different support groups in Tipper-
ary which are trying to support people with mental health issues�  On a third occasion, I visited 
South Tipperary General Hospital and stayed there for three hours�  Further to that, I also vis-
ited St� Luke’s Hospital in Kilkenny, including the department of psychiatry, to see the exact 
situation in regard to inpatient beds�  People with mental health issues from south Tipperary 
who need inpatient supports go to St� Luke’s in Kilkenny and those from north Tipperary, the 
Deputy’s own area, go to Ennis Hospital for those supports�

I am acutely aware of the challenges in the area and that the Deputy is very concerned there 
are no inpatient beds in Tipperary itself�  However, I believe the bed capacity is there at Ennis 
and at St� Luke’s�  For example, last year, the capacity in the department of psychiatry in St� 
Luke’s was at 85% for the whole year�

15/09/2020CCC00900Deputy Michael Lowry: I appreciate and acknowledge the Minister of State’s commitment 
to improving mental health services in Tipperary and all of us recognise that�  The problem is 
whether she has a budget to deliver�  I have no doubt the Minister of State is well meaning, but 
I remind her that Tipperary is a large county with a population of 160,000 people�  The distance 
from Lorrha at the northern end of the county to Carrick-on-Suir is 130 km�  The mental health 
strategy and the policy enforced on Tipperary by the then Minister of State, Kathleen Lynch, 
deprived our patients of access to vital services�  The people of the county who have mental 
health issues are at a disadvantage�  The county is left without a single acute mental health bed�  
There are no proper respite mental health beds�  Access to crucial services is split between Ennis 
and Kilkenny�  The system has not worked for Tipperary�  It is a failed policy�  The neglect of 
our mental health patients is indefensible.  The extent of the deficit in services is bordering on 
irresponsible�  The Minister of State needs a budget to correct it�

15/09/2020DDD00200Deputy Mary Butler: I will refer to the budget first.  Budget 2020 saw the Government 
continue its commitment to mental health by increasing funding by €39 million to €1�026 bil-
lion�  This represents an increase of over €315 million or 45% since 2012�  Admittedly, we have 
a long way to go, and I am very conscious of that.  I have three priorities for Tipperary.  My first 
priority and commitment is to have Jigsaw open in Thurles before Christmas�  I have given that 
commitment and I will follow through on it�  The second commitment I gave previously, and 
this is where the budget Estimates are involved, is to seek €2 million in those Estimates to redo 
the crisis house in Tipperary which I believe is not fit for purpose.  Third, under Sharing the 
Vision I will task the national implementation monitoring committee with completing a review 
of mental health bed capacity throughout the country�  There are major issues in the south east, 
not only in Tipperary�  Waterford and Wexford have the same issues relating to capacity�  The 
first thing I want the committee to look at is bed capacity, and then we will work from there.

15/09/2020DDD00300Deputy Michael Lowry: The reality is that the mental health budget has remained at 6% 
of the overall health budget for many years.  There are fewer staff working in mental health 
services than there were in 2008�  In January 2020, there were 10,642 individuals waiting for 
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12 months or more on waiting lists�  There were also 2,000 children and young people on the 
waiting lists�  In regard to Tipperary, at a time when there are dramatically increased levels of 
stress, anxiety, depression, isolation and loneliness, the lack of access to mental health services 
is inexcusable�  At a time of great vulnerability, mental health patients in Tipperary are reaching 
out to an empty space�  The lack of access to professional care, guidance and support is unac-
ceptable�  It must be seen as a priority for the Minister of State and this Government�

15/09/2020DDD00400Deputy Mary Butler: When I visited the emergency department, ED, in South Tipperary 
General Hospital, I was delighted to meet the team operating there�  All mental health patients 
attending the ED are triaged in accordance with assessed clinical need with the objective of 
referring them as soon as possible to the HSE mental health service when they are discharged 
from the ED�  The ED has a 24-hour mental health nurse liaison service for mental health 
patients, seven days a week�  This was put in place in 2012 when St� Michael’s closed down�  
Many other areas in Ireland would love to have similar supports�  I spoke at length to the mental 
health liaison nurse on duty, who is one of three who deliver this 24-hour service�  We discussed 
many issues that were raised with me previously, including voluntary and involuntary admis-
sions, transfer of service users, assessment and the department of psychiatry�  There are two 
rooms dedicated for that purpose�  One is for the nurses and the other is for the patient as soon 
as he or she enters the ED and has been triaged�  I will give the commitment I gave previously, 
which is that I will continue to work with all Deputies in Tipperary to try to improve the mental 
health services there�

15/09/2020DDD00500Covid-19 Tests

15/09/2020DDD0060033� Deputy David Cullinane asked the Minister for Health the steps being taken to ensure a 
proactive and robust testing and tracing regime to support the plan for living with Covid-19; the 
way in which Ireland compares with the EU and other comparator states such as New Zealand 
in terms of testing and tracing capacity and performance by tests per capita; and if he will make 
a statement on the matter�  [23640/20]

15/09/2020DDD00700Deputy David Cullinane: This question relates to testing and tracing�  Testing and tracing 
are the foundation of getting everything right over the next number of months�  We have been 
asking the Government for some time to ramp up testing and tracing�  In fact, the calls we made 
were rubbished and dismissed by the Taoiseach and the Tánaiste in the past�  We now see that 
we were right and we are paying the price for the fact that we do not have enough capacity�  
What action is the Government taking to ratchet up capacity in testing and tracing?

15/09/2020DDD00800Deputy Mary Butler: This is a very important question because the entire premise of 
Covid is test, trace and isolate�  A comprehensive, reliable and responsive testing and tracing 
operation is central to our public health strategy�

Capacity has been in place since early summer to test 15,000 people a day�  While the 
system came under pressure in recent weeks, overall the system is working well and is prov-
ing central to our public health response�  Rigorous contact tracing, automatic testing of close 
contacts, serial testing in high-risk environments and large-scale testing in outbreak situations 
mean we are proactively finding more cases than we would have found previously.  Today, we 
learned that there are 357 cases and, unfortunately, three people have lost their lives.  I offer my 
sympathies and condolences to their families�



15 September 2020

325

In recent weeks we have needed to flex resources up significantly as demand has increased.  
We are testing more people than ever before, with over 71,000 tests completed in the week 
ending 12 September�  Community testing has increased in line with a steady increase in the 
prevalence of the disease and the HSE has deployed additional resources to meet this increased 
demand�  This included the opening of additional community testing centres and mobile pop-
up testing units, significantly increased contact tracing teams and increased laboratory testing.

Our testing strategy and infrastructure compare well internationally�  We are in the top third 
of EU countries in terms of tests completed as a percentage of the overall population and capac-
ity levels and turnaround times are similar to those of many countries�  We are also going further 
than many other countries in pursuing a robust testing strategy, which includes testing of close 
contacts and serial testing in nursing homes and food processing facilities�

That is not to say we cannot improve further�  We can always improve�  I acknowledge that 
the system has come under strain in recent weeks.  The HSE is now finalising a future service 
model for testing and tracing�  The plan includes the recruitment of a permanent workforce, 
which has already commenced, and a range of other service improvements which will be rolled 
out quickly�  Transition to the new model is under way and will continue throughout the autumn�

15/09/2020DDD00900Deputy David Cullinane: The plan announced today will only be effective if we get test-
ing and tracing right�  It will not be worth the paper it is written on if the failures of recent 
times continue�  That is not to say testing has not been happening because it has, but it has not 
been happening at the rates at which it should be happening and it is not quick enough, despite 
all the promises that were made�  We have been calling for this for some time, but those calls 
have fallen on deaf ears�  We saw what happened in meat plants and we see what is happening 
in Dublin�  Testing and tracing must be used to hunt down this virus�  The Government said it 
could reach 100,000 tests per week by the middle of May�  It has not done so�  Now the Minister 
of State talks about hiring more staff.  Why were the staff not hired last month, two months ago 
or three months ago when we were raising these concerns in the Dáil?  My party leader raised 
them directly with the Minister of State’s party leader�  She also raised them with the Tánaiste 
when he was Taoiseach, with the Minister for Health and with the previous Minister for Health�  
It is only now that the Government is getting around to providing the extra capacity�  It is not 
good enough and it undermines confidence in the Government.

15/09/2020DDD01000Deputy Mary Butler: As I said, 71,000 people were tested last week�  We have had to ramp 
up testing considerably in the last four to six weeks because Covid has changed and is changing�  
It is more prevalent in communities now�  In March, April and into May we were testing many 
people, but we managed to flatten the curve.  The lockdown worked.  People stayed at home and 
did not move further than 2 km from their location�  However, as soon as we started to reopen 
society, Covid returned�  Covid is not going anywhere�  It is lying dormant and is in our com-
munities�  Some 30 community testing sites are open and three pop-up testing sites have been 
mobilised in Limerick, Tallaght and Carlow-Kilkenny�  The Deputy is right that we cannot rest 
on our laurels.  Testing, tracing and isolation are the way forward.  It is the only way to flatten 
this virus.  I have no doubt that the Minister will make every effort to ensure we will ramp up 
capacity wherever it is needed�  However, 71,000 people were tested last week�

15/09/2020DDD01100Deputy David Cullinane: Testing and tracing are the way to stay ahead of the virus�

15/09/2020DDD01200Deputy Mary Butler: Yes�
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15/09/2020DDD01300Deputy David Cullinane: Of course, when people were in lockdown the numbers were go-
ing to go down�  My point is that it was pointed out that when the economy started to reopen we 
would see more community transmission and the virus would look for places to spread�  That is 
what happened�  The way to prevent that, because prevention is what we need, is to ratchet up 
testing and tracing�  The Government failed to do it in nursing homes originally, and it failed 
to do it in meat plants�  The Minister of State may have heard of a cluster in a meat plant in our 
constituency�  She might have seen stories in a local newspaper of a bus packed to the rafters 
with people going to work�  This is what is happening�  Testing was not being carried out in 
these areas�  I am holding the Government not to my standard but to the standard it set for itself�  
It has never done 100,000 tests a week.  It is only now telling us that it is recruiting staff on the 
same day it launched a plan on how to live with the virus�  That is simply not good enough�

15/09/2020EEE00200Deputy Mary Butler: Testing of staff in nursing homes has been ongoing for the past two 
months and has proven very effective.  As regards the meat factory the Deputy mentioned, I 
have two family members who have worked there for a very long time and they were tested last 
Thursday�  There was a hullabaloo that there was no testing in meat factories last week, but in 
Dawn Meats in Grannagh over 800 people were tested last Thursday�  We have to deal with the 
facts�  The HSE is adding swabbing capacity in Dublin, Wicklow, Kildare, Louth and Galway�  
Pop-up testing centres remain in place in Limerick and Carlow and there is additional staffing 
and longer opening hours in many sites�  We must remember that at the start of the pandemic, 
many front-line workers were redeployed to the test, trace and isolate service because the ordi-
nary person did not understand it�  People needed to have a medical background�  We know so 
much more now and permanent people will be put in place�  As the virus was suppressed and 
the curve was flattened, these medical people had to go back into the acute system to deliver 
non-Covid services�

15/09/2020EEE00300An Ceann Comhairle: Question No� 34 is in the name of Deputy Cullinane again�  He was 
very lucky in the draw�

15/09/2020EEE00400Deputy David Cullinane: That is what happens when a party wins 37 seats�

15/09/2020EEE00500Budget 2020

15/09/2020EEE0060034� Deputy David Cullinane asked the Minister for Health if promised medical card eli-
gibility expansions and reductions in prescription charges made in budget 2020 will be com-
menced in 2020; the reason for the delay; if funding is being made available for same in 2020; 
and if he will make a statement on the matter�  [23641/20]

15/09/2020EEE00700Deputy David Cullinane: In last year’s budget, the Government announced that it would 
extend the medical card to seven and eight year olds and extend medical card eligibility for the 
over-70s by changing the eligibility criteria and the thresholds for entry�  It also promised that 
all people with a terminal illness would have a medical card, and examining that issue was in 
the programme for Government�  We passed a Bill on this matter in this House a number of 
weeks ago.  There has still been no progress on these issues and my constituency office is inun-
dated with people asking when this is going to happen.  The Minister of State now has the floor 
and has the opportunity to provide clarity�

15/09/2020EEE00800Deputy Mary Butler: I thank the Deputy for keeping me on my toes today�
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First, I acknowledge the difficult year older people in our society have experienced as a 
result of Covid-19.  They have shown tremendous resilience in helping to fight the spread of 
Covid-19�  The issue the Deputy raises is one that is very close to me as Minister of State with 
responsibility for older people and mental health�

Budget 2020 provided for an increase in the medical card thresholds for persons aged 70 and 
over�  The threshold is currently €900 for a couple but would increase to €1,050�  While it was 
intended that this measure would be implemented from July, it was not possible to legislate for 
the necessary amendments to provide for this measure until there was a fully constituted Dáil 
and Seanad�  The Deputy is quite correct�  The Minister for Health, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, 
was very pleased that his first piece of legislation was the Health (General Practitioner Service 
and Alteration of Criteria for Eligibility) Act 2020, which provides for the increases in the in-
come thresholds�

When that measure was proposed in the budget last year, it was set to be introduced if suf-
ficient savings were made in the health budget this year.  As we are all aware, that is not possible 
at the moment.  Those savings have not been realised as the pandemic has placed a significant 
demand on public finances, a substantial proportion of which have been allocated to the health 
system�  In that context, decisions on the associated funding and a potential implementation 
date are being actively considered�  I have sat down with the Minister on this matter because 
it is something we need to move on�  I want to see it happening and it will be discussed in the 
context of the budget�  I am hopeful that we will be able to bring this in�  It would mean that for 
those over 70 who have an income of €900 and have missed out on a medical card, the threshold 
would increase to €1,050�  I will be pushing this issue hard�

15/09/2020EEE00900Deputy David Cullinane: I do not think those over 70 will take any comfort from the fact 
that this might be addressed again in this year’s budget�  I do not doubt the Minister of State’s 
sincerity or her association with this issue�  The problem is that last year, in my constituency and 
around the State, Government Deputies were going around saying that this was one of the great 
things they had in the budget�  They said that more people over 70 would get medical cards, as 
would seven and eight year olds, but that has not happened�  We are now hearing that it might 
happen and it might be in this year’s budget again�  The fact is that the money should be pro-
vided to make it happen�  Parents have contacted me whose children have passed the age of six 
and are now seven or eight�  They say that they were promised this and were told it was in last 
year’s budget�  They are asking what is happening�  The negotiations with the Irish Medical Or-
ganisation on this matter have not even occurred�  The Minister has not even started discussions 
with the medical organisation to see what can happen�  We need more answers and more clarity 
than “may” or “might”, given that this was in last year’s budget and was voted on by this House.

15/09/2020EEE01000Deputy Danny Healy-Rae: Can I ask something?

15/09/2020EEE01100An Ceann Comhairle: On the next round, not during priority questions�

15/09/2020EEE01200Deputy Mary Butler: As the Deputy will be aware, I am here representing the Minister for 
Health.  I am glad the Deputy accepts my bona fides on this matter because I have spoken to the 
Minister about it and we are very anxious to make progress on the medical cards�  Currently, 
75% of persons aged over 70 have a medical card and if the potential beneficiaries, which could 
be up to 56,000 people, materialise then an increase in the income thresholds would result in 
over 88% of this cohort being eligible for a medical card�  It is an important health measure 
which will provide medical card eligibility to a greater proportion of people over 70�  All I can 
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say here today is that I will continue to push this issue with the Minister�  We are in an unprec-
edented times�  Over €600 million has been allocated today for supports which will be seen in 
the next week or two�  The Deputy has a guarantee from me that I will continue to push this�

15/09/2020EEE01300Deputy David Cullinane: I will make the point again that this was voted on in last year’s 
budget�  I do not think there is a Deputy in this Chamber, whether Government or Opposition, 
who has not been lobbied or received correspondence from parents of children and from older 
people about this�

I also raised the issue of cancer patients and other patients with terminal illnesses who were 
promised that medical cards for them would also be examined�  When Fianna Fáil was involved 
in the confidence and supply agreement and was taking credit for all the good things it saw 
in the budget, but not the bad, the extension of eligibility for the medical card was one of the 
good things�  Deputy after Deputy on the Government side took credit for it�  Deputies from 
Fianna Fáil were falling over themselves to claim credit for the fact that children were going 
to get medical cards when they were seven or eight years old and more older people would get 
medical cards, but it has not been delivered�  It is a broken promise�  We are now being told it 
might be included in this year’s budget�  If that is the best I can bring back to the people in my 
constituency who have contacted me, I do not believe, on their behalf, that it is good enough� 

15/09/2020EEE01400Deputy Mary Butler: I can certainly say that I was not one of the people who said this was 
a done deal because it was always contingent on there being a surplus in the budget in 2020 to 
deliver it�  That was the small print that was written into it but who bothers with small print?

15/09/2020EEE01500Deputy David Cullinane: That is not what the Government says at budget time�

15/09/2020EEE01600Deputy Mary Butler: I was very clear on that�  This was always dependent on a surplus�  
We are in unprecedented times�  There is a pandemic�  The Minister for Health has gone home 
because he is sick and he has to have a Covid test�  We need to be very careful where we are�  
Some 357 people died today and our focus has to be on Covid�  I want to see the threshold 
extended and I will be pushing hard for that during the Estimates and the budget�  I have given 
that commitment on the floor of the Dáil.  I have spoken to the Minister and he wants to see the 
same thing happen�

15/09/2020EEE01700Ceisteanna Eile - Other Questions

15/09/2020EEE01750National Children’s Hospital

15/09/2020EEE0180035� Deputy Pa Daly asked the Minister for Health the reason for the delay in the construc-
tion of the new children’s hospital; the new estimated date of completion; if the total cost of the 
hospital will now exceed the figure of €1.73 billion from the independent review; the legal costs 
arising from the current legal challenge; and the total legal costs to date�  [16604/20]

15/09/2020EEE0190047� Deputy Alan Kelly asked the Minister for Health the status of the national children’s 
hospital; the details on the level of spending to date in 2020 on legal fees; and if he will make a 
statement on the matter�  [23651/20]

15/09/2020EEE02000Deputy Pa Daly: Tá sé soiléir ón gceist gur cuireadh isteach í tamall maith ó shin�  It is clear 
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from the question that it was submitted some time ago but hopefully the answer will be no less 
relevant�  What is the reason for the delay in the construction of the new children’s hospital?  
What is the new estimated date for completion?  Will the total cost of the hospital exceed the 
independent review figure of €1.73 billion?  What legal costs have arisen to date?

15/09/2020FFF00100Deputy Mary Butler: I propose to take Questions Nos� 35 and 47 together�

Like many other sectors of the economy, the construction sector was impacted by the Co-
vid-19 pandemic�  This resulted in construction-related work on the site of the new children’s 
hospital stopping on 31 March due to Covid-19 restrictions�  On 18 May, the restrictions in 
respect of the construction sector were eased�  From this date, the National Paediatric Hospital 
Development Board, NPHDB, engaged with the main contractor to ensure the earliest possible 
reopening of the sites�  I am informed the main contractor of the new children’s hospital project 
returned to the site on 13 July�

There will be delays associated with Covid-19, but it is too early to assess fully the impact 
of the pandemic on the new children’s hospital project and the paediatric outpatient and urgent 
care centre at Tallaght Hospital�  The NPHDB continues to engage with the contractor and is 
monitoring progress on site in the interests of completing the project as quickly and economi-
cally as possible�

On that note, I want to say I am acutely aware of how urgently the new children’s hospital is 
needed and I want to see it delivered as quickly as possible on behalf of children, young people 
and their families�  I have no doubt the Deputies share that view; we have waited far too long 
for this hospital�  Under the contract, the new children’s hospital is due to be completed by the 
end of 2022 and handed over to Children’s Health Ireland to be opened in 2023 after a period 
of commissioning�  I am advised that as of March 2020, when the site closed due to Covid-19, 
the NPHDB was of the view that the main contractor was behind schedule on the construction 
works�

The NPHDB is continuing to engage with the main contractor to obtain an updated pro-
gramme of works that is in line with its contractual commitments�  Any delivery outside of the 
timelines agreed under the contract could be a matter for dispute resolution, so I wish to be 
careful in respect of what I say here, but I reiterate that it is a priority of the Minister and the 
Government that the hospital be completed as quickly as possible�

The €1.73 billion figure mentioned by Deputy Daly is the total overall project cost advised 
to the previous Government in December 2018.  That figure comprises €1.43 billion, which is 
the overall cost to complete the capital project, and also a broader programme of activity associ-
ated with the integration and transfer of the services of the three children’s hospitals to the new 
site under development�  This includes, for example, investment in ICT, an electronic health 
record system and the children’s hospital integration programme, which is the merging of the 
three paediatric hospitals�

The PwC report makes clear that the guaranteed maximum price established through the 
two-stage tender process does not provide a contractual ceiling on cost, and that significant re-
sidual risks of further cost remain�  The residual risks, for which there cannot be cost certainty, 
include items such as construction inflation, claims and certain uncontrollable risks, such as 
potential costs relating to Brexit.  I am advised the main contractor has submitted a significant 
number of claims that it alleges are outside of the agreed scope�  The NPHDB has a robust pro-
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cess in place for the assessment of claims by the contractor in accordance with the construction 
contract�  This process is a commercially sensitive one between the contractor and the board�  

An instruction to commence with phase B, above ground works, was issued to the main 
contractor in January 2019�  In February 2019, the main contractor informed the NPHDB that it 
was disputing the validity of that instruction�  As the matter is now before the courts, it would be 
inappropriate to comment further at this stage, even as regards the legal fees�  I will, however, 
outline the legal fees in my follow-up response�

15/09/2020FFF00200Deputy Pa Daly: I thank the Minister of State for the comprehensive history of what has 
gone on but, unfortunately, neither of the two main questions was answered in the long response 
she gave�  The budget is approaching and a proper one is needed, including for University Hos-
pital Kerry�  The hospital is at serious risk of being downgraded because it is underfunded, and 
the cost of the children’s hospital will be a very significant factor in that.  It is unfortunate that 
although this question was submitted three or possibly four months ago, and given the record 
number, the answer has come back only today�  Still there is no answer to my two main ques-
tions�

To divert the issue slightly, there is a serious risk that Kerry General Hospital will be down-
graded�  There is no cardiology and little oncology�  Rheumatology is gone�  Pathology, nursing 
and radiography have all been outsourced�  Ambulances often have to come from Dingle to 
Tralee if there has been an incident and somebody needs one�  Research in infrastructure is gone 
and there is a fear among staff and the people of Kerry that the hospital will be downgraded.  It 
needs to be fixed.

15/09/2020FFF00300Deputy Alan Kelly: I thank all three Ministers of State for standing in beyond their briefs 
and wish the Minister the best�

There is no doubt that the children’s hospital will not be built on time and that it will cost 
much more than expected�  I was across this issue quite a bit in the previous Dáil, as many will 
be aware�  What we need now is a projection of timelines and costs�  Covid-19 will bring ad-
ditional costs to everything, including all construction projects�  We need to know the Govern-
ment’s position on this project�

It found €600 million to be announced on Thursday�  From a capital point of view, many 
other projects are required throughout the country, including extensions because we need more 
space across a whole load of disciplines.  Are we going to profile out further the children’s hos-
pital because we need the money?  Let us answer that question�  Many of the legal challenges 
taking place in court are for fairly small sums�  Let us be honest and straight up with the people�  
There is no massive criticism of this Government on the issue; it is a legacy of the previous one�  
What are the timelines and the projected costs as of now?

15/09/2020FFF00400Deputy Mary Butler: The question that Deputy Daly initially asked related to the time-
frame for the construction of the new children’s hospital�  I answered that by saying it would 
be completed at the end of 2022 and opened in 2023�  Those are the dates I have been given�

The Deputy also asked about the legal fees�  In respect of legal costs, the NPHDB has statu-
tory responsibility for planning, designing, building and equipping the new children’s hospital�  
I have been informed that its legal fees were €409,000 in 2017, €128,000 in 2018 and €691,000 
in 2019�
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To respond to Deputy Kelly, he made a very fair point about projections of the timeline and 
the costs.  As we all know, Covid is delaying matters.  The Deputy asked about reprofiling the 
project into the future, but I will have to defer to the Minister on that and seek a written reply 
for the Deputy, if that is acceptable�

15/09/2020FFF00500Deputy Pa Daly: On the legal costs, the Minister of State referred to the costs of the board�  
Are they the total legal costs, including those of anyone who is claiming against it?  It is pos-
sible to fix the problems at Kerry General Hospital.  In February, there were three ICU beds at 
University Hospital Kerry, whereas one month later, there were 17, thanks to the great efforts 
of the ICU staff and the additional resources that were put in place due to Covid.  We were able 
to get some answers more or less straight away, but now I fear we are back to circumstances in 
which a PR firm has been engaged on behalf of the hospital.  The reply to this question came 
faster than it would have come from the PR firm.  I thank the Minister of State, therefore, for 
the efforts she made in her contributions.

15/09/2020FFF00600Deputy Alan Kelly: There are so many competing issues going on�  For instance, we all 
know we need budgets throughout the country for hospital prevention measures�  The HSE has 
been excellent in my county, producing an elderly care unit in Thurles, which is fantastic and 
fair play to them, to analyse those who are elderly and to prevent them ending up in hospital 
in the first place.  I encourage more of that throughout Ireland.  For mental services, in fair-
ness, the Minister of State is battling for a capital budget to renovate the unit in Clonmel or to 
secure another location�  That is the type of information we need to know straight up�  If the 
children’s hospital needs to be reprofiled, given the massive budget there will be, let us just say 
it�  Sometimes the Government just has to make decisions and sometimes we in opposition have 
to be honest and accept that�  Let us just say out straight that budgets will need to be diverted, 
if needs be�

15/09/2020FFF00700Deputy Mary Butler: I thank both Deputies for their constructive replies�

Deputy Daly has issues in regard to County Kerry�  I regret I am unable to answer them�  
There is probably not a Deputy in the country who does not have issues in regard to their con-
stituency�  I agree with Deputy Alan Kelly that the pilot programme rolled out in Tipperary is 

fantastic�  There is a similar programme in Waterford, Waterford Integrated Care for 
Older People�  It is about keeping older people in their communities with geriatri-
cian care�  Reablement in the community is important�  Going forward, we need to 

strive to keep our older people safely and securely in the comfort of their own homes with the 
correct wraparound supports�  

  I will take up the matters raised by the Deputies with the Minister and I will seek a written 
reply for both in that regard�

15/09/2020GGG00200Covid-19 Tests

15/09/2020GGG0030036� Deputy Alan Kelly asked the Minister for Health if he is considering introducing a self-
referral system for Covid-19 testing; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [23654/20]

15/09/2020GGG00400Deputy Alan Kelly: Given all of the issues we now know about in regard to testing, I am 
very supportive of the HSE and its endeavours to sort out this issue but it needs support from 
Government�  The deployment of occupational therapists and physiotherapists to testing has to 

9 o’clock
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stop�  Is there a plan potentially or will we have to move some form of limited self-referral for 
testing?

15/09/2020GGG00500Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Anne Rabbitte): I thank the 
Deputy for raising the issue�  A robust testing referral pathway for GPs was put in place in the 
early days of the pandemic and it has proved a vital component of our overall testing pathway�  
Enhancements to the referral process have been made throughout the pandemic, including the 
extension to out-of-hours GP services and new IT systems were developed or modified.  The 
GP community has been a key partner in our efforts to quickly identify and test suspect cases of 
Covid-19 and I would like to acknowledge the vital role it continues to play in the management 
of this disease�

The HSE is finalising a future service model for testing and tracing.  This service model will 
aim to deliver a patient-centred, accessible, consistent and flexible service, and will take into 
account the evolving needs and future potential service demands in the context of Covid-19 
surges in disease transmission�  The process to develop this future service model is examining 
all aspects of the testing pathway� 

As part of this process, the HSE is examining approaches adopted internationally and is 
considering a variety of options that can best deliver on the above aims of increasing accessibil-
ity, consistency and flexibility.  As part of this work, I understand that the HSE is considering 
the merits of complementary referral pathways to those already in place in general practice and 
out-of-hours services to provide additional capacity within referral services�  It is important to 
stress that these pathways would be additional to what is already in place and would not replace 
in any way the important service currently provided by general practice� 

I understand that significant work has already been undertaken on the design of the future 
service model and engagement with key stakeholders is ongoing�  It will be important that any 
complementary pathways are fully considered, including in relation to appropriate clinical gov-
ernance arrangements.  The Minister hopes to receive a final proposal from the HSE over the 
coming weeks�

15/09/2020GGG00600Deputy Alan Kelly: I thank the Minister of State for the information�  I really appreciate 
it�  The issue is that general practitioners are inundated and we all know it�  Increasingly, they 
are being swamped�  For one particular general practitioner in Cork, the number of people pre-
senting has been impossible to deal with�  What does the Government propose to do to free up 
or create a more streamlined process in order that general practitioners during a bad winter or 
whatever lies ahead - it is going to be bad one way or the other but hopefully not too bad - can 
do their normal work and not be totally taken up with Covid?  We have to look to alternatives�  
The report mentioned will be welcome�  General practitioners also will be administering the 
influenza vaccination.  They will be inundated in terms of that service, although I welcome that.

We have to look to alternatives�  The device I am holding up is a Covid test�  It takes ten 
minutes but it is not 100% accurate�  I am no expert but I am told it is between 90% and 95% 
accurate�  The test took ten minutes�  How is it proposed to do population testing?  Is it proposed 
to roll out all other forms of technologies as well, obviously regulated and so on?  

15/09/2020GGG00700Deputy Anne Rabbitte: I agree with what Deputy Alan Kelly said�  If the Minister, Deputy 
Donnelly, was here I am sure he too would agree with him�  We have to consider the advantages 
and disadvantages of a self-referral or alternative referral system�  A self-referral system has the 
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potential to broaden access to testing, thereby providing greater out-of-hours access and would 
likely reduce turnaround times�  It could also provide additional capacity as general practitioner 
surgeries move into the winter�  It is important to remember that the referral system became 
overwhelmed in the early days of the pandemic and it is currently experiencing significant pres-
sures�

I have researched the device the Deputy held up�  I note it has been introduced in the UK�  I 
understand it is 99�8% accurate, if one were to believe the data�  It is the model we need to be 
moving to�  It is worthy of consideration�  The costing is as outlined by the Minister of State, 
Deputy Butler�  When the Minister returns, the Deputy and he should have a conversation 
around the issue�

15/09/2020GGG00800Deputy Alan Kelly: Interestingly, I offered to speak to the Minister about it but I have not 
heard back from him since�  It is an open invitation�  I have no problem referring people who 
provide it�  There are a number of variations of the device�  As a country, we need to consider 
it�  If it is good enough for other jurisdictions, we should look at it as well, particularly as win-
ter approaches�  I am not saying it is fool-safe or perfect but it is a contribution, particularly in 
terms of airport testing�  We will have to review airport testing as well�  

The big issue is the resourcing of our medical scientists�  We need to ensure that we have 
enough of them and to do whatever we can to push more of them into this area�  We also need 
to ensure there is adequate laboratory space to enable us to do what we need to do�  We need 
to prioritise those who need testing, be that through self-referral or a more streamlined referral 
system and tally that with this type of population general testing around the country, particu-
larly at airports, and then we will have a more robust regime�  I would 100% support a proposal 
in that next over the next few weeks or months�

Questions Nos. 37 and 38 replied to with Written Answers�

15/09/2020GGG01000Deputy Pauline Tully: May I deal with Question No� 39 on behalf of Deputy Funchion?

15/09/2020GGG01100An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Is that agreed?  Agreed�

15/09/2020GGG01150Autism Support Services

15/09/2020GGG0120039� Deputy Kathleen Funchion asked the Minister for Health when the autism committee 
will be established (details supplied)� [22337/20]

15/09/2020GGG01300Deputy Pauline Tully: When will the autism committee be established as per the commit-
ment given in the last term of the previous Dáil?

15/09/2020GGG01400Deputy Anne Rabbitte: I thank the Deputy for raising the question�  As outlined in the 
recently published programme for Government, the Government is committed to improving 
services and supports for people with disabilities, including those with autism�   

The HSE has established a national autism spectrum disorder programme board with the 
key responsibility of leading the implementation of the recommendations of the 2018 review 
of the Irish health services for individuals with autism spectrum disorder�  The board has been 
tasked with leading out on an agreed set of priorities which will have the greatest impact in 
terms of improving how services can be delivered to people with autism spectrum disorder�  I 
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wish to advise the Deputy that while the work of the board was partly paused in March of this 
year, it will recommence at the end of this month�  My ministerial colleague, Deputy O’Gorman 
and I, have also written to the Ceann Comhairle’s office asking that priority be given to the 
establishment of an Oireachtas joint committee on disability matters�  This committee would 
be an important interface between the various stakeholders, the HSE and public representatives 
and could provide an open forum for all those concerned, including people with autism spec-
trum disorder, their families and other interested stakeholders to address issues relevant to them 
and voice their concerns�    

In light of the comprehensive actions I have outlined here, the establishment of an Oireach-
tas committee on autism is not being considered at this time�

15/09/2020GGG01500Deputy Pauline Tully: In April 2019, Deputy Funchion moved a motion in this House call-
ing for an autism empowerment strategy and the establishment of an autism committee�  The 
motion received widespread party support at that time�  A commitment was given to deliver an 
autism empowerment strategy for Ireland.  The issues affecting autistic children and adults are 
long-standing and families, children and adults have been battling for years for their basic rights 
and entitlements�  Children face lengthy waiting times for assessments, they struggle to locate 
appropriate school places and autistic adults face huge gaps in the provision of crucial services, 
particularly in regard to finding work, securing social welfare or living independently.  This is 
totally unacceptable and it needs to change�  A stand-alone autism committee would bring that 
change�

15/09/2020HHH00100Deputy Anne Rabbitte: We did incredibly well to ensure we had a full-time committee on 
disabilities established and I ask the Deputy to write to its proposed new Chairman to outline 
her requests and see if they can form part of the work programme and the committee’s planned 
schedule�

In order to lead implementation, the HSE set up the national autism spectrum disorder 
programme, consisting of senior operational and clinical decision makers, as well as indepen-
dent professional academic support and two individuals with lived experience of autism�  The 
€2 million was secured in budget 2020 for the autism plan and the board was to establish two 
working groups, one dealing with assessment and pathways and the other to deal with the 
awareness stream�  The pathways group was to help identify a standardised assessment ap-
proach for using all autism services and ensure every assessment is accessible and to an agreed 
standard, regardless of which service is being accessed�

15/09/2020HHH00200Deputy Pauline Tully: While I welcome a stand-alone committee dealing with disabilities, 
I do not see autism as a disability; I see it as a different ability, I suppose.  There was agreement 
that the State was failing children with autism and their families and we saw many cases where 
children’s hours were being cut at school because they did not have the proper services or re-
sources available�  In many cases children did not attend school at all as a result�  We all agreed 
that was a national scandal at the time�

The failure to make a diagnosis in adequate time for school applications and the lack of 
places available for autistic children in autism spectrum disorder classes amounts to a denial 
of a child’s right to education�  These factors have created a two-tier system in our education 
sector�  It is important that we consider this matter�  I take the point about writing to the new 
committee Chairman detailing my points�  I thank the Minister of State for her answer�
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15/09/2020HHH00300Deputy Anne Rabbitte: The Deputy will be aware that last week, we announced €7�8 
million for assessment of needs�  As Minister of State with responsibility for disability, I note 
autism plays a major role within that responsibility and will be one of the key drivers in my 
work on the programme for Government�  To all those who may be listening to proceedings this 
evening, the Deputy is correct; there was and is a national scandal involving children being sent 
home from school and not accessing full hours�  I agree completely with the Deputy on that�  We 
must review the standard operating procedures for the assessment of needs to ensure it amounts 
to more than just assessment and there is intervention at the other end�

15/09/2020HHH00400Hospital Services

15/09/2020HHH0050040� Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh asked the Minister for Health the protocols being put in 
place in order that patients may be admitted directly to Belmullet community hospital having 
full regard for Covid-19 screening prior to admission in view of the fact they have to be sent to 
the accident and emergency department of Mayo University Hospital before they can be trans-
ferred to Belmullet; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [23698/20]

15/09/2020HHH00600Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I send my best wishes to the Minister for Health and thank 
the Minister of State for stepping in this evening�  My question is about Belmullet hospital, 
which serves almost 10,000 people�  I want the Minister of State to explain to me the logic of re-
fusing direct referrals from GPs in the area�  Patients are being asked to travel 100 miles to 150 
miles in a round trip to stay a night in the acute facilities at Mayo University Hospital before 
they can be referred back to Belmullet hospital�  It makes no sense whatever and is absolutely 
crazy�  Why is this done and when will the practice be stopped?

15/09/2020HHH00700Deputy Mary Butler: I would like to correct the record�  Speaking earlier, I may have in-
advertently put the figures the wrong way around when I should have said there were 357 cases 
of Covid-19 and three deaths arising from the virus today�

I thank Deputy Conway-Walsh for her question, which refers to Belmullet�  The Health 
Protection Surveillance Centre, HPSC, has developed an extensive body of guidance and sup-
port tools on resident transfers and admissions, which as we all know are available on the 
HPSC website�  The guidance sets out the measures that should be adopted for admissions to 
residential facilities�

Belmullet district hospital is a step-down facility supporting acute hospital discharges�  It 
had a bed capacity of 20 but now has a reduced capacity of 12 beds�  The eight beds were unoc-
cupied at the time the reduction took place�  Admissions to the district hospital must comply 
with the infection prevention and control guidance issued by the HPSC�

The HSE has advised the Department that all measures put in place in Belmullet are in order 
to adhere to Covid-19 infection protection control guidelines to maximise patient safety�  There 
are no direct admissions from the community to any district hospital across the board since the 
commencement of the Covid-19 emergency surge in March 2020�  I understand the Deputy’s 
point, as more often than not cases like this involve an older person who may have to be trans-
ferred to Mayo to spend a night in the acute hospital before being transferred back�  However, 
since the onset of Covid-19 no person is being transferred directly to a community hospital�

In March or April of this year, while on the other side of this House, I would have raised 
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many times the fact that many patients were transferred to nursing homes without being ad-
equately tested for Covid-19�  It was a major factor in the number of older people we lost�

15/09/2020HHH00800Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I do not accept that�  Why are we sending somebody on a 
trip of 100 miles or 150 miles to an acute hospital before sending that person back?  Covid-19 
was in Mayo University Hospital as well�  Yesterday we had the example of a 95-year-old man 
who could have been catheterised by a GP and admitted to Belmullet hospital in his local area 
but instead he was forced to go to Mayo University Hospital, where he took up an acute bed�  It 
was completely unnecessary�

In the hospital itself the X-ray, chiropody and physiotherapy services have been cut�  In Erris 
we believe Covid-19 is being used as an excuse to shut all the services�  Belmullet had 40 beds 
before the Deputy’s party cut that number in half�  Now the Government is coming along again 
to cut that number�  The only thing that will convince us in Erris that the Government is in any 
way genuine about us having a hospital and services in the area is if capital is put into them�  
Doing that will give us the hospital we need in the area�

I ask the Minister to be honest with us�  This is like death by a thousand cuts so please be 
honest with us about what is going on�

15/09/2020HHH00900Deputy Mary Butler: Covid-19 is a reality and we are living with it on a daily basis�  As I 
stated, we had 357 cases today, with three people losing their lives�  I do not believe that for any 
reason a medical person would ask somebody to travel that distance unless absolutely neces-
sary�

I have said that no community hospital around the country is taking direct admissions cur-
rently�  This is best practice and a change in this process will be decided by NPHET and people 
above my pay grade.  I am also aware the HSE has advised a number of specific challenges for 
Belmullet hospital, including infrastructure issues with the building, which were highlighted 
by an infection control review and a HIQA inspection of the facility�  Infection prevention and 
control is now paramount and we want to ensure the safety of all patients�  This is the reason 
people are not being admitted directly to community hospitals and are instead attending acute 
hospitals first.

15/09/2020HHH01000Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I thank the Minister of State but I still do not believe this 
is not being used as an excuse.  We have excellent staff in Belmullet hospital and it has the 
required facilities�  We needed some minor works done and it has taken over a year to recruit 
staff for that.  There is a line of matters that are unacceptable.  Why is the eye clinic finished at 
Belmullet and what excuse is there for it?  There is always one excuse after another given for 
services not being provided in the area�

This runs completely against the concepts in Sláintecare, as the Minister of State knows�  I 
know we are living in different times but it makes no sense whatever to take out all these servic-
es�  The Minister of State mentioned carers earlier but there is no respite or clapping for them�  
It is not the case that their shift will finish at 8 p.m. and their work is 24-7.  The Government 
has nothing to offer the people of Erris when it comes to health services.  We are undermining 
GPs�  Why do we not have proper testing and tracing in order that we can make referrals to the 
hospital?  I ask the Minister of State to ask the Minister to look at this again�

15/09/2020HHH01100Deputy Mary Butler: I will bring the Deputy’s concerns to the Minister but I have an up-
date for her�  A meeting was scheduled to take place this afternoon in Belmullet district hospital 
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between personnel from HSE estates, the chief officer of community healthcare west and the 
head of services for older people services in order to review the infrastructural deficits within 
the district hospital and to assess and quantify the levels of work required to address these struc-
tural deficits.  An action plan has been developed locally to address the issues identified at the 
district hospital in the HIQA report other than the infrastructural issues�  The Deputy makes a 
very good case�  I will take it back to the Minister and I will examine it myself� 

15/09/2020JJJ00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy Higgins is not in the Chamber to ask Question No� 
41, so I will move on to Question No� 42 in the name of Deputy Durkan�  I am not sure what 
numbers the Ministers are working from, but the initial question from Deputy Daly was grouped 
with Question No. 47 in my notes.  We are on different number schemes.  Deputy Durkan has 
30 seconds�

  Question No. 41 replied to with Written Answers.

15/09/2020JJJ00700Covid-19 Pandemic

15/09/2020JJJ0080042� Deputy Bernard J. Durkan asked the Minister for Health the extent to which he re-
mains satisfied that the public continue to strictly observe the Covid-19 protocols in respect of 
hand sanitisation, social distancing and reduction of interaction; the extent to which an assess-
ment has been done of known breaches which have specifically led to new outbreaks; and if he 
will make a statement on the matter� [23662/20]

15/09/2020JJJ00900Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: This is a very simple question�  It could even asked in less 
than 30 seconds�  I wish to ascertain the reason for the sudden, rapid and worrying increase in 
cases of Covid-19 throughout the country, and to ask what research has been carried out into 
this�

15/09/2020JJJ01000Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Frankie Feighan): I thank Depu-
ty Durkan for his question and for his ongoing support for the public health measures that have 
been put in place in recent months�  While the Government has today launched a new roadmap 
for the period ahead, as the Deputy points out, following the protocols on hand sanitisation, 
social distancing and reduction in interactions is still the most important thing to do� 

It is important to remember that Covid-19 is a highly infectious disease�  The risk of get-
ting Covid-19 is now part of our daily lives and will remain so for the foreseeable future�  The 
most important actions we can take to interrupt person-to-person transmission are regular hand-
washing, good respiratory hygiene and maintaining a physical distance of at least 2 m, that is, 
6 ft, between oneself and others�

I am satisfied that the protective public health measures referred to by the Deputy have met 
with widespread acceptance and buy-in on the part of the Irish public�  I have witnessed inspi-
rational solidarity and co-operation among the vast majority of our citizens, who are following 
public health advice in order to protect themselves and the most vulnerable in our society�

Encouragingly, the most recent public opinion polling conducted by Amárach Research 
on behalf of my Department indicated that as of Monday, 7 September, there continues to be 
a good degree of observance of the Covid-19 protocols�  This research found that the rate of 
compliance with the public health guidelines is continuing at a high level�  Compliance stood at 
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95% in regard to hand-washing; 94% in respect of the use of hand sanitiser; 94% in respect of 
the practice of social distancing; and 83% in respect of coughing into the elbow�  Compliance 
in regard to the wearing of face coverings was at 89% overall, with 93% of those surveyed us-
ing face coverings when shopping and 98% wearing them when using public transport�  The 
research also indicates that most people are planning to continue to adhere to these protocols 
in the future�

I can also advise the Deputy that 93% of those surveyed state that they follow the recom-
mendations of my Department and the HSE to prevent the spread of the Covid-19�  Moreover, 
it is good to see that younger people have the highest compliance rate of 95% when questioned 
about wearing masks in public�

15/09/2020JJJ01200Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: I thank the Minister of State for his reply�  I am a little bit wor-
ried because the figures seem to be going in the wrong direction at a time when the authorities 
are rightly placing greater emphasis on the need to curtail the virus�  It was not evident from the 
Minister’s reply but there must be some identifiable clue as to where the biggest problem is.  It 
has been suggested to me that there is not a great deal of compliance in some quarters, and that 
meetings, house parties and other gatherings continue to create problems�  I am concerned at 
the effects of bringing people together at different locations and times.  I know the new roadmap 
is going to deal with this but I have to say it is worrying, and I hope the authorities know what 
needs to be done�

15/09/2020JJJ01300Deputy Frankie Feighan: I should first state that I have received information that the Min-
ister for Health, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, does not have Covid-19�  I wish him well�  It was 
an honour to be able to step in for him but it is good to know that the Minister does not have 
the virus�  As the Deputy is aware, the virus only needs a small window of opportunity to re-
emerge�  For everyone’s sake, especially the most vulnerable, it is therefore critical to keep the 
transmission of the virus within the community to the absolute minimum�

Deputy Durkan referred to house parties�  This is an issue and the reopening of wet pubs is 
also causing some concern�  However, I hope we will be able to work with all stakeholders to 
address these concerns�  As the Deputy will know, a large number of outbreaks occurred in his 
own county of Kildare, as well as in Laois and Offaly.  Those outbreaks spread rapidly within 
specific workplace settings such as meat plants.  In recent weeks these outbreaks have been 
dealt with but the Deputy is right to say that we must be very vigilant�

15/09/2020JJJ01400Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: I thank the Minister of State�  I agree�  We in County Kildare 
have been in the eye of the storm for some time and we have paid a high price for it�  The second 
lockdown was quite invasive and created significant economic difficulty but the outbreak was 
dealt with, albeit at great cost�

The national figures are now accelerating at what I would regard as an alarming rate and I 
am not so certain that we have identified the causes.  While the Minister of State’s reply was 
made in good faith, I would like some more information on the direction we are heading�  I 
know the wearing of masks is very important�  It seems these guidelines are being adhered to�  
Why, then, is the virus accelerating?  There is a contradiction somewhere that I cannot figure 
out�  Better brains than mine are addressing that issue�  I ask that they do so as a matter of ur-
gency�

15/09/2020JJJ01500Deputy Frankie Feighan: The Government shares the Deputy’s concerns�  The National 
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Public Health Emergency Team, NPHET, meets on a regular basis�  It reviews current restric-
tions based on the most up-to-date information and advises the Government accordingly�  It is 
impossible to accurately predict the future trajectory of Covid-19 in Ireland�  As the Deputy 
knows, there is no precedent for dealing with a pandemic such as this�  As such, it is impossible 
to provide assurances that it is safe to lift the public health restrictions�

We are looking at this on a case-by-case basis�  Some stricter measures may need to be in-
troduced in the event of a strong upsurge in infections�  This is worrying but I understand that 
NPHET is monitoring the situation very closely�  

15/09/2020JJJ01600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are nearing the end of the time for this business but I will 
allow the last question�

15/09/2020JJJ01700Primary Care Centres

15/09/2020JJJ0180043� Deputy Paul McAuliffe asked the Minister for Health the status of the Finglas primary 
care centre [22250/20]

15/09/2020JJJ01900Deputy Paul McAuliffe: I welcome the Ministers of State, Deputies Butler, Rabbitte and 
Feighan, to the House�  Having waited eight years for a Minister to champion their primary care 
centre, the people of Finglas will be delighted that three Ministers of State have come along all 
at once�  This project dates back to 2012�  The HSE, local GPs, elected representatives and the 
community all agree on the need for a primary care centre�  The budget and plans were in place 
and the HSE proceeded, despite being advised by local representatives that planning difficulties 
would arise on the site suggested�  Unfortunately An Bord Pleanála, the independent body mak-
ing the decision, refused planning permission for that site�  There was an unsatisfactory delay 
of almost eight years in the HSE’s identification of a new site but the partnership of Dublin City 
Council and the local parish has now reached that point�  I ask the Department of Health to do 
everything it can to expedite this.  The people of Finglas want to see a fire lit under this project.  
They want to see it delivered�

15/09/2020JJJ02000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Deputy was supposed to have 30 seconds�  I inadver-
tently took my eye off the clock.

15/09/2020JJJ02100Deputy Frankie Feighan: I thank the Deputy for raising the issue of the provision of a pri-
mary care centre in Finglas�  The development of primary care is central to the Government’s 
objective of delivering a high-quality, integrated and cost-effective healthcare system.

As the Deputy is aware, Finglas has been identified as a location for the development of a 
primary care centre�  As he pointed out, approval for a HSE direct-build primary care centre was 
granted in 2012�  Following review of several sites in the area, a Dublin City Council-owned 
property on Mellowes Road, Finglas, was identified as the preferred site.  Subject to planning 
permission, the commercial terms for the sale were agreed with officials of Dublin City Council 
and approved by the HSE�

The planning permission was appealed to An Bord Pleanála, where an inspector upheld the 
Dublin City Council decision�  However, in February 2015 An Bord Pleanála took the unex-
pected decision not to grant planning permission for the Finglas primary care centre due to the 
loss of informal open space�
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Following this refusal, HSE estates, in conjunction with local primary care services 
teams, identified an alternative site for a new primary care centre in Finglas and initiated dis-
cussions with Dublin City Council in respect of purchasing the site on terms agreeable to both 
parties�

Feasibility studies on the site are still progressing�  The HSE will be tendering for the ser-
vices of a design team to progress the proposed project to completion in the near future, subject 
to agreeable conclusion to the site purchase�

15/09/2020KKK00200Deputy Paul McAuliffe: I appreciate the Minister of State outlining some of the difficul-
ties with the site, but it is clearly water long under the bridge since 2012�  What people want 
to know now is, first, when will the design team be initiated?  I appreciate that the Minister 
of State confirmed it will be appointed, but when will that be done?  Second, is the funding in 
the capital programme to deliver this project?  There is no reason that should not be the case�  
As the Minister of State noted, there is great need for this service�  All of the people whom the 
Minister of State serves, whether they be children with disabilities, older people or those with 
mental health or addiction issues, will benefit from this site being developed.  I ask each of the 
Ministers of State present to use their influence within the Department and with the Minister, 
with whom I have previously raised this issue, to do all they can for the people of Finglas�

15/09/2020KKK00300Deputy Frankie Feighan: As I stated, feasibility studies in respect of the site are progress-
ing�  The HSE will be tendering for the services of a design team to progress the proposed proj-
ect to completion in the near future, subject to agreeable conclusion to the site purchase�  The 
HSE advised that discussions with Dublin City Council regarding the proposed primary care 
centre were delayed due to the pandemic but have recently reconvened in an effort to conclude 
the site purchase from the council on terms agreeable to both parties�  I understand the Deputy’s 
concerns regarding this primary care centre�  I have seen such centres in many other areas and 
know they are of great benefit.  They make a significant difference to the areas in which they 
are located�  I know Finglas and that the people of Finglas and the surrounding area deserve a 
state-of-the-art building such as this one�  I genuinely believe the Government will progress it 
and that the funding will be there�

15/09/2020KKK00400Deputy Paul McAuliffe: I thank the Minister of State for his bona fides on this issue.  I 
acknowledge that he is taking the question on behalf of the Minister�  We have a very strong 
team in the Department, led by the Minister and the Ministers of State�  I hope that they, work-
ing with me and other Government Deputies who represent the area, will be able to deliver on 
the commitments in the programme for Government and for the people I know each of them 
wish to serve�

15/09/2020KKK00500Deputy Frankie Feighan: Finglas was identified as a high priority location for the develop-
ment of a primary care centre�  As I stated, a HSE direct-build primary care centre was approved 
in 2012 in the HSE monthly capital annual plan.  Primary care centres offer clear benefits such 
as bringing healthcare professionals together to operate as multidisciplinary teams in purpose-
designed, well-equipped and high-quality modern facilities�  This centre will be the focal point 
for many local health initiatives�  I again thank the Deputy for raising this very important issue�  
I hope the people of Finglas and the surrounding area will have their much-needed primary care 
centre in the near future�

  Question No. 44 replied to with Written Answers.
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15/09/2020KKK00700Disability Services Funding

15/09/2020KKK00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I do not think the Minster for Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine has yet arrived, so I will allow Deputy Carthy to ask his question�

15/09/2020KKK0090045� Deputy Matt Carthy asked the Minister for Health his plans to allocate sufficient fund-
ing to the HSE to allow the operation of disability services such as the new group home for per-
sons with physical and sensory disabilities in Carrickmacross, County Monaghan� [23656/20]

15/09/2020KKK01000Deputy Matt Carthy: I thank the Leas-Cheann Comhairle for allowing me in�  I welcome 
the fact that the Minister for Health has tested negative for Covid and I hope his symptoms re-
solve themselves very quickly�  I also hope that the speediness with which he received his test 
result - I do not begrudge him that; I think it is very important - becomes the hallmark by which 
all other tests are measured�

My question relates to the group home for people with physical and sensory difficulties 
in Carrickmacross�  I would very much appreciate a response detailing when we will see this 
project developed�

15/09/2020KKK01100Deputy Frankie Feighan: The Minister, along with the Minister of State with responsibil-
ity for disability, Deputy Rabbitte, is committed to improving services and supports for people 
with disabilities which will empower them to live independent lives�  This year, the HSE will 
provide more than 8,300 residential places to people with disabilities and will continue work-
ing with agencies to explore various ways of responding to this need in line with available 
resources�

On the residential care facility in Carrickmacross, County Monaghan, I understand that the 
premises was developed by Respond housing agency in partnership with Monaghan County 
Council�  As the Deputy will be aware, the HSE has been working to make the building opera-
tional as a residential care facility for people in the region who have physical or sensory dis-
abilities within the resources available to it�

I am informed that the HSE undertook a procurement process for an external service pro-
vider to run the facility and an organisation was identified, but at a cost that exceeded the budget 
available�  I  understand the HSE intends to seek the additional funding required to open this 
group home through the 2021 Estimates process�  In the interim, outstanding minor works relat-
ing to the building remain the subject of engagement between the HSE and Respond�

As the Deputy will appreciate, I, on behalf of the Minister, cannot comment at this stage on 
the outcome of the Estimates process or matters which will be the subject of national service 
planning in 2021�

15/09/2020KKK01200Deputy Matt Carthy: The Minister of State has no way of knowing how frustrating his an-
swer is�  This issue dates back to the early 2000s, when the families of a group of young women 
with physical and sensory disabilities first sought for it to be addressed.  Those young people 
had been cared for in their homes all their lives, but their parents were getting older�  They ap-
proached the health authorities and the local housing services to seek a long-term solution to 
their needs�  Since then, they have met delay after delay and experienced consternation after 
consternation�  Throughout the planning process, one obstacle after another was put in their 
way�  If it was not for the doggedness of the parents of these young people, the building would 
never have reached completion�  It has now been complete for several years and in each of those 
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years, the response which the Minister of State just read out has been returned to the families�  
They are told that the Government will see whether the project can be included in the Estimates 
for next year�  The Minister is not present, but three Ministers of State at the Department of 
Health are�  I ask them to bring the clear message to the Minister that this issue will not go away�  
I will raise it at every opportunity available to me until a Minister takes responsibility, grabs the 
HSE by the scruff of the neck and opens the house in question for these people.

15/09/2020KKK01300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I ask for Deputy Carthy’s co-operation�  I extended the time-
frame to allow him to ask his question�

15/09/2020KKK01400Deputy Frankie Feighan: An on-site meeting with HSE CHO 1’s head of social care, gen-
eral manager disability services and service manager disability services, a representative from 
HSE estates and a representative from the Respond housing agency took place on the morning 
of 12 February last�  The purpose of the meeting was to consider any outstanding minor works 
to be completed and to carry out a walk-though of the premises with the Respond architect and 
members of the HSE estates�  Agreement was reached that a list of minor works would be com-
piled with HSE estates and forwarded to Respond for consideration�  Discussions have taken 
place with the family of a potential resident and the HSE has submitted the remedial works plan 
required to the Respond housing agency to request agreement on which remedial works the 
latter will fund�  I understand the Deputy’s interest in the project�  I know he has tabled many 
parliamentary questions on the issue�  My fellow Ministers of State and I will bring this issue to 
the Minister and try to clarify the matter for once and for all�

15/09/2020KKK01500Deputy Matt Carthy: I wrote to the Minister only last week to suggest that he facilitate a 
meeting with me and officials from the HSE, Respond housing association and, if necessary, 
Monaghan County Council�  There has been too much back and forth on this issue�  Respond 
housing association has a vested interest in ensuring the building becomes operational because 
it currently has a building for which it is not receiving any rent�  It makes no sense that it would 
be the source of any delay�  I ask the Ministers of State to request that the Minister, when he is 
back on his feet, ensure that meeting be facilitated such that we can get this building operational 
in the interests of these people who have very severe disabilities and whose families want them 
to have as independent lives as possible.  This building has been identified as being crucial.  The 
HSE, over a decade and a half ago, recognised the value and importance of this building�  What 
I am seeking needs to happen�

15/09/2020LLL00200Deputy Frankie Feighan: I understand that the HSE CHO1 notes that the funding to make 
this facility operational has been included in the Estimates process for 2021�  I understand the 
Deputy’s concerns�  We will bring them to the Minister�  Hopefully, this issue can be resolved�

15/09/2020LLL00300Ceisteanna ar Sonraíodh Uain Dóibh - Priority Questions

15/09/2020LLL00350Covid-19 Pandemic Supports

15/09/2020LLL00400106� Deputy Matt Carthy asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the roles 
undertaken by his departmental officials in meat plants during the Covid-19 period. [24008/20]

15/09/2020LLL00500Deputy Matt Carthy: Earlier, I was tweeting that, bizarrely, we had not yet an opportunity 
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to put questions to a senior Minister�  Therefore, I very much welcome the fact that the Minister, 
Deputy McConalogue, is here and I take this opportunity to publicly congratulate the him on 
his recent appointment�

My question is to ask the Minister for an outline of the roles that have been undertaken by 
his departmental officials in meat plants during the Covid-19 period.

15/09/2020LLL00600Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine (Deputy Charlie McConalogue): I con-
gratulate Deputy Carthy on his appointment as the Sinn Féin spokesperson on agriculture, food 
and the marine and wish him well in that role�  I look forward to working with the Deputy�  It is 
good to be able to be here to take questions�

In the context of the Deputy’s question on the Department’s role in meat plants during the 
Covid-19 period, the Government categorised farming and food production as essential ser-
vices under the Covid-19 regulations�  As the Deputy will be aware, Irish meat plants and other 
food plants have continued to operate to ensure continuity and security of food to consumers at 
home and abroad during this time�

The Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine’s statutory responsibility in the con-
text of meat plants is to ensure that the Department approved plants operate in compliance with 
the EU’s food hygiene legislation, animal health and animal welfare standards�

Within my Department, approximately 250 veterinary and technical staff are routinely in-
volved in supervising, regulating and controlling the food safety, animal health and animal 
welfare standards at 49 slaughter plants and a large number of meat processing plants through-
out the country.  Department staff resources are supplemented by a group of approximately 
700 temporary veterinary inspectors, who are private veterinary practitioners contracted by the 
Department to deliver ante-mortem and post-mortem inspection of animals and poultry in meat 
plants�

This work carried out by my staff in meat plants in relation to food hygiene, animal health 
and animal welfare has continued during the Covid-19 period�

In addition to this work, the Department staff in meat plants have assisted and supported the 
HSE and the food business operators at local level as required in relation to dealing with any 
outbreaks that have occurred in meat plants and in assisting with the logistics of organising and 
implementing Covid-19 testing in meat plants which is ongoing at present�

The Department staff have also supported and assisted the Health and Safety Authority, 
HSA, by carrying out Covid-19-related inspections in food plants in accordance with a memo-
randum of understanding signed between the Department and the HSA�  All Department ap-
proved meat plants have had at least one such inspection, and inspections are ongoing�  To 
date, the findings and feedback from my staff in respect of these inspections have, in general, 
indicated good compliance levels�

15/09/2020LLL00700Deputy Matt Carthy: I thank the Minister for that response�  To put on the record, I con-
tinue to support the idea that the food processing sector should have special status in the context 
of the restrictions that are in place�  Of course, that sector needed to operate throughout the 
Covid-19 period�  With that allowance, through even the deepest lockdown period comes a re-
sponsibility.  The Minister would know of and, I think, at different points, would have shared in 
my critiques of the lack of transparency and apparent lack of accountability that was occurring 
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within that sector.  In many respects, it has been left up to the Minister’s officials to be the eyes 
and ears of the public to ensure that our food is up to standard�

I will ask the Minister one question at this stage in relation to temporary veterinary inspec-
tors, TVIs�  The Minister will be aware of this letter that TVIs over 70 years of age have been 
asked to sign which, essentially, waives any health protections to which they might be entitled�  
I wonder if the Minister could tell me how many TVIs have signed this letter since the Covid 
period began�

15/09/2020LLL00800Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I do not have that figure to hand.  This matter was not 
alluded to in the Deputy’s question�  However, I take this opportunity to recognise the tremen-
dous work that those departmental staff and everyone else working in meat factories have done 
during difficult period.  As we have seen in terms of the numbers infected, they have continued 
to work at great risk to themselves�  The Government, working with all agencies, takes its re-
sponsibility seriously�  As Minister, I certainly take seriously the responsibility of ensuring that 
every safety protocol is properly followed in order to ensure that best practice is in place�

In the context of inspections, there were 26 HSA inspections in August, 25 of which were 
unannounced�  It is important that this process of inspection continues�  Of course, we see the 
serial testing continuing as well, at the best capacity that is allowed depending on the resource 
levels required within the community at the same time�  That testing continued this week, and 
will be continuing tomorrow also�

15/09/2020LLL00900Deputy Matt Carthy: The Minister will recall that, on Wednesday morning last, he indi-
cated on RTÉ radio he that serial testing was continuing but it then transpired that the HSE had 
made a decision the day before that it should cease�  I wonder if the Minister could indicate 
when he was informed that serial testing had been suspended and outline exactly how many 
factories will see serial testing being rolled out this week, particularly in light of the concerns 
that have been expressed and given that the Government acknowledges that this testing has had 
a role to play in tackling the Covid pandemic�  As the Minister will be aware, there is a consider-
able amount of distrust within the communities about the information that comes directly from 
the meat factories and yet when it comes to the cases and instances of Covid-19, we depend 
entirely on the meat factories or media sources to get any information�  The process has been 
slow�  In fact, when Deputy McConalogue was on this side of the Chamber, he would have 
heard the then Ministers for Business, Enterprise and Innovation and Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine indicating that they could not even divulge the number of HSA tests being conducted 
because of confidentiality rules even though that information was released the following day.  
The Minister will understand why there is confusion and concern�  I hope he will be the Minis-
ter to put an end to that�

15/09/2020LLL01000Deputy Charlie McConalogue: As Minister, I take my responsibility very seriously, as 
the Department does, with regard to working with the HSE and with other agencies in terms of 
ensuring that the best practices are in place at meat factories and that serial testing takes place 
as quickly as possible.  One of the first actions I took following my appointment as Minister for 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine was to seek an immediate meeting with Meat Industry Ireland 
to ensure that co-ordination between the HSE, the Department and the meat industry was clear 
and that there was a clear timeline in relation to testing taking place�  This is a matter of which I 
have kept abreast of every day since�  I was interviewed on the Claire Byrne show on Wednes-
day morning last and gave the most up-to-date information I had at that point�  The Department 
had been informed the night before by the HSE that testing had been temporarily postponed�  
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I had not had a chance to be briefed that morning before the radio interview that the HSE had 
taken that decision�  However, I have kept abreast of how that is progressing every day�  I am 
doing everything possible within my Department to work with them to ensure that continues�  
The objective is to ensure, resources allowing, that serial testing will continue, that the first 
series will be finalised and that testing will continue to roll out on a fortnightly basis after that.

Question No. 107 replied to with Written Answers.

15/09/2020MMM00100Beef Industry

15/09/2020MMM00200108� Deputy Matt Carthy asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if a 
protected geographical indication, PGI, status application will be prioritised for naturally reared 
suckler beef� [24009/20]

15/09/2020MMM00300Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I am fully committed to supporting and developing Ire-
land’s beef sector, which plays an important role in sustaining the rural economy and rural com-
munities across Ireland�  I am well aware of the particular importance of suckler farming in this 
regard�  The beef sector has many strengths and one way of capitalising on these is through the 
means available under the EU geographical indications schemes, which highlight to consum-
ers the value adding characteristics of a given product carrying a geographical indication logo�

The Deputy will be aware of the draft application by Bord Bia for a protected geographical 
indication, PGI, for Irish grass fed beef, which focuses on the reputation of high quality beef 
produced through Ireland’s grass-based production systems�  This application seeks to capture 
the benefit of the PGI status for Irish beef, which has earned a reputation as a high quality prod-
uct, based on our grass-fed production systems�  It has been drafted with a view to bringing 
the benefits of PGI status for the beef output of as many Irish farms as possible, while remain-
ing consistent with the requirements of the EU PGI regulation�  

The product specification, as drafted, would ensure that the vast majority of Irish suckler 
beef production would qualify for the PGI status if the application is successful�  Successful 
registration of the name would endorse and build on the already identifiable reputation and im-
age of Irish beef in the marketplace and provide potential benefits to all producers meeting the 
specification, including the protection of Irish beef from imitation. 

As part of the procedure for developing the application, a national opposition procedure was 
launched whereby groups or individuals could submit their suggestions and observations on 
the proposal over a period of four weeks�  This procedure concluded on Friday, 11 September 
and submissions will now be examined by my officials.  There will be further opportunity for 
discussion with stakeholders following this, including at the upcoming meeting of the beef task 
force�

It is important that there is a strong partnership to get agreement on suckler beef PGI status�  
The farming organisations have given their views and it is important that there be strong con-
sultation with them.  My firm intention is to do this, notably through the beef task force. 

15/09/2020MMM00400Deputy Matt Carthy: I met representatives of Bord Bia on Zoom today, with my colleague 
from the Northern Assembly, Mr� Declan McAleer, MLA�  My primary question to Bord Bia, 
which was not very forthright in giving an answer, was why the scheme was being led by Bord 
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Bia�  It is very unusual that a promotion body as opposed to a producer body would lead an ap-
plication for PGI status�

A second concern is that the potentially very broad nature of the scheme Bord Bia is pur-
suing could mean that some suckler farmers will not be eligible, whereas other types of beef, 
which are very good quality but do not have the same natural qualities and saleablity as suckler 
cattle, will be eligible�

I am very worried that farmers a few miles from me will not be able to participate in the 
scheme because it is partitionist�  It is not an all-island scheme and the Minister, who is also 
from a Border county, is aware of the importance of promoting the all-Ireland nature of Irish 
agriculture�

15/09/2020MMM00500Deputy Charlie McConalogue: The Deputy’s point on the potential for an all-island 
scheme is one that I am very open to exploring�  We had a very constructive engagement with 
the Northern Ireland agriculture minister, Mr� Edwin Poots, during the week�  There is strong 
potential for looking at how we collaborate and an all-island brand�  Our tremendous grass-fed 
product is well established as is the tremendous contribution made by suckler beef�  Everyone’s 
objective is to try to maximise the price we get for that quality product on international markets 
and achieve a premium for it�  In conducting its research, Bord Bia’s objective was to ensure 
that the PGI that is finally agreed, submitted and approved will be one that is attractive to the 
consumers to whom we wish to sell it and achieves a good price�

15/09/2020MMM00600Deputy Matt Carthy: I was in Inishowen in the Minister’s constituency, very close to the 
Minister’s home place yesterday, although I did not call in for tea�  I am sure the Minister has 
heard and understands the concern of farmers in his area, as well as in my home county, that 
rather than PGI status being a stream by which additional revenue and income will be delivered, 
which should be the priority for our farmers who are most at risk - our suckler farmers - it will 
become another excuse for the factories to pay less where the PGI standard is not met�  The crux 
of this is that the scheme is so broad that it will result in the few farmers who do not meet the 
standard suffering a penalty as opposed to everyone securing an increase in price.  Irish suckler 
beef is the best quality beef in the world but this has not been reflected in the prices that Irish 
suckler farmers have received�  This scheme has the potential to resolve that problem but I am 
not sure it will�

15/09/2020MMM00700Deputy Charlie McConalogue: The voice of farmers is one that I take very seriously and 
is central to my considerations�  The engagement with the beef task force is coming up and I 
will ensure that there are bilateral talks in advance of it between departmental officials and farm 
organisations�  It is essential that there is a proper examination of the potential for this proposed 
PGI scheme�  The research conducted on consumer markets and what appeals to consumers will 
be central to how we go about this in order that we leverage the best price possible for the very 
high quality product we are producing�

As Minister, I look forward to bringing this forward�  I will engage with farmers and take on 
board their views and the market research conducted by Bord Bia, which is always important 
in how we market Irish food abroad and will be important as we seek to get a premium�  I give 
the House a clear assurance that I see tremendous value in trying to get people behind a PGI, 
which the sector and all stakeholders can support�  It will ensure we can market strongly abroad 
and build on Ireland’s already strong reputation�
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15/09/2020MMM00800Food Industry

15/09/2020MMM00900109� Deputy Cathal Berry asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the 
status of the establishment of the proposed national food ombudsman; and if he will make a 
statement on the matter� [24366/20]

15/09/2020MMM01000Deputy Cathal Berry: I congratulate the Minister on his recent appointment�  I thank him 
for coming to the House to answer questions�  A national foods ombudsman is proposed in the 
programme for Government�  Will the Minister update the House on the process?  Will he give 
a timeline for establishing that office?

15/09/2020MMM01100Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank Deputy Berry and congratulate him on his election�  
I have not had the opportunity to wish him well�  I know he has a strong interest in agriculture�

 The programme for Government includes a commitment to:

Ensure fairness, equity, and transparency in the food chain by establishing a new author-
ity called the National Food Ombudsman (NFO) to enforce the Unfair Trading Practices 
Directive�  This new authority will enforce EU wide rules on prohibited unfair trading prac-
tices in the food supply chain and will have powers to enforce this Directive, penalising 
those who breach regulations.  The NFO will have a specific role in analysing and reporting 
on price and market data in Ireland� 

Directive (EU) No� 2019/633, the unfair trading practices directive, must be transposed into 
Irish law by 1 May 2021�  This can be done by way of a statutory instrument but any measures 
that extend beyond the minimum harmonisation requirements of the unfair trading practices di-
rective will require primary legislation�  For this reason, I propose to adopt a two-step approach 
to this commitment.  First, my officials are drafting a proposal for a statutory instrument to 
directly transpose the unfair trading practices directive as it stands�  Second, the legal require-
ments for the establishment of a new office of a food ombudsman are also being considered, 
including the requirement for primary legislation to give that office additional powers going 
beyond those in the unfair trading practices directive�

15/09/2020NNN00100Deputy Cathal Berry: It is reassuring to hear that an implementation plan is in place�  
From my perspective, I emphasise the need for the food ombudsman to be an independent of-

fice with the statutory powers to enforce the directive as outlined.  We have seen 
in recent months that we have to protect primary producers and small suppliers so 
that large retailers and conglomerates do not abuse their dominant position in the 

market.  From my perspective, the independence of that office is crucial.  If there is anything I 
can do with the Minister’s office, I will engage constructively to expedite that process as well 
as I can�

15/09/2020NNN00200Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank Deputy Berry�  I look forward to working with him 
and with his ideas about how we can make sure that the new food ombudsman is as effective as 
possible in achieving its objective�  I will engage comprehensively with farmer representative 
organisations too because I know they have been advocating for this new office for a significant 
period.  We will look at how we can make sure the office is independent and has the remit to 
ensure it can carry out the role of bringing transparency and confidence to the system.  We want 
to rebuild that relationship and, in particular, the primacy of the primary producers to make sure 
they get the best crack of the whip possible to deliver an income and return for them and their 

10 o’clock
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work, which should be properly reflected in the price they get in the international markets where 
90% of our produce goes, as well as domestically�

15/09/2020NNN00250Beef Industry

15/09/2020NNN00300110� Deputy Michael McNamara asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Ma-
rine if farmers will be provided with monthly stocking levels in order to calculate the stocking 
reductions required for the beef exceptional aid measure, BEAM, instead of the practice of 
providing annual figures from which farmers are unable to calculate the necessary reductions; 
and if he will make a statement on the matter� [24343/20]

15/09/2020NNN00400Deputy Michael McNamara: With regard to the previous question, I ask the Minister to 
take on the cartel that is the meat industry in Ireland, to which the Department is so beholden, 
if he wishes to do anything to help farmers�  With regard to the beef exceptional aid measure 
farmers have to reduce their stocking densities�  They are given a stocking density as an annual 
figure, which is confusing not just to farmers but to those who advise them.  Will the Depart-
ment break that down into a monthly stocking density to enable farmers to ascertain how much 
of a reduction they have to take out to qualify for the BEAM so that there is not a clawback?

15/09/2020NNN00500Deputy Charlie McConalogue: The objective of the beef exceptional aid measure was to 
provide temporary exceptional adjustment aid to farmers in the beef sector in Ireland subject 
to the conditions set out in the European Commission implementing regulation�  This aid was 
granted to provide temporary market adjustment support in response to a specific market dis-
turbance as outlined in Ireland’s notification to the European Commission.  As part of the noti-
fication and approval process for the measure, the 5% reduction was part of the conditionality 
sought by the EU�

Approved BEAM participants have given a commitment to reduce the production of bovine 
livestock manure nitrogen on their farms by 5% for the period from 1 July 2020 to 30 June 
2021, compared with the period from 1 July 2018 to 30 June 2019�  The most recent analysis 
of nitrates trends in participating herds indicates that two thirds of participants have already 
started to make adjustments to reduce their nitrates, with almost half the participants meeting 
that 5% reduction already�

Participants can access their most recent nitrates figures via the exceptional aid measure 
link when they log in to agfood.ie�  Following recent discussions with stakeholders, provi-
sion is now being made to display the updated figure monthly, as Deputy McNamara suggests.  
This change will allow participating farmers to more accurately monitor the effect changes 
they have made on their farm have had on their nitrates figures.  The Department’s staff have 
made arrangements for the relevant data to be generated and the changes to the online display 
to provide monthly updates is expected to be in place for the start of November�  Participants 
who need advice on how to manage their reduction can contact the Department or consult an 
agricultural adviser to work out which changes will make most sense on their farm�

15/09/2020NNN00600Deputy Michael McNamara: I thank the Minister for confirming that the online display 
will be updated monthly.  It will be of great benefit to farmers.  I will use the limited time avail-
able to me to address this idea of a protected geographical indication, PGI�  It is all well and 
good but all of the schemes that Bord Bia has promoted have worked not to the benefit of pro-
ducers but solely to the benefit of processors.  They are all being used to hammer prices.  This 
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nationwide PGI, while a good idea in theory, will be just one more thing that farmers will be 
penalised by processors for not adhering to�  Further, it will make it harder for individual farm-
ers who wish to register a PGI, because there will be one PGI register for the whole country 
which will be in the control of processors rather than producers�  The whole PGI mechanism, 
be it in Ireland, Italy or any other country in Europe, is about a product�  It gives control to pro-
ducers�  I am not surprised that it is happening this way in Ireland because it is the way that the 
Department and Bord Bia work�  They give power to processors rather than producers�  I ask 
the Minister to bear that in mind when developing a PGI, so he does not just give more power 
to beef cartels�

15/09/2020NNN00700Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank Deputy McNamara for his contribution�  I assure 
him that the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine with me and the Ministers of 
State, Deputy Heydon and Senator Hackett, will work to get the best possible return for farm-
ers and their work�  We will work with State agencies and all in the sector to ensure that is the 
case�  That is why we are taking the initiative with regard to the food ombudsman and why I 
think there is merit in developing a PGI�  It is important that it is done in a co-ordinated way and 
properly marketed and driven.  Effort and resources must be put into this PGI, once it is hope-
fully agreed in partnership, to ensure it is properly marketed abroad, connects to the consumer 
and delivers the greatest possible return�  It will not be a silver bullet but hopefully it can be a 
significant help.  We need to leverage it to make sure it delivers in the best way possible for the 
beef sector�  I am not sure from the Deputy’s response whether he thinks a PGI is a good idea, 
as such�

15/09/2020NNN00800Deputy Michael McNamara: A PGI is not simply something that empowers-----

15/09/2020NNN00900Deputy Charlie McConalogue: It has tremendous merit�  It is important that we work 
with everybody, especially farmer representatives, to ensure it is something everybody can get 
behind�

15/09/2020NNN01000Deputy Michael McNamara: The quality assurance scheme, in theory, is a good idea�

15/09/2020NNN01100An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy McNamara has another minute�

15/09/2020NNN01200Deputy Michael McNamara: I did not realise that�  I would not have interrupted so rudely 
if I had known I had another minute�  I think PGIs are an excellent idea but they are about pro-
ducer groups, not a nationwide development that will be held hostage by processors who com-
pletely control the Irish beef industry�  I know there have been complaints to the Competition 
and Consumer Protection Commission, and the only people who were not investigated were 
in the beef industry�  Farmers were investigated and farmers’ groups were investigated, but the 
processors themselves, bizarrely, were not�  I do not know what sort of hold beef processors 
have on this country but it is substantial and it covers officialdom.  PGIs are an excellent idea, 
as is the quality assurance scheme but all the latter does is empower processors to pay farmers 
less�  It is never about farmers being able to say that they produce a high quality product and 
should get more money for it, but about processors saying that the bullock, heifer or sheep is a 
day over a particular age or has too much or too little fat�

15/09/2020NNN01300Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I assure the Deputy that the objective of this PGI is to try 
to improve the lot of farmers and to ensure that we market, develop and make the most of the 
tremendous product we have, and that we can help to sell that message to consumers through 
the PGI�  We aim not only to increase the volume that we sell but also the value of what we 
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sell�  We should ensure that it is followed through on with marketing afterwards�  The key ob-
jective of the national food ombudsman, which contributes to the point the Deputy has made, 
is to bring transparency to the food supply chain, and especially to ensure there is always an 
eye on what is available on the international markets�  The international markets determine the 
price that is available and we sell into those markets�  We need to ensure our farmers get a price 
domestically that reflects the markets that processors are selling into.  The intention would be 
that, through the national food ombudsman, we can ensure there is transparency and a fair deal 
for farmers�

15/09/2020NNN01325Ceisteanna Eile - Other Questions

15/09/2020NNN01350Afforestation Programme

15/09/2020NNN01400111� Deputy Paul Kehoe asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the time-
frame for the implementation of the Mackinnon report into the review of approval processes for 
afforestation in Ireland; and if he will make a statement on the matter.  [23814/20]

15/09/2020NNN01500Deputy Paul Kehoe: I ask the Minister about afforestation and its importance, specifically 
with regard to the Mackinnon report that was published in 2019�

15/09/2020NNN01600Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (Senator  
Pippa Hackett): The Mackinnon report, which was carried out by Jim Mackinnon, the former 
chief planner of the Scottish Government, reviewed the forestry approval process and related 
issues in Ireland�  This was similar to an exercise which Mr� Mackinnon had previously con-
ducted for the Scottish authorities�  It was published at the end of last year and presented to the 
forestry programme implementation group in January�  Its implementation is one of the com-
mitments which the Government made for forestry in the programme for Government�

The report was informed by, among other things, discussions with a range of stakehold-
ers including the forestry sector, farming organisations, the environmental pillar, State bodies, 
Teagasc and the Forestry Appeals Committee�  In addition, written submissions were received 
at the time�

The report includes 22 ways forward or recommendations across a range of issues�  I am 
pleased to say that many of these recommendations have already been taken on board by my 
Department and acted upon�  We are, for instance, in line with the Mackinnon report, introduc-
ing an amendment to the Agriculture Appeals Act and have issued guidance on Natura impact 
statements�  We have also introduced a single consent system for forestry road planning 

It is important that the report is implemented in the best way possible and that is why I 
am currently examining the appointment of an independent chair to oversee the process�  The 
intention is that this person will report on the feasibility of implementing the Mackinnon rec-
ommendations for us to consider further�  The newly commissioned forestry programme imple-
mentation group is to monitor progress and to help deliver on its ambition�  A review of the 
forestry programme implementation group is currently under way to enhance representation in 
order that the membership of the group is best selected to help advise the Minister, myself and 
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the Department on the implementation of the national programme� 

There is a significant amount of activity in forestry at the moment especially on the reform 
of the planning and appeals processes and the introduction of the agriculture appeals (amend-
ment) Bill to the House soon�  Nonetheless, I am well aware that implementation of the Mack-
innon report is also a priority and I expect to be making further announcements on this issue in 
the near future� 

15/09/2020OOO00200Deputy Paul Kehoe: I wish the three Ministers, Deputies McConalogue and Heydon and 
Senator Hackett, the best of luck�  It is a privilege to be a Minister�  I was a Minister of State 
for nine years�  It is very strange for me to be asking the questions now to a Minister of State 
after nine years�  I welcome the fact that the Minister of State is in the process of appointing an 
independent chair�  I would like to bring her back to November 2019 when one of the headlines 
in the Irish Farmers Journal was that the lack of political priority for the forestry sector was of 
major concern�  I would like the Minister of State to be able to turn that headline around and say 
that the forestry sector has absolute political support�  Having formerly worked in the forestry 
sector and whose college was related to the forestry sector, I have a great interest in it�  I really 
believe that the Government can achieve a great deal more than has been achieved in the past�  
There are some decisions that the Minister of State and her Department can make which would 
make a very real difference.  We are falling way behind in our planting targets.  I have no doubt 
the Minister of State is well aware of that�  As she is coming from the Green Party, which is very 
much the environmental party, I urge her support in this sector�  It is really needed�

15/09/2020OOO00300Senator Pippa Hackett: I thank the Deputy for his kind words�  The Mackinnon report 
did, indeed, highlight that lack of political priority for forestry�  It is something of which I am 
very aware.  We are missing our afforestation targets by a long way.  The commitments in the 
programme for Government were highly ambitious for forestry, far more so than any previous 
programme.  I am really looking forward to getting my forestry implementation group off the 
ground and starting the process of devising a new forestry programme for Ireland�  It will be 
done with stakeholder engagement and as broad a base as we can achieve.  We see the difficulty 
certain communities have with broad-scale single species afforestation.  Those are some of the 
issues I wish to address�  I look forward to engagement with politicians as well as stakeholders 
in devising that�

15/09/2020OOO00400Deputy Paul Kehoe: I worked in None-So-Hardy nurseries in County Wicklow�  I ask the 
Minister of State if at all possible in her busy schedule to visit it�  Nearly every Minister with 
responsibility for forestry has visited None-So-Hardy in Wicklow�  They have a base in County 
Wexford as well�  If we are to encourage farmers to enter into planting forestry, they have to see 
that as a seamless process�  If they see a process that has delays with decisions from inspectors 
and so on, they will not be encouraged to go into forestry�  I know quite a number of farmers 
in that position�  None-So-Hardy nurseries have dumped millions of trees over the last years 
because of the lack of planting�  They are committing to their side of it, sowing from seedlings 
and the whole way up but when it gets to planting and to the farmers, there is a serious delay�  I 
ask for the undivided attention of the Minister of State on this specific issue.  I ask her, on behalf 
of the management, to visit None-So-Hardy nurseries in Wicklow or Wexford�

15/09/2020OOO00500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I will let Deputy McNamara in briefly.

15/09/2020OOO00600Deputy Michael McNamara: I share Deputy Kehoe’s concerns about delays but I am also 
glad to hear that the Minister of State is aware of some of the environmental difficulties.  The 
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answer is not to get rid of objections but to process them and deal with them quickly and to 
hire suitably qualified people in the Department to vet these applications.  While forestry is ex-
tremely important, the type of forestry we are carrying out at the moment does little to benefit 
our environment�  In fact, it is completely detrimental, particularly in the way monoculture is 
planted, clear-felled and replanted.  I invite the Minister of State, before she comes to any final 
decision, to look at Slieve Aughty�  Much of the land is designated as a special protection area, 
SPA, for hen harriers�  Farmers are put to great lengths to protect the habitat for hen harriers and 
rightly so�  They have no objection to that�  However, Coillte then comes in, using pesticides for 
which it has received a derogation, and completely rapes the countryside�

15/09/2020OOO00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Deputy�

15/09/2020OOO00800Deputy Michael McNamara: It is shameful that we have an agency in State ownership 
which does that�  I ask the Minister of State to look at it�

15/09/2020OOO00900Deputy Matt Carthy: A good forestry policy, as I am sure the Minister of State will ap-
preciate, should do three things�  Obviously it should play a really important role in terms of 
protecting the environment and carbon emissions.  It should also be of benefit to a local com-
munity�  The forest is something that people should want to live close by to, as opposed to the 
current position whereby entire communities are rising up against some of the forestry policies�  
It should bring a benefit to the economy, particularly to the local economy.  We have managed 
to develop a forestry policy in this State that does none of those three things, for reasons I have 
outlined�  There are examples and we are beginning to see spreads of areas where this can be 
done well�  Our forestry policy does not necessarily mean telling farmers they have to plant a 
certain percentage of their land with trees.  They would find their worst land and would plant as 
many trees as they could on it�  We should be encouraging them to have trees planted through-
out the farm�  The example of the Inishowen uplands project is of a standard that we should try 
to emulate across the State�

15/09/2020OOO01000Deputy Denis Naughten: There are over 500 applications currently at appeal stage�  We 
have one individual who has to process each and every one of them�  That backlog is leading 
to a situation where we do not have timber within the industry at present�  Will the Minister of 
State unblock that blockage as an immediate action?

15/09/2020OOO01100Senator Pippa Hackett: Am I to answer all of these?  I was not prepared for this, I am 
sorry�  It was a rookie error, perhaps�

15/09/2020OOO01200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Minister of State can do her best�  The questions were 
tabled in the name of Deputy Kehoe but the other Deputies are entitled to come in�

15/09/2020OOO01300Deputy Paul Kehoe: The Minister of State should forget about the rest and only answer 
my question�

15/09/2020OOO01400Senator Pippa Hackett: I will do my best�  I was scribbling down notes�  In response to 
Deputy Kehoe, yes, I have a visit already in my diary for Friday to None-So-Hardy�  I am glad 
we are all out of restriction now so I hope that will happen�

15/09/2020OOO01500Deputy Paul Kehoe: That is great although I cannot take the credit for it�

15/09/2020OOO01600Senator Pippa Hackett: I am looking forward to that visit very much�  I was aware of the 
destruction of many hundreds of thousands of young trees, which was an absolute travesty re-
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ally.  I hope that is not something we will see repeated.  Nurseries need a significant run-in time 
and to see trees like that destroyed is a sad state of affairs.

On how forestry fits in with communities, I am very aware of that.  Any new forestry pro-
gramme will certainly need to listen to those communities�  There is a lot to be learned�  There 
is a legacy issue with a lot of forestry�  Forestry is a long-term thing with trees planted many 
decades ago and now we are seeing the effects of that.  Things have changed, however, even 
within the past couple of years.  We plant things differently from how we used to.  There are 
greater setback distances from roads, or there certainly should be�

15/09/2020PPP00100Deputy Michael McNamara: There should be but Coillte has its own-----

15/09/2020PPP00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy, please�

15/09/2020PPP00300Senator Pippa Hackett: I will certainly take into account the comments made�

15/09/2020PPP00400Deputy Michael McNamara: Perhaps the Minister of State would visit�

15/09/2020PPP00500Senator Pippa Hackett: A visit, indeed I would love that�

15/09/2020PPP00600Meat Processing Plants

15/09/2020PPP00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I ask that Deputies stick to their time because there are many 
Deputies waiting and we will get through all the questions if we just stick to the times�

15/09/2020PPP00800112� Deputy Matt Carthy asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if a 
cross-departmental task force will be established to analyse the meat industry here in view of 
the role of the sector during the Covid-19 pandemic, the ongoing complaints by farmers regard-
ing the prices offered to them, the allegations in relation to price-fixing and recent revelations 
regarding the conditions for workers in the sector�  [22611/20]

15/09/2020PPP00900Deputy Matt Carthy: This question was originally submitted to the Taoiseach�  The issue 
pertaining to meat factories crosses a number of Departments�  The role that meat factories 
have in our society, and especially our rural society, is profound�  My question relates to the 
issues arising from meat factories during this Covid-19 period, the ongoing problems farmers 
have around getting a fair price, and the treatment of workers�  I am interested to hear from the 
Minister on this issue as it relates to his Department�

15/09/2020PPP01000Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank Deputy Carthy�  There are a number of questions 
in that one question�  I will certainly do my best to address them�

My Department is contributing to the whole-of-Government response to managing out-
breaks of Covid-19 in food plants�  In the context of Covid-19, human health must be the abso-
lute priority for all of us, and therefore it is vitally important that all our decisions and actions 
are led by public health advice�  My Department is participating in the HSE-chaired national 
standing committee on high risk settings, which meets on an ongoing basis to review existing 
protocols and compliance measures, and to identify any additional control measures that may 
be required�

My Department is also supporting the HSE and the Health and Safety Authority in monitor-
ing the effective implementation of all relevant Covid-19 guidance in Department-approved 
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food plants�  International evidence has shown that meat plants in particular are at risk of out-
breaks�  My Department is leading research on the operational and environmental factors in 
meat plants which may influence Covid transmission, for example, by looking at ventilation 
systems and the recirculation of chilled air in plants, to identify and address those risk factors�

There has been a lot of commentary about wider factors regarding employees in the food 
industry, for example, shared accommodation and transport, and the sick pay and other em-
ployment conditions for workers�  There have been discussions between the meat industry and 
unions on some of these issues, and that is positive�  My Department is leading engagement 
with the ESRI to scope out a research project looking at these wider issues�  If the Deputy has 
concerns with regard to individual workers, he should report these directly to the relevant statu-
tory agencies such as the Health and Safety Authority, the Workplace Relations Commission, or 
the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection, as appropriate.

Specifically on beef sectoral issues, the beef task force that was established in September 
2019 provides a forum for detailed engagement on key issues facing the beef sector, and is par-
ticularly important in progressing the commitments made by all stakeholders in the beef sector 
agreement last September�  It is independently chaired and includes representatives from all 
stakeholders�

I am aware that I am out of time in my response but I will certainly follow up with the 
Deputy�

15/09/2020PPP01100Deputy Matt Carthy: It appears that the balls always fall right for the meat factories in all 
of this, and I have said this to the Minister’s predecessor�  The Minister will recall during the 
Covid period that Deputy Naughten revealed the factories had received tests results of some of 
the workers before the workers themselves�  The Minister asked if we are aware of any individ-
ual concerns around the workers.  The workers in a lot of these factories are scared stiff to talk 
to anybody�  We have a situation where the companies operate behind a veil�  They are unlimited 
companies, usually based through myriad schemes in Luxembourg or some other third coun-
try�  It is incredibly hard to get any answers�  When a body agrees to look into matters, as the 
Competition and Consumer Protection Commission did last year, the companies respond with 
what I can only describe as an insulting letter to those who put the queries, and it was admitted 
through FOI that they had not actually asked the meat factories any questions�  The Minister 
can see where the concerns are�

15/09/2020PPP01200Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I am aware of the concerns regularly expressed by the 
farming community and also with the issues around Covid recently�  The Deputy will know 
that in advance of the last election I put forward the policy for a national food ombudsman to 
address some of those issues�  It is included in the programme for Government�  Other parties, 
including the Deputy’s, did not have any suggestions in that regard on how to address that issue�  
I look forward to any ideas Deputy Carthy has, along with all the farming organisations, to try 
to ensure that office is robust, and which will help to address that issue.

The terms and conditions of workers are very important�  Workers must be properly pro-
tected and looked after�  Everything I will do in my Department, and working with other agen-
cies, will be about ensuring that is the case�  This is why I will be establishing, and working with 
the ESRI, a review on how we can learn and try to improve the situation, while working with 
other Departments also�  If there are particular issues which Deputies become aware of, even if 
not through a specific person, it is important those are fed back.  Any issues or situations where 
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people are not being treated properly must be addressed�  As the Minister I will do everything 
I can to ensure that is the case�

15/09/2020PPP01300Deputy Matt Carthy: If the Minister is looking for ideas, one is contained within this 
parliamentary question, which is that the Minster would set up a cross-departmental task force 
to look at all of these issues.  I take the Minister’s bona fides on this but the crucial test for the 
Minister and whatever third bodies are set up is whether his Department continues to see its role 
in all this as defenders and protectors of the meat factories�  That is the perception�  I believe 
this perception is based in reality, and in the role the Department of Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine has played over the past years�  The Department has seen its role as defending the meat 
factories no matter what, and to defend against all and any allegation or question that is put�  
The Minister’s big challenge is, in the first instance, to break this down within his own Depart-
ment, to put the right questions to the right people, and to ensure when questions are asked, ei-
ther by Deputies in this House or by farming organisations, that the questions are answered�  For 
far too long, responses to questions on meat factories have been too slow, if they come at all�

15/09/2020PPP01400Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I have no doubt that Deputy Carthy likes to put forward 
the narrative that this would be the case in the future�  As I have said to him in response to nu-
merous questions, as the Minister I will be respecting everyone in the food supply chain and 
all stakeholders, and in particular the primacy of the primary producers who have not had a 
fair crack in relation to transparency or the margins they get, and will be doing the best in that 
regard�

We must respect everyone, but we also must hold everyone to account�  That has been my 
form up to now, and with three Ministers of State also working in the Department, this will be 
our form�  No doubt Deputy Carthy will try to paint it as otherwise on occasion but-----

15/09/2020PPP01500Deputy Matt Carthy: I will give the Minister credit if he does it�

15/09/2020PPP01600Deputy Charlie McConalogue: ------this is essential�  This is why I have moved to work-
ing with the ESRI�  Every industry, including the beef sector, has to work within the law and 
within the terms and conditions that are there�  I am aware that issues have been raised in how 
lessons may be learned in that regard�  This is why I seek the study and assessment as to what 
conditions are and how they might be improved�  Working with other Departments we will take 
that forward�  As the Deputy knows well, the immediate priority is ensuring that conditions in 
the factories are safe at the moment�  This is an immediate priority for the Department and for 
the industry�

15/09/2020PPP01700Beef Industry

15/09/2020PPP01800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are getting through the questions�  If Deputies continue 
to co-operate it will benefit everyone.

15/09/2020PPP01900113� Deputy Denis Naughten asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the 
progress to date of the beef task force; the timeline for the completion of commitments given 
to the task force; the steps he is taking to implement the measures proposed by this Deputy and 
unanimously adopted by Dáil Éireann on 26 September 2019; and if he will make a statement 
on the matter�  [23762/20]
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15/09/2020PPP02000Deputy Denis Naughten: The Minister said earlier that protected geographical indications, 
PGI, status will not be the silver bullet.  It will in fact be the final nail in the coffin if the current 
approaches continue to be taken to maximise the number of beef farmers eligible for PGI sta-
tus�  It contradicts a motion I put down in the House this time last year, and which the Minister 
supported, that PGI status should be for certified grass-fed and extensively reared Irish suckler 
beef�  Will the Minister implement that motion, which the Minister himself approved?

15/09/2020PPP02100Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank the Deputy for the question�

Many of the issues raised by the Deputy at that time, and raised by me and many other 
Deputies, have fallen under the remit of the beef task force�  The beef task force was established 
in September 2019 and it provides a very constructive forum for detailed engagement on key 
issues facing the beef sector�  It is particularly important in progressing the commitments made 
by all stakeholders in the beef sector agreement last September�  It is independently chaired, 
and includes representatives from a range of stakeholders, including farm organisations, the 
meat industry, and my Department and its agencies.  The task force offers a suitable platform 
for strategic engagement by stakeholders on the opportunities and challenges facing the sector�  
I am pleased to say that the task force will meet again before the end of September�

Information relating to the work of the task force, including the full text of the agreement 
of 15 September 2019, and updates on actions arising out of the agreement to date are available 
on my Department’s website�

On market transparency, Grant Thornton has been contracted as consultants to conduct a 
series of transparency studies on behalf of the Department.  The first is an independent review 
of market and customer requirements, specifically on the four in-spec bonus criteria currently in 
operation in the Irish beef sector�  The second is an independent examination of the price com-
position of the total value of the animal, including the fifth quarter, while the third is a summary 
of competition law issues relevant to the Irish beef sector�  An update on the progress of these 
reports will be provided to the task force at its next meeting at the end of this month�

On the draft application for PGI status for Irish beef, this issue was discussed in detail at the 
last task force meeting in June�  Consultation on and development of the draft PGI application 
by Bord Bia began in early 2019�  As part of the procedure for developing the application, a 
national opposition procedure was launched whereby groups or individuals could submit their 
suggestions and observations on the proposal over a period of four weeks�  This procedure 
concluded last Friday, 11 September and submissions are now being examined by my officials.  
There will be further opportunity for discussion with stakeholders following this, including at 
the upcoming meeting of the beef task force�

15/09/2020QQQ00200Deputy Denis Naughten: The difficulty is that the agenda here is to shoehorn as much beef 
as possible into the PGI status application�  As the Minister knows, the former Commissioner, 
Phil Hogan, said that we should be seeking designation specifically for suckler beef.  When I 
raised this with the Minister’s predecessor, Deputy Creed, in the House last October, he said 
that the concept of suckler beef does not have a high degree of resonance�  However, across a 
range of food products, including dairy, there is resonance in relation to grass-fed production�  
The Minister is saying here that he will take into account the market research by Bord Bia but 
that body has let down the suckler industry in this country�  Bord Bia has not promoted Irish 
suckler beef�  It will continue to undermine it and put the money back into the hands of the pro-
cessing industry unless the Minister stands with, and defends, the suckler producers�  He must 
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put a PGI programme in place specifically for the suckler industry.

15/09/2020QQQ00300Deputy Charlie McConalogue: Obviously market research is very important in terms of 
assessing what consumers are looking for and what resonates with them�  We must take that 
into account and I know that Bord Bia has done significant research in that regard.  It is really 
important that PGI status has the support of all stakeholders and that everybody gets behind it, 
including farmers, the industry and our marketing agencies�  We must get behind it and make 
sure it is supported in terms of advertising so that it can be a success�  My objective is to work 
with all stakeholders to ensure that we take forward the work that has already commenced and 
get agreement on a PGI status that can add to the value of Irish beef and help us all to market 
it abroad�

15/09/2020QQQ00400Deputy Denis Naughten: The Minister has heard that the stakeholders on this side of the 
House are vehemently opposed to the approach that is being taken which, from its inception, 
was about maximising the amount of beef that could be shoehorned into a PGI application�  
The Commissioner at the time said it would be unsuccessful�  Unless we focus on suckler beef, 
that will not happen.  The difficulty is that Bord Bia has never distinctly promoted suckler beef 
because that does not suit the processing industry in this country which wants to get a premium 
price for manufacturing beef�

Is the Minister sincere about trying to break up the blockage that is there within the beef sec-
tor?  I believe he is but he must ask the Tánaiste, who has responsibility for business, enterprise 
and innovation, under section 10(4) of the Competition and Consumer Protection Act 2014 to 
request the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission to carry out a market study of 
the beef industry in this country�  That does not require any evidence and can be done at the 
stroke of a pen�  We will see how transparent the industry is at that stage�

15/09/2020QQQ00500Deputy Matt Carthy: To go back to the point I made earlier and to support the point just 
made by Deputy Naughten, we are at a very funny stage now�  Bord Bia has said that it cannot 
apply for a distinct PGI for Irish suckler beef, which is the best beef in the world as I said earlier, 
because naturally-bred Irish suckler beef is not widely recognised in the market�  Whose job is 
it to make sure it is widely recognised in the market?

15/09/2020QQQ00600Deputy Denis Naughten: Bord Bia�

15/09/2020QQQ00700Deputy Matt Carthy: Who is our promotion body?

15/09/2020QQQ00800Deputy Denis Naughten: It got millions of euro�

15/09/2020QQQ00900Deputy Matt Carthy: It is none other than Bord Bia, which is also charged with seeking 
and securing the PGI status, so it is clear why there is a problem�  I want all of our farmers who 
produce beef to get a good price for their product�  However, there is a premium product that 
comes from a large number of farmers across this State, namely, our suckler farmers but they 
are not getting a premium�  In fact, they are the ones who are operating at a loss and we need 
to correct that�

15/09/2020QQQ01000Deputy Charlie McConalogue: Coming from Inishowen in Donegal I know, no more than 
anyone else, that our suckler beef is tremendous�  Our objective must be to ensure that our high 
quality beef gets the best price possible and is marketed well abroad�  This is important and is 
something that I have raised with Bord Bia in the past�  It is an issue that Bord Bia very much 
recognises too�  It is important to assess the market and where consumers are at, and feed that 
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into how we frame the PGI status application�  We must take all the evidence on board, particu-
larly the views of farming representative bodies�  We must then ensure that the industry gets 
behind it and that Government supports it in terms of making sure that it is marketed and pro-
moted�  There is more work to be done over the next period of time in advance of the next beef 
task force meeting�  It is my objective to try to get everyone working in partnership to promote 
Irish beef abroad and to try to get agreement on the PGI status�

15/09/2020QQQ01100Inshore Fisheries

15/09/2020QQQ01200114� Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Ma-
rine when the implementation group of the inshore fisheries sector strategy last met; his plans 
for future meetings to implement the strategy; and if he will make a statement on the matter� 
[23768/20]

15/09/2020QQQ01300Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: I referred earlier to the Irish inshore fisheries sector 
strategy which was launched in January of last year�  In dialogue I have had with the inshore 
fisheries sector, questions are being asked as to when the implementation group last met and the 
plans to implement the strategy�

15/09/2020QQQ01400Deputy Charlie McConalogue: The Strategy for the Inshore Fisheries Sector 2019-2023 
is an industry-led strategy, the first of its kind for the Irish inshore fisheries sector.  The national 
inshore fisheries forum finalised the strategy at the start of last year, following what I under-
stand was an extensive development process that also involved the six regional inshore fisheries 
forums and a steering group with industry and State partners� 

Bord Iascaigh Mhara, BIM, is leading the implementation of the strategy, in partnership 
with the national inshore fisheries forum.  BIM has advised my Department that the implemen-
tation group met last year and identified priority actions under the strategy.  The last full meet-
ing of the group was held on 25 November�  BIM advises that plans for a subsequent meeting 
at the end of March were overtaken by the Covid-19 pandemic, like many other things, and it 
has not proved possible to convene a meeting of the group since then, as the industry has been 
focused on dealing with the impacts of the pandemic which have been significant.  Despite this 
challenge, BIM has confirmed that work to progress the identified priority actions has continued 
and it anticipates a meeting of the group may be arranged in the coming months�

In the meantime, the chair of the national inshore fisheries forum has formally written to in-
vite me to meet the forum�  The programme for Government contains many actions that I would 
like to hear directly from the sector on and I look forward to meeting the forum at the earliest 
mutually convenient opportunity�

15/09/2020QQQ01500Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: I am sure the Minister will agree that it is absolutely 
stunning that the last time the implementation group met was November 2019�  The whole 
country has gotten used to conducting meetings online�  We have all conducted countless meet-
ings online every day�  Could this group not have met online?

The aforementioned report refers to an industry-led approach, which was really welcome 
and which was in stark contrast to the approach adopted 20 years ago�  The last time there was 
a major report like this, the industry was not consulted or involved in its design.  Inshore fish-
ing and coastal communities all across this State, which comprise the inshore fishing industry, 
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believe in this report and its potential but they are absolutely struggling�  I appeal to the Minister 
to get a grip on this situation and insist that the group meets as soon as possible to provide him 
with an implementation plan for this report�

15/09/2020RRR00100Deputy Charlie McConalogue: The important thing to note is that the implementation of 
the agreed priorities under the strategy has been continuing and it is crucial that it continues�  It 
will certainly be important that a meeting be held promptly to follow on from and to co-ordinate 
that.  It is a very welcome approach.  It has been greatly welcomed by the inshore fishermen that 
this is being led by themselves and that they have had such a stakeholder and leadership role�

I take the Deputy’s point that a meeting would be useful in the near future�  It is important to 
note that the work has been continuing despite the fact that, due to Covid, there have not been 
meetings�  We can see that work continue but I would certainly welcome a meeting in the near 
future�  I also very much look forward to meeting them myself to discuss progress to date� 

15/09/2020RRR00200Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: I ask that the Minister would include in his diary for the 
upcoming period a meeting with the National Inshore Fishermen’s Association, NIFA�  I met 
them online in recent weeks and they raised a wide range of issues with me�  They feel utterly 
abandoned by the Government with regard to supports during the Covid crisis and the price of 
produce�  I cannot stress enough that they are in crisis�  The recent deal between the EU and the 
US on lobster tariffs is another threat, so there is a range of issues.

There is a sense that they signed up to a partnership in this strategy or plan and we hear, one 
year on, that there have not been meetings of the implementation group and there is no evidence 
that this report is being implemented�  The sector feels abandoned�  I ask the Minister again to 
meet NIFA as soon as possible to listen to their concerns and then act on them� 

15/09/2020RRR00300Deputy Charlie McConalogue: It certainly will be a priority of mine to meet with them 
and I have engaged with them previously�  The approach they have taken in terms of leading 
this strategy has been a credit to themselves and it is important that it bears fruit�  It is important 
to the Government and to me, as Minister, that the important contribution they make to our 
economy is recognised and that jobs in the inshore fisheries sector are supported.  As Minister 
with responsibility for the marine, that is something I will do and I look forward to meeting 
them in the very near future�

  Questions Nos. 115 and 116 replied to with Written Answers. 

15/09/2020RRR00500Herd Data

15/09/2020RRR00600117� Deputy Martin Browne asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine his 
views on the concerns that many farmers have on the issuing of tuberculosis, TB, herd history 
risk letters to farmers and the implications of same in terms of GDPR; the impact that such let-
ters have on the value of herds that have passed a test; and if he will make a statement on the 
matter� [23941/20]

15/09/2020RRR00700122� Deputy Niamh Smyth asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if he 
will engage with farmers in relation to concerns regarding the decision to provide personalised 
herd test history statements and reports� [23767/20]

15/09/2020RRR00800Deputy Martin Browne: I ask that we would also deal with Questions Nos� 133 and 139 
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as they are on the same topic�

15/09/2020RRR00900Deputy Charlie McConalogue: Yes, if they are on the same issue, I will deal with them�

15/09/2020RRR01000Deputy Martin Browne: I congratulate the Minister on his appointment�  I want to get his 
views on the concerns many farmers have on the issuing of tuberculosis herd history risk letters 
to farmers and the implications of same in terms of GDPR; the impact that such letters have on 
the value of herds that have passed a test; and if he will make a statement on the matter�

15/09/2020RRR01100Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I propose to take Questions Nos� 117 and 122 together�  I 
thank Deputy Browne for his question and congratulate him on his recent election�

Herd test history statements and reports are issued to all cattle herdowners with the aim of 
helping them to reduce the risk of bovine TB in cattle herds�  The bovine TB forum interim 
report identified the need to provide more effective information to farmers to help them reduce 
the risk of TB in their herd and advocated for the development of herd risk categories that are 
“simple, clear, and convey sufficient information to enable farmers to make the decisions ap-
propriate to their situation”.  Against this background, the Department developed individualised 
reports that provide a simplified TB herd risk category for farmers, with herd-specific advice on 
how to reduce risk of TB� 

There is a large, robust body of scientific evidence on bovine TB and this scientific evidence 
underpins the advice contained in the herd history statement�  Furthermore, the content of the 
statement is consistent with the advice that has been provided by my Department for several 
years, including in newsletters, videos, leaflets and other media.  Farmers are already provided 
with information in regard to their TB risk, but this report presents this in a new and user-
friendly format� 

Following many successful years of reducing bovine TB levels to the benefit of the farming 
community, there has been a concerning incremental increase in the disease since 2016�  This 
has continued in 2020, with further increases in herd incidence and reactor numbers observed�  
Herd incidence on a 12-month rolling basis has breached 4% for the first time since 2012 and 
reactor numbers have exceeded 20,000, the highest number since 2009�  These trends highlight 
the need for urgent action by all stakeholders to manage the risk more effectively across all 
transmission routes�  It is this need for action that is my Department’s primary motivation in 
issuing the herd history statements�

While the immediate trends are disappointing and worrying, great progress has been made 
over the past decade�  During 2009, some 5,860 herds were subject to restriction while the 
number in 2019 was down to 4,060�  By working together, we have made progress previously 
and we need to make progress again�  I have listened carefully to the concerns raised by farmers 
following the issuance of these letters and I am eager to schedule a TB forum meeting as soon 
as possible to further develop a shared understanding of how, collectively, we can reduce TB 
incidence� 

My Department remains committed to reducing TB in Ireland, as demonstrated by the re-
cent sanctioning of an additional 16 officers to assist the TB programme.  Attaining TB-free 
status remains critical from a farm family profitability and sustainability perspective, and from 
a trade perspective at national and international level�  I am acutely conscious that every TB 
restriction represents a significant challenge to the farm family concerned.  It is a deep regret 
that, today, more than 2,700 herds are currently restricted, which represents a 21% increase on 
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the same time last year�  I want to work with all stakeholders to ensure fewer herdowners expe-
rience the challenges associated with a TB restriction and that we all work purposefully towards 
eradication of this disease, thus eliminating this ongoing cost on farmers and the State�

Separately, I understand some queries have been raised in respect of GDPR�  I know the let-
ters were designed to be in line with European and national legislation, taking account of data 
that is already available to herdowners�  My Department will engage fully with data protection 
concerns that are raised in regard to the TB letters�

15/09/2020RRR01200Deputy Martin Browne: Farmers accept this needs to be tackled�  However, in recent 
times, we have had meetings with farming organisations and all have expressed their concern at 
the issuing of letters regarding TB herd history�  It has angered not just farmers in my constitu-
ency but all over the country.  They are saying that what the Department has done is to affect 
the welfare of individual farmers by sending out letters, and many of them believe this leads to 
the devaluation of their herds.  This was all done without any protection being offered to them 
at a time farm families are really struggling, which is accepted by all in the House�

One of the biggest worries they have concerns the implications of GDPR�  Will the Minis-
ter outline the decision which led to letters being sent out?  Will he speak to the farmers who 
believe their livelihoods may have been damaged as a result?  Will he comment on the data 
protection implications? 

15/09/2020RRR01300Deputy Matt Carthy: It is not an easy job to unite all of the farm organisations but they are 
all united in the belief that this was an insensitive and insane move�  Notwithstanding Deputy 
Browne’s valid concerns, people are asking what exactly was the purpose of this, how much it 
cost and whether it was the case that when the cat is away, the mice will play, given the fluctua-
tion in the ministerial post�  Would the Minister have allowed this to happen or stood over it if 
he had been in office at the time?  I suspect he would not.  I suspect he would have done what 
the former Minister, Deputy Creed, apparently did which was to say, “Put them back in the 
drawer as we have better things to be doing at the moment”.

15/09/2020SSS00200Deputy Charlie McConalogue: Regarding the background to it, as I outlined, the interim 
report of the TB forum was important in that regard�  That report advocated the development of 
herd risk categories that are simple, clear and convey sufficient information to enable farmers 
to make decisions appropriate to their situation�  I know farmers have expressed concern about 
the letters.  All of us can unite on the fact that we must address the issue of figures for positive 
incidences of TB increasing and going in the wrong direction�  The people who are penalised 
and lose most from that are the farmers affected.  As I said, 2,700 herds are currently restricted.

I am open to ideas on how we can address that, because we must address it to improve the 
situation for farmers and to work towards reaching a position where we can eradicate TB as we 
did with brucellosis previously�  Another prompt meeting of the TB forum would be a positive 
move in that regard�

15/09/2020SSS00300Deputy Martin Browne: I have to disagree with the Minister�  The people who are operat-
ing in the sector say it devalues their herds�  The letters in question were not agreed in the TB 
forum, which has to get up and running a great deal better than what is happening�  What is con-
cerning is that following recent events farmers need to have confidence in the Department and 
they just do not have it now�  Various organisations have spoken about how the farmers’ faith 
in the Department is being eroded�  These letters did little to help that, and I believe the Minis-
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ter will agree with that�  Concern has been expressed that the Department is going ahead with 
changes to the TB eradication programme that have not been agreed, especially at the forum�  
Farmers are worried that the Department is falling short in that regard�  The measures being 
taken are out of the farmers’ control�  Can the Minister tell us what the plan is for the TB forum?

15/09/2020SSS00400Deputy Matt Carthy: On that point, I challenge the Minister to set a date�  I welcome the 
fact that he has committed to reconvening the forum, but I challenge him to get it done over the 
next week�  This is an area where I happily admit that I do not have all the answers�  I do not 
believe anybody does�  The one thing I know is that the current set of policies and procedures 
is not working.  The figures the Minister outlined for 2019 as opposed to 2009 do not show 
sufficient progress when one considers the millions of euro that have been spent on TB eradica-
tion programmes�  Much of that funding came directly from the EU and that funding is likely 
to dry up�  What we are likely to get in its place are EU-set policy provisions that might not 
necessarily work for the Irish family farm network.  We have a collective responsibility to find 
the answers and to tackle TB in a way that does not penalise our farmers but ensures we move 
to the point the Minister outlined�  He will have our full support on that but I believe we must 
have a complete re-think�

15/09/2020SSS00500Deputy Charlie McConalogue: There are not many coming forward with the answers, but 
we need answers.  That is why I am calling a meeting of the TB forum.  Nobody suffers more 
than farmers when herds are restricted�  Farmers experience stress when they are facing a test, 
particularly if they have gone down in the test in recent times�  There is also the cost impact on 
them�  It is incumbent on all of us in the Oireachtas and on the farming stakeholders and primary 
representative organisations to work together to turn the dial in the other direction, to start to get 
on top of this disease again and to work towards its eradication�  Certainly, the current trajectory 
is going in the opposite direction, and that is in nobody’s interest�  The reason I am calling a 
meeting of the TB forum is to get people together�  We need the answers and we must get people 
behind it�  How we go about it might not necessarily be easy, but we must be clear and united 
in the objective, which is to improve the situation for farmers, to eradicate this disease and to 
eradicate its massive cost to farmers�  I certainly hope that in calling the stakeholders together 
in the TB forum we can start to move in that direction�

15/09/2020SSS00600Common Agricultural Policy

15/09/2020SSS00700118� Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the 
progress that has been made in the provision of interim measures under the present CAP for 
2020 and 2021 until a new Common Agricultural Policy, CAP, is in place; and if he will make 
a statement on the matter�  [23965/20]

15/09/2020SSS00800Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: Déanaim comhghairdeas leis an Aire�  My question relates to the 
interim measures�  It is clear there will not be a CAP for a number of years�  This relates to 
the areas of natural constraint, ANC�  Will it be the same ANC, will it be just a rollover or will 
there be change?  It also relates to the basic payment scheme, BPS, the green, low-carbon agri-
environment scheme, GLAS, and so forth�   The Minister might outline what will happen over 
the next few years, because farmers need to know so they can get on with their business�

15/09/2020SSS00900Deputy Charlie McConalogue: The provision of interim CAP measures for the transition-
al period between the current rural development programme and the post-2020 CAP strategic 
plan is closely related to progress on the transitional regulations, which will provide a range of 
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options for member states to deploy over the period�

Since their publication in November 2019, the transitional regulations have been subject to 
extensive discussions between the European Council, the European Parliament and the Com-
mission�  A common understanding was reached between the Council and Parliament on the 
text in June, including with regard to a transition period of two years’ duration�  The Commis-
sion position remains in favour of a one-year transition period.  This issue will be finalised in 
tandem with the incorporation of the details of the 2021-27 EU budget into the transitional 
regulations once the budget has been agreed with the European Parliament, which is expected 
by the end of October�

In the meantime, I am currently considering the potential options available, as well as en-
gaging with stakeholders for their views�  We will have to ensure that what we do in the transi-
tional period is consistent with programme for Government commitments, as well as providing 
a solid foundation for the development of our CAP strategic plan for the period to 2027�  In 
addition, the very ambitious targets set out in the EU biodiversity strategy and the farm to fork 
strategy will have to be taken into account�

My ministerial colleagues and I intend to continue meetings with the farm bodies and stake-
holders over the coming weeks to hear their views and, importantly, to get their input�  I am 
also conscious that we have limited time to make decisions and implement workable solutions�

It is important that we can give certainty to farmers in the near future�  Obviously, the bud-
get and the Estimates campaign will be important in that regard�  Working with my ministerial 
colleagues in government, I want to ensure that schemes can be replicated and income streams 
maintained for farmers, and in terms of framing the next CAP programme to ensure it contains 
schemes that continue to contribute substantially to incomes and to deliver on the various objec-
tives from a sustainability point of view�

15/09/2020SSS01000Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: When we had the rural environment protection schemes, REPS, 
1, 2, 3 and 4 followed by the agri-environment options schemes, AEOS, 1, 2 and 3 and then 
GLAS, a farmer could pass seamlessly from one to another�  This became a fundamental part 
of the income of many farmers�  Suddenly, at the end of GLAS there is nothing�  Will we get 
an interim environmental measure?  Farmers cannot wait�  They have to feed families and they 
have to live�  Will there be an interim environmental measure while we are waiting for the 2022-
27 programme?  In every other CAP we were able to roll over schemes into new schemes�  I do 
not know why it did not happen in the last CAP�

15/09/2020SSS01100Deputy Charlie McConalogue: This is something the Deputy has raised regularly in the 
past�  I accept the importance of ensuring that the income stream from environmental schemes, 
which has been very important for farmers, continues�  In addition, there are the environmental 
outcomes and contributions to biodiversity and we do not want to see a missed opportunity to 
ensure those outcomes continue�  Certainly, it is my objective to ensure that we have a continu-
ation into next year for those who are coming out of GLAS and that we do not have gaps as they 
emerge�  I am looking at the options for how we do that and also at the programme for Govern-
ment commitment to the introduction of a new scheme and how a pilot scheme would look�

The basic objective is to ensure a continuation for those coming out of GLAS in order that 
they will continue to be in an environmental scheme and be in a position to receive the income 
generated by that�
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15/09/2020TTT00200Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: My understanding is that some people have come out of GLAS 
and been left high and dry�  These people have depended on it for years�  I know that GLAS was 
much smaller than previous schemes such as REPS, which was the biggest scheme, and REPS 

4 in particular�  Certain farmers have gone from €11,000 or €12,000 down to 
nothing�  They are still adhering to the same very high environmental standards 
but their income stream is gone�  People have to live and survive�  Many of them 

are on high nature value land, but that land has relatively low productivity or its productivity is 
constrained by rules laid down by the Minister’s Department�

15/09/2020TTT00300Deputy Matt Carthy: The Minister referred to an aspiration that the transition period will 
only be one year�  However, almost nobody in Europe believes that there will only be one year 
of transition�  It will potentially be much longer and run into several years so it is important that 
we get this transition period right�  I ask the Minister to quickly identify the schemes that will 
be available during the transition period because farmers need to know whether or not criteria 
will be changed�  It is also important that the Minister outlines whether he personally has plans 
for the convergence process during the transition period, because clarity is required�  We are 
getting very close to the transition period so to talk about consultations at this stage without 
some form of assurance on the type of funding to which Deputy Ó Cuív referred would be very 
unfair on farmers�

15/09/2020TTT00400Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank Deputies Ó Cuív and Carthy�  I indicated that the 
Commission has a preference for a one-year transition but it is becoming increasingly clear 
that a two-year transition will be required�  If it is to be two years, it is important that we give 
clarity on the schemes and that the funding is there to ensure the income streams they produce 
for farmers continue as well�  That will be an objective of mine over the coming weeks�  I have 
been engaging comprehensively with farmer representative organisations to take on board their 
views on this matter, and I will continue to do so�  A decision will be made in advance of the 
transition regulations being notified.  I will be seeking to bring clarity regarding the schemes 
and other issues such as convergence when we get to that stage of agreeing the transition regu-
lations�

15/09/2020TTT00500Coillte Teoranta

15/09/2020TTT00600119� Deputy Catherine Connolly asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
if an independent review and sustainability audit will be commissioned of forest business and 
other activities of Coillte, as recommended in the 2019 report of the Joint Oireachtas Commit-
tee on Climate Action; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [24007/20]

15/09/2020TTT00700Deputy Catherine Connolly: My question relates to one of the recommendations in the 
report by the Joint Committee on Climate Action, namely, that an independent review be carried 
out of Coillte’s activities�  Is it the intention of the Government to carry out that independent 
review?  If so, when will it be commissioned?

15/09/2020TTT00800Senator Pippa Hackett: The Joint Committee on Climate Action launched its final, cross-
party report, entitled Climate Change: A Cross-Party Consensus for Action on 16 April 2019�  
Its implementation was a matter for the previous Government, which adopted some of the mea-
sures in its own climate action plan for 2019�  This Government is proposing to revisit that plan 
and publish its own climate Bill this autumn�  The joint committee’s report acknowledged that it 
“was not in a position to examine afforestation in any level of adequate detail”.  It did, however, 

11 o’clock



15 September 2020

365

set out a number of recommendations for the forestry sector to be considered in the design of 
the new national forestry programme for the period 2021 to 2027�

The committee also recommended that the climate action council, which is currently known 
as the Climate Change Advisory Council, conduct a comprehensive review of national forestry 
in respect of climate change mitigation and adaptation and feed its findings into the new na-
tional forestry programme�  It was in this context that the committee suggested that the Govern-
ment should also commission an independent review and sustainability audit of Coillte’s forest 
business and other activities in 2019, in conjunction with a review of the Forestry Act 1988 to 
ensure that policy is consistent with the objectives of environmental, social and economic sus-
tainability in this sector�

As the Deputy knows, Coillte is a private limited company established under the Forestry 
Act 1988�  The Act provides, inter alia, that a principal objective of the company is to carry out 
the business of forestry and related activities on a commercial basis and in accordance with ef-
fectual silvicultural practices.  It is self-financing and does not receive funding from the Exche-
quer�  As a State-owned enterprise, it is also subject to the code of practice for the governance 
of State bodies 2016�  Coillte currently operates forestry, land management, panel products and 
renewable energy businesses�  The company manages an estate of 440,000 ha, of which just 
under 400,000 ha are forested�

I am also preparing the way for the design of a new national forestry strategy and national 
forestry programme, which I look forward to starting very soon�

15/09/2020TTT00900Deputy Catherine Connolly: I welcome the Minister of State�  I am disappointed with her 
response because it is the same response to which I have been listening for four years, having 
heard previous responses from civil servants�  The Joint Committee on Climate Action made a 
very specific recommendation based on very specific reasons.  Since then, climate change and 
biodiversity emergencies have been declared�  Coillte owns over 50% of the forested land in 
Ireland so there are serious consequences here�  The committee recommended a review�  The 
simple question is whether the Government intends to carry out the review - yes or no?  If the 
answer is “Yes”, when will it happen?

15/09/2020TTT01000Senator Pippa Hackett: My commitment is to develop a new forestry programme�  In that 
process I would like to engage with stakeholders and politicians all across the board to design 
the programme�  If part of that process involves looking at the remit of Coillte, I would certainly 
welcome that�  I am looking forward to embarking on that programme�  There is an ambitious 
forestry programme outlined in the programme for Government, which I think the Deputy 
would accept�  Once we embark on it we will have a very robust forestry programme that will 
deal with all of those issues, including climate action, the environmental issues and embracing 
communities in its design�  That is something I am committed to doing�

15/09/2020TTT01100Deputy Catherine Connolly: I welcome the Minister of State’s commitment, and that of 
the Government, but I think she is missing the urgency of this situation�  We declared a climate 
emergency over a year ago�  We have a biodiversity crisis and we have a serious problem with 
the way we proceeded with planting trees in Ireland, particularly Sitka spruce, although I am no 
expert.  I know from sitting on the Committee of Public Accounts for five years the problems 
that emerged when the reports came before us�  I am not laying blame; I am just asking that we 
learn and go forward�  We do not have time for what the Minister of State is proposing�  A spe-
cific recommendation was made to carry out an independent review and the Minister of State 
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now tells me there is a new national forestry programme�  I know that�  It was on every Govern-
ment agenda, including that of the previous Government�  I am asking the Minister of State to 
recognise the problems that exist as a result of successive Governments following a policy of 
planting the wrong trees, particularly in view of the challenges we are facing�

15/09/2020TTT01200Senator Pippa Hackett: I fully acknowledge the difficulties and problems in the forestry 
sector�  I also acknowledge that we have legacy problems from poor decisions made over the 
past number of decades�  That is something this Government is acknowledging and is appre-
ciative of, and it is something we want to fix and improve upon.  That is why we achieved the 
ambitious forestry commitments in the programme for Government, which are more ambitious 
than those of any previous programme�  We have been in government for the past two and a 
half months, if that, and we have already implemented some interesting and progressive moves 
within forestry in terms of woodland creation�  We have looked at the climate issue�  We are em-
bracing that in how we deal with our forestry and I have given a commitment that I want to see 
it improved�  I want to see a better forestry model for Ireland�  It is certainly something I want to 
be part of and drive on and I would appreciate any inputs from people in this House and beyond�

15/09/2020TTT01300Deputy Catherine Connolly: I have two more minutes�

15/09/2020TTT01400Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): Our time has expired�

Written Answers are published on the Oireachtas website.

  The Dáil adjourned at 11�10 p�m� until 10 a�m� on Wednesday, 16 September 2020�


