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Dé Máirt, 22 Meán Fómhair 2020

Tuesday, 22 September 2020

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

Paidir.
Prayer.

22/09/2020A00100Ceisteanna ó Cheannairí - Leaders’ Questions

22/09/2020A00200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Go raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle�

Restrictions for Dublin city and county were announced on Friday, including restrictions on 
bars and restaurants banning indoor dining�  This particular measure came as a shock�  People 
did not see it coming�  According to the Restaurants Association of Ireland it has resulted in tens 
of thousands of workers being laid off.

It is now clear that the Government’s strategy to deal with this pandemic will involve pe-
riods of intensifying restrictions and then relaxing them�  For this to be a successful approach 
we need very clear communication and to understand that it means no surprises at the eleventh 
hour�  Above all the Taoiseach needs to ensure that the State and his Government provide the 
necessary supports for families, for workers and for individuals who find themselves out of 
work at very short notice because of public health measures�

Last week the Government went ahead with a very mean cut to the pandemic unemploy-
ment payment and now more than 156,000 people who were in receipt of €350 a week will see 
a reduction in their payment of between €50 and €100�  This cut happened precisely 24 hours 
before the Taoiseach announced these further restrictions on Dublin�

I am also absolutely astounded and gobsmacked at media reports that his Government ap-
proved this morning the hiring of ten special advisers for junior Ministers, this being done at a 
time when he is cutting payments to people in real difficulty who have lost their jobs.  If this is 
the case it is outrageous and I ask him to clarify this matter�

At a time when sectors of the economy are still closed down or are vulnerable to being 
closed down again, when thousands of people are out of work, this is not a time to be cutting the 
very payment upon which they rely to pay their bills and look after their families�  This decision 
needs to be reviewed immediately and reversed�

The Taoiseach also scrapped the eviction ban in August�  He replaced it with very weak leg-
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islation that provides nothing like the kinds of protections of the original ban and, consequently, 
has left thousands of renters exposed�  He needs to revisit this decision also and reintroduce the 
original ban on evictions as a matter of urgency�

There are also some 37,000 households whose mortgage payment break is due to end in the 
coming days and many thousands of businesses are in the same boat�  This will undoubtedly 
cause huge hardship for families and businesses up and down the land�  If a further extension 
of these payment breaks is not granted before 30 September, these families and businesses will 
fall into default unless they are in a position to meet their full mortgage repayment�  Banks and 
lending institutions need to act now to ensure that these 37,000 families, and businesses, are not 
plunged into further financial hardship.  Deputy Martin is the Taoiseach and he needs to act on 
this matter because the real danger we face now is that people become more terrified of losing 
their job, their home and not being able to provide for their family than they are of the virus�  
That would be the worse possible situation we could walk into�  

In terms of my asks, I want a reverse to the cut in the pandemic unemployment payment, 
PUP, a reinstatement of the ban on evictions and the extension of mortgage breaks without in-
terest�  The Taoiseach said correctly that we all have to play our part�  I agree with him but the 
State has to lead from the front�

22/09/2020B00200The Taoiseach: First, it has to be said that the measures taken and announced last Friday 
were necessary in the public health interest to save lives and to protect people�  The vast major-
ity of people accept the premise upon which those measures were taken and announced, on the 
advice of our public health doctors and NPHET�  They are necessary to get the numbers down 
and stabilise the number of cases in Dublin in particular, which had risen too high in recent 
times�  The same principle applies across the country�  We need to get the numbers down and 
stabilise numbers across the country�  That can be done by people adhering to the basic public 
health guidance�  It is important that that happens because, ultimately, we want to keep our 
schools open, maintain health services and keep as many people as possible at work�  Level 3 
is not equivalent to the lockdown we experienced earlier this year in that many sectors of the 
economy are still working�  It is an important objective of Government to keep as many people 
working as we possibly can while keeping the numbers down�  The hospitality-tourism sector 
in particular, along with arts and culture, is bearing the brunt of Covid-19 because it is a disease 
that in many ways undermines the very nature of tourism and hospitality�  That is a key point�

The PUP originally came in, as the Deputy will be aware, as a 12-week scheme�  We are now 
looking at a much longer horizon for the payment and one of the decisions we took in July was 
to extend it out to April of next year�  This Government has put €3�5 billion into the payment; 
that is what it has cost�  This year alone, Government will spend €28 billion on social protection�  
That is an unprecedented intervention by the State and by Government in supporting incomes�  
Rates have come down in line with the decision in July but they are still very closely approxi-
mated to what people would have been earning prior to coming onto the Covid payment�  The 
Deputy knows that is the situation�

We now have to look beyond April and realise that the impact of Covid, particularly eco-
nomically and financially, could be felt right through the entirety of 2021.  The fiscal planning 
and the planning around social protection budgets, therefore, has to, and will, take that into 
consideration�  We are very anxious to support people in every way possible�  That is why a 
multimillion euro initiative was taken to dramatically increase the number of places available in 
retraining in terms of education to enable people to take up employment in different areas and 
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where investment is going such as retrofitting and other areas in the economy.

On evictions, the Deputy is wrong in her assertions�  The Government legislation is not 
weak�  It is more robust than what was in place because what was in place could not be ex-
tended without breaching the Constitution�  Those are the facts�  Nonetheless, what we have 
put in place in its stead was a provision whereby any renter in difficulty because of Covid will 
not have his or her rent increased and will not be evicted�  That is unlike what has happened in 
Northern Ireland, for example�  The measures we have taken here could be adopted by the Gov-
ernment in the North�  Our protections are stronger than in the North and other jurisdictions�  
That should be acknowledged.  No rent increase or eviction for renters affected by the virus will 
happen because of the legislation we introduced�  That legislation applies nationwide�

22/09/2020C00200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: The facts are these: we are now living with an ongoing 
crisis, there are tens of thousands of people who have not worked since March and there are 
thousands across the city and county of Dublin who got laid off on Friday.  The very idea of 
reducing the payment for these workers at a time when interventions for public health are be-
ing made is absolutely extraordinary�  The payment of €350 is not a fortune�  There is nobody 
sitting in this Chamber who is on €350 per week�  I dare say that the ten special advisers for the 
Taoiseach’s junior Ministers will be paid an awful lot more than €350 per week�  Therefore, I 
am asking him to play his part as Head of Government and for the State to lead from the front�  
I want him to revisit the decision to cut the pandemic unemployment payment�  I want him to 
reinstate it to its original rate in recognition of the fact that people may well be in and out of 
employment for quite an extended period�

The Taoiseach claimed he cannot reinstate the ban on evictions because of some constitu-
tional complication�

22/09/2020C00300The Taoiseach: We have�

22/09/2020C00400Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: “Some constitutional complication” is now null and void, 
as demonstrated from Friday when emergency provisions were reinstated in the city�  The Tao-
iseach knows full well he can reinstate the full ban on evictions and notices to quit�

22/09/2020C00500An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy is way over time�

22/09/2020C00600Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: If he has read the evidence, he will know the initiative had 
a huge effect on dampening down homelessness numbers at the time in question.  The Taoise-
ach should support working families and do the right thing�

22/09/2020C00700The Taoiseach: The Deputy is wrong in what she has just said.  It is not the first time that 
she has been wrong in her understanding of the law in that regard�  Level 3 is nowhere near 
where it was.  The point is that the legislation is robust and strong in that people affected by 
Covid will not face rent increases or evictions�  That is what the legislation does�  There is an 
extension of the provision right out until January�  That is particularly important�

I take the Deputy’s point that €350 is not a considerable amount of money�  Of course, it 
is not; that is accepted�  The Deputy speaks of special advisers�  The special advisers her party 
employs, including in the Executive in the North, are also earning much more than that�

22/09/2020C00800Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: There are 14 of them�

22/09/2020C00900The Taoiseach: The Deputy has been one of the original enthusiasts for special advisers 
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and always has been�  She has been a long-term advocate of special advisers in politics�  She 
has never shown any disdain for them to date, and her party has not either, so she should stop 
the hypocrisy on that issue�

22/09/2020C01000Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: There are 14 in the entire-----

22/09/2020C01100The Taoiseach: Our objective is to support people�

22/09/2020C01200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: No, it is not�

22/09/2020C01300The Taoiseach: It is true that Covid-19 and its impact will be with us for much longer than 
anticipated�  We must also recall there are 213,000 people on jobseeker’s payments right now 
and a range of others on social welfare payments and in various schemes who also need sup-
port�  Therefore, there is a much broader picture here than is being painted by the Deputy�  In 
the context of the budget and of planning right through 2021, there will be a significant impact 
on our budget and on the overall resources�

22/09/2020D00200Deputy Catherine Murphy: For most of those who were laid off last Friday, it will be their 
second experience of Covid-related unemployment this year and within a short period�  The fur-
ther reductions in terms of the unemployment supports will be a double blow for many�  Most 
will worry about how they will survive, put food on the table and pay their bills and, of course, 
about when they might get back to work, if they get back to work at all�  As most will have little 
or anything in reserve, it adds to the very obvious sense of panic and distress�  At a point when 
it is hitting home that Covid-19 will be here for some considerable time, the reductions could 
hardly have come at a worse time�  For that reason, the reduction of these supports urgently 
needs to be reconsidered and reversed�

A further group of people who are finding themselves with little or no financial supports 
are parents who have been informed by schools that their children must self-isolate�  The act-
ing Chief Medical Officer, CMO, was upfront in advising parents there would be outbreaks in 
schools and he was correct�  Parents are not necessarily required to self-isolate if their children 
are sent home but those children must be cared for�  If a parent is not sick, he or she is not en-
titled to claim sick pay�  It must be understood that the impact is not isolated to the child�  As 
a consequence, there is an urgent need to include parents who are in such situations in the en-
hanced illness payment scheme.  There cannot be any differentiation between a parent whose 
child has got a diagnosis and children who were sent home to isolate for 14 days because they 
are part of a pod�  Not everyone can work from home and it is not acceptable that these parents 
can find themselves in the situation whereby they have no income at all.

There also needs to be consistency of approach in schools�  The Irish Primary Principals 
Network, IPPN, has looked for a dedicated telephone line for out-of-hours calls and that should 
be supported�  In my constituency, at present there are three schools that have had a recent or 
current Covid-19 experience.  In one school, the public health doctor confirmed a case in a pupil 
and no restrictions ultimately were required�  A sibling of a student in the second school was 
diagnosed with Covid-19 and 22 students were asked to self-isolate for 14 days�  The parents 
are looking for explanations as to why there is a difference.  That simply needs to be done in 
order that they understand the rationale�  The third is a big school which had a large outbreak 
and which is closed�  Understandably, that is under review�

If we are to live with this virus for the foreseeable future, temporary supports are needed 
that are responsive to changing needs�  I have three questions�  Will the Taoiseach review and 
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reverse the reduction in the Covid-19 unemployment supports as a matter of urgency?  Will he 
extend the enhanced illness payment to parents whose children are sent home from school due 
to the virus?  Will he do as the IPPN is seeking and provide a dedicated phone line with the 
HSE where a medical professional would be on hand out-of-hours to ensure there is advice and 
consistency across the schools?

22/09/2020D00300The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy for raising the issues�  As I said earlier, the changes to 
the pandemic unemployment payment, PUP, last July were designed to give sustainability to it�  
It was originally designed as a 12-week scheme when it was rushed into the House and intro-
duced as an emergency to underpin incomes�  The new rates approximate closely to what people 
would have been earning prior to being rendered unemployed because of Covid-19�  That is 
still the situation and the figures show that.  In other words, people will be in receipt, certainly 
above, on average approximately 105% of their prior income�  Some will be lower; some will 
be higher and some will be very close to 100% of what they would have been earning when 
they were laid off as a result of Covid-19.  We have extended it out to April and the Government 
is conscious now that we must plan longer-term in terms of the financial and economic impact 
of Covid-19 on certain sectors and on individuals and their incomes�  That will be challenging�  
As I said, €28 billion will be spent this year, as opposed to an original €20 billion, for the social 
protection budget alone�  Originally the social protection budget represented 25% of overall 
allocation of resources this year�  These are very challenging situations facing the Government 
and the Oireachtas�  However, we provide support through the extraordinary measures we have 
taken with the PUP and the wage subsidy scheme which has also been extended out to April�  
We also have other schemes such as restart grants, tax relief and other measures designed to 
facilitate employers and assist people to retain jobs�  We will also need to consider giving ad-
ditional supports to specific sectors that are losing out more than most.

The Deputy raised the issue of a parent who has to stay at home because a child has to 
self-isolate.  Looking at the national figures for that, there has been some mass testing and the 
figures for those testing positive are quite low.  For example, for children aged up to ten, it is as 
low as 0�5% testing positive�  When more than 3,000 teachers and students were mass tested, 
about 73 tested positive�  We need to keep a perspective about that�  Given the low numbers, I 
will inquire with the relevant Minister to see what can be done to help in that situation�  At this 
stage I cannot commit to any broad scheme on that because the implications could be signifi-
cant.  A precedent could be set and it may not fit into any particular social protection scheme.  
I understand the point the Deputy is raising, and I will pursue it further and come back to her�

On her third point, I will also engage with the HSE and public health officials on having a 
dedicated phone line she feels principals may require to provide certainty on decisions that have 
been taken� 

22/09/2020E00200Deputy Catherine Murphy: I agree with the Taoiseach�  That is all the more reason such 
an initiative would be so important�  In one school in my area, 400 pupils are at home today�  
It can have a big impact�  If we are to get the numbers down, people need to feel a degree of 
certainty about how they will survive it if they are to go two weeks without any income, for 
example�

Earlier the Taoiseach said the amount of money is unprecedented, but, of course, Covid is 
unprecedented�  Certain sectors have not had a chance, and probably will not have a chance, to 
get back to work, including people working in the arts, travel and tourism, and the hospitality 
sector, which has been badly impacted�  I saw that in my area where we recently had a high level 
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of restrictions�  Those areas need support for longer and, as the ones most impacted by the most 
recent cuts in the  PUP, they need to be looked at from that point of view� 

The Taoiseach is getting the same kinds of contacts as I am with people crying on the phone, 
wondering how they will survive�  We are all getting that�  There was no lead-in time for this�  
There is no reserve for people�  They are panicking about how they will survive�  I ask the Tao-
iseach to look at those sectors from the point of view of the pandemic payments�

22/09/2020E00300The Taoiseach: As I said earlier, originally 600,000-odd people were on various pandem-
ic-related schemes but that is now down to 200,000�  Many people got back to work as the 
economy reopened during the summer�  In addition, 213,000 people are on the basic jobseeker’s 
allowance.  A range of others are getting different social protection payments.  One must be 
fair to all concerned as the horizon lengthens regarding the impact of Covid�  We need to think 
beyond April because the financial impacts of Covid will stretch beyond April.  That relates 
to people’s incomes�  I take the Deputy’s point that, of course, it is very distressing for people 
to lose work owing to the restrictions that need to be put in place to protect public health as a 
result of Covid-19�  I understand that and certain sectors are faring worse than others�  The Au-
gust returns show that normality almost came back in many different sectors of the economy.  
Clearly, hospitality, tourism, travel and all of those areas are the hardest hit�  We have to see 
what we can do to underpin supports for that sector over the coming months, in addition to the 
very significant suite of measures that have already been introduced for that sector to try to 
maintain employment in it�

22/09/2020F00200Deputy Matt Shanahan: In terms of looking after patients, both general medical and Cov-
id-related, we need to look at the best configurations for their care.  I would like to speak briefly 
about University Hospital Waterford, which is a model 4 hospital in the south east�  It provides 
medical services and acute care services to a population of 520,000 to 615,000, depending on 
which report one reads�  It certainly is in excess of 500,000�  The hospital is the regional cardiac 
care centre and the regional cancer centre for the south east�  It provides all general surgical 
specialties�  It is the regional orthopaedic centre and, in fact, the busiest trauma centre in the 
country�  It provides cancer surgeries and breast, colorectal, head and neck, urology and derma-
tology services�  It also supports the south-east palliative care service�

University Hospital Waterford’s critical care bed number is totally inadequate to the needs 
of the region�  There are only six ICU beds in the hospital and between three and four high-
dependency beds at any one time for the entire population of the south east�  The hospital needs 
investment in critical care beds, at least 12 ICU beds and 12 high-dependency beds that can be 
stepped up or down�  The Dunmore wing was a great addition to the hospital and we were very 
lucky it was there to provide additional isolation rooms�  However, those rooms are nearly all 
currently in use�

University Hospital Waterford is the most underfunded of the eight model 4 hospitals in the 
country, yet it is one of the busiest in output terms�  For instance, University Hospital Limer-
ick has a smaller patient catchment than University Hospital Waterford but has 700 more care 
staff.  The latter has the lowest staff to bed ratio of all the model 4 hospitals.  When will the 
Government recognise the budget deficits at the hospital and when will it receive a funding 
allocation on par with the other model 4 hospitals?  When will the Government recognise the 
obstruction to enhancing services at the hospital which has been going on for years, exemplified 
by the delay in building the new mortuary that was approved in 2014?  The remodelling of the 
CAT laboratory, which was supposed to take 12 weeks this year, took almost seven months to 



Dáil Éireann

704

complete�  A new CAT laboratory development was announced in September 2018 but has not 
yet advanced to the awarding of a tender, which will supposedly happen in December this year�

There has been a failure to implement a 24-7 cardiac care pathway for the south-east region, 
with University Hospital Waterford as one of five regional cardiac care centres.  On the past two 
weekends, patients have been transferred by road ambulance, risking the nurses and doctors 
who may have to travel, the patients themselves and paramedic staff.  That is unacceptable.  We 
have to see about restoring the modular diagnostic laboratory activity that was taking place in 
the hospital, providing 30 patient angiograms a week�  That service was suspended in February 
this year and has not been reinstated�  It could possibly be done through a service level agree-
ment with the local private hospital.  Otherwise, the laboratory that was taken off site should be 
brought back�

The current Covid pathway for cardiac care means University Hospital Waterford cannot 
give a service to the other south-east hospitals�  There is only one isolation bed available to the 
cardiac service, which means only one patient from an outlying hospital can be accommodated 
in the morning and one in the afternoon�  The Minister, Deputy Michael McGrath, may be 
aware that there were seven patients awaiting transfer to the CAT laboratory in University Hos-
pital Waterford this morning�  Those patients are stuck in hospital beds in the meantime�  The 
hospital has only one seat on the South/South West Hospital Group advisory board, even though 
it was promised three at the outset of this agreement�  I have raised this a number of times but 
it has not yet been dealt with�  When will University Hospital Waterford have funding on par 
with the other seven model 4 hospitals in the country and when will the Government approve 
funding to implement a 24-7 cardiac care service there?

22/09/2020F00300The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy for his questions�  I know his commitment to this issue, 
about which we have had a number of discussions�  In terms of the broader issue of model 4 
hospital funding, an ongoing assessment will be undertaken that will include the question of 
funding for Waterford and its needs and demands�  I will revert to the Deputy in that regard�

2 o’clock

As the Deputy is aware, the programme for Government commits to the delivery of a sec-
ond cath lab at University Hospital Waterford�  The preferred option is a second cath lab and 
associated 12-bed day ward, which would deliver six additional beds on the roof of the existing 
cardiology department�  Covid-19 did delay the work on that but it is now intended that it will 
go to tender at the end of this month�  I have been assured of that not just by the Minister for 
Health but by the HSE as well�  Prior to that, a lot of progress had been made�  The HSE had 
been advised that funding was allocated in the 2019 capital plan for the provision of the second 
cath lab�  Planning permission was received from Waterford City and County Council in Janu-
ary of this year.  The disability access certificate was granted in April, the fire certificate in June 
and, as I said, it will go to tender now at the end of the month�  It is a two-stage process as there 
are main and specialist contractors�  The whole process, which is necessary because of procure-
ment, will take about four months�  Thus the works on the new cath lab are due to commence 
in quarter 1 of 2021�  In the interests of being fully transparent, the build will take 12 months 
so the new lab should be ready by early 2022�  This will transform cardiac services in County 
Waterford�  The national review is still under way�  As the Deputy noted, the upgrade works to 
the existing cath lab were also delayed when the contractors had to close the site due to the Co-
vid-19 pandemic�  They returned to the site in early August and the lab has been, I understand, 
fully operational since 14 September�  I understand that the arrangement between UPMC Whit-
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field Hospital and the HSE is ongoing and that the recruitment of an interventional cardiologist 
has been successful, which will significantly help throughput in the cardiac department as well.

  On ICU beds, we will assess that but broadly speaking, additional capacity was developed 
across the country�  In addition to that, there is the issue of potential capacity for use in the 
event of a surge as a result of Covid-19, for example.  It is interesting that up to 1,500 staff were 
trained up to work in ICUs�  ICU beds are very labour-intensive and it is not just about the bed�  
It is about a 1:1 nurse to patient ratio so there are very substantial human resources behind ev-
ery ICU bed that is provided�  I have heard the Deputy’s comments on the ICU issue in County 
Waterford and I will pursue it further�

22/09/2020G00200Deputy Matt Shanahan: I thank the Taoiseach�  I ask that the Government and the Taoise-
ach’s own office move the Office of Government Procurement review.  We have had a speci-
fication and a build tender capable on this project since January of this year and we are now 
expected to wait another four months while we approve an approval for a total spend of €6 
million, while every week we are deferring diagnostic angiograms and risking patients up and 
down the roads�  It is unacceptable and I ask the Taoiseach to look at it�  Will the Taoiseach also 
see about the restoration of the diagnostic service?  Although the Taoiseach did say that there 
are ongoing arrangements with Whitfield Hospital, there is no service level agreement, SLA, 
in place at this time as far as I am aware�  Something needs to be done about the cardiac care 
isolation rooms in Waterford hospital because the service cannot be provided�  There are even 
constraints on providing it between the hours of 9 a�m� and 5 p�m� and something must be done 
about that�

I ask the Taoiseach to consider a further matter�  I have asked the Oireachtas Library and 
Research Service to do an independent review of costings and support budgets across the model 
4 hospitals�  I would like the Government to conduct a full independent review of the funding of 
the model 4 hospitals, looking at University Hospital Waterford’s primacy in the region, as well 
as its funding relative to that of other model 4 hospitals�  When the Taoiseach sees that he will 
understand that something serious and fast needs to be done about that hospital�

22/09/2020G00300The Taoiseach: I spoke to the HSE earlier and my understanding is that the UPMC Whit-
field facility is being used by the hospital.  I got that assurance an hour before I came into the 
Chamber�  I will double-check on that, to make sure that facility is being used�  The Deputy and 
I both know one has to be careful of full independent reviews in terms of their analysis and what 
they might bring to bear�  In health people have their ways of looking at issues�  We saw this in 
terms of cardiac services.  I do not mean that in any facetious way.  When the reconfiguration 
was originally announced by Professor John Higgins and his team a full 24-7 cardiac service 
was provided for�  That was overturned by a second independent review commissioned by the 
then Minister�  I had discussions with Professor Higgins after that�  I hope I do not misinterpret 
him but he was somewhat put out that the commitments he had made as part of the review were 
not fulfilled by a subsequent review.  I take the overall point.  I would much prefer to see what 
the immediate demands and objectives of the hospital are and make sure we meet them in terms 
of funding�  I have no objection to an independent funding review of model 4 hospitals�

22/09/2020H00200Deputy Matt Shanahan: The point I was making was purely on a review of the funding for 
the service and the activity�  It was nothing more than that�

22/09/2020H00300Deputy Marian Harkin: I raise the issue of what happens when a member of a school 
community, be it a pupil or staff member, tests positive for Covid-19.  I will give an example 



Dáil Éireann

706

of what happened in a school in my constituency, for illustrative purposes only because it is at 
national issue�  A member of that particular school community tested positive�  The person has 
other family members in the school.  It took five days from contacting the doctor to getting the 
results of the test�  In the meantime, all members of the family self-isolated from the time the 
doctor referred the person for the test�

The test result was communicated to the principal the next morning and the principal im-
mediately contacted the HSE.  Despite the best efforts of the principal, it took five hours, in 
other words the rest of the school day, for the HSE to respond�  In the meantime, the principal, 
naturally, was anxious and he spoke to his staff members and discussed what they would do.  
When he received a call that evening from the HSE he was assured that public health was deal-
ing with the case�  At this point, it was one week since the person developed symptoms�  He 
was told by the HSE that he should not inform parents and that he should not have informed his 
staff.  He was absolutely taken aback but the HSE insisted this was the advice.  He then asked 
about a template letter for parents�  Earlier, we spoke about the possibility of a helpline�  The 
principal contacted the INTO and received some assistance from it�  In the meantime, the ru-
mours started�  He did not inform parents because he had been told not to but, as the Taoiseach 
can imagine, it was the talk of the parish�  The next day, people contacted the local radio station, 
which is what people do when they are looking for information�  The story was all over the 
place�  The principal, on the back foot, had to go on local radio and explain his actions�

I know each situation is different, and the Minister for Education and Skills told us that pub-
lic health takes over, but surely good, clear information and trust are crucial in these situations�  
A basic template letter, helpline or whatever would really have helped�  If parents had received 
some communication from the school ensuring full anonymity and abiding by the general data 
protection regulation, GDPR, it would have made a real difference.  Is there any possibility of 
having a template letter or a national approach to dealing with cases such as this so principals 
are not left in the position that they just do not know how to respond?

22/09/2020H00400The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy for raising the issue�  These are very important points�  
The Deputy said it took five days to get a test.  That is not acceptable.  I would like that checked 
out and the details followed through because it is not in accordance with the national average 
- that is not just waiting to get a test but right through - which is about 2�2 days�  Some 85,000 
tests were done last week and there is a capacity to do 100,000 tests�  It is one of the better test-
ing systems in Europe�  Right now, we are testing more people per population than most�  Some 
52,000 tests were taken in the community, 20,000 in acute settings while 13,000 serial tests 
have been undertaken.  That is a significant amount of ongoing work.  That is why the delays in 
the case raised by the Deputy have to be fed back into the system to ensure it does not happen 
again�

A letter was issued last week to all schools, together with a HSE document entitled, Schools 
Pathway for Covid-19, the Public Health Approach�  It sets out the approach to managing iso-
lated confirmed cases of Covid-19 within a school community, as well as the principles which 
will underpin the management of outbreaks, or potential outbreaks, and the aligned testing 
strategy within an educational facility�

It is important to note that the response to confirmed cases or outbreaks of Covid-19 in the 
community or in a school is responsibility of and will be led and managed by the HSE depart-
ments of public health�  It is at pains to state that all decisions as to appropriate actions follow-
ing a confirmed case or outbreak will be made by its teams in the context of a full public health 
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risk assessment�  Any actions to be taken by the school will be informed and guided by the 
HSE departments of public health�  School management will be informed as and when actions, 
such as the exclusion of children or staff, partial or full closure, are deemed necessary on public 
health grounds�  If the school is not so informed, it has not been deemed necessary by the HSE 
departments of public health�

Again, the HSE has stated the definition of close contacts within a school will be variable 
and will be determined by a risk assessment that will take account of individual factors within 
each school or each class�  It will not be automatically assumed that a whole class will be 
deemed as close contacts.  Close contacts will be notified and advised to restrict their move-
ments and present for testing on day zero and day seven�  Close contacts will restrict their 
movements for 14 days, even in the event that Covid-19 is not detected in both of these tests�

There is no blanket policy to test entire classes or years�  The testing strategy will be aligned 
to the public health risk assessment which may recommend widespread swabbing in a class or 
school under HSE mass testing procedures�  Some of these have occurred�  Up to 3,000 have 
been done in various scenarios with a positivity rate of about 73.  I can check those figures and 
send them to the Deputy�

A letter did go out.  A template is available.  Within that template, however, there are signifi-
cant variables and discretion in terms of the risk as assessed locally on the ground by the HSE 
departments of public health�

22/09/2020J00200Deputy Marian Harkin: I thank the Taoiseach for his reply�

The issue is that of clear communication and that parents and staff know what is happening.  
I am glad some sort of a template letter has gone out�  It will help because in this situation the 
principal was completely on the back foot�  If trust breaks down between a principal and parents 
or staff, it is very hard to rebuild that.  I am glad we are making progress.

There is extra pressure on teachers�  Before students arrive in the morning, right through 
the day and during breaks, until the students leave in the evening, teachers are constantly under 
pressure and have to be extra vigilant�  There is simply no let-up in the day�  I have spoken with 
principals, not teachers, who have said there is a real risk of burnout with some of their staff.

Will the Taoiseach work with the unions to look at the reality of managing and teaching in 
schools in order that, quite rightly, our schools can remain open and be safe places for the whole 
school community?

22/09/2020J00300The Taoiseach: I thank the Deputy�  I agree with her on the need to underpin and support 
principals in schools as they navigate and manage an unprecedented public health pandemic�  It 
is to their credit, and to the credit of teachers, SNAs and all staff within a school, that they have 
worked extremely hard to make the reopening of schools, and their continued opening, pos-
sible.  I salute and affirm the work they are doing in that regard.  The Deputy is also correct that 
additional stresses and strains go with Covid, such as constantly urging students to avoid gath-
ering together and making sure that all the various guidelines are being adhered to�  I spoke to 
some teachers during the past week about this.  The school environment now is more different 
than ever before because of all the public health restrictions in schools and how the schools are 
managed, broken up and so on�  That has to be acknowledged�  Equally, however, I have spoken 
to many teachers who are happy they are back at school and that the children at primary and 
students at post-primary are also back�  The learning environment is key to a child’s chances 
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in life, and prolonged absence from a learning environment or from school can be very detri-
mental to a child or young person’s development, so we have to work with and support those 
involved in this regard�  The Department of Education and Skills is continuing its engagement 
with the partners in education, including the unions, with a view to trying to make sure we all 
work together to ensure that what has been a strong partnership to date continues to underpin 
the development of our children and students�

22/09/2020K00150An tOrd Gnó - Order of Business

22/09/2020K00200An Ceann Comhairle: The House has previously agreed that for the duration of the Covid 
emergency, the rapporteur’s report on the Order of Business shall not be read out but shall be 
taken as read�  Arising from it, however, there are three proposals to be put to the House today�  
First, is the proposal for today’s business agreed?

22/09/2020K00300Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: Not agreed�  I heard the Taoiseach on the radio yesterday 
calling on influencers, whoever they are, to help build public confidence in the public health 
measures�  Last week, he had a go at various Opposition spokespersons regarding their co-oper-
ation with Government, yet he denied the Opposition the ability to scrutinise these public health 
regulations�  He did not agree to a debate on them�  As we speak today, in the Assembly in the 
North, members are debating and scrutinising the regulations up there and making themselves 
accountable to the public in respect of those regulations�  I, therefore, ask the Taoiseach again, 
will he make space for debate on these regulations?  More importantly, we need a debate on the 
Government’s testing and tracing strategy.  The Government is demanding huge sacrifices of 
our people, which we dealt with on Leaders’ Questions, but what responsibility has it to stand 
up to its failure in this area?  What is its plan in this area?  Will the Taoiseach agree to a debate 
this week on the Government’s testing and tracing plan?  Will the Government present it to the 
House this week and will it make time to debate it?

22/09/2020K00400The Taoiseach: Is the Deputy referring to the regulations or the testing and tracing strategy?

22/09/2020K00500Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: To be clear, I am raising again the fact that the Govern-
ment failed to agree to debate the draft regulations last week�  This was raised at the Business 
Committee and here�  The Government voted down the proposition�  I am, therefore, asking the 
Taoiseach if he will make space this week to debate the issue of the Government’s testing and 
tracing plan, or absence thereof�

22/09/2020K00600Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: We also asked about a debate on the new regulations�  
They are linked to the testing and tracing regime because if that was what it should be, we 
might not be in the situation of having to impose harsh new restrictions�  The need for debate on 
this is doubly the case because the Business Committee also signed off on the schedule for the 
Covid committee�  The CMO, NPHET, the HSE and the Minister for Health were supposed to 
come before the Covid committee, all to deal with precisely these matters�  Now none of them 
is to come, we discover from the Chair�  The Minister, Deputy Donnelly, has said he will not 
come because apparently the new restrictions are not his responsibility, incredibly, but rather a 
whole-of-government issue and, therefore, he does not need to answer questions�  The HSE is 
not coming in for reasons to do with the winter plan not being ready, although there are many 
other things we need to talk to it about, and the acting Chief Medical Officer and representatives 
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of NPHET are not coming in�  These are things that were agreed�

22/09/2020L00200An Ceann Comhairle: I do not think this is relevant�

22/09/2020L00300Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: It is very relevant�  The restrictions being brought in are 
having a huge impact, yet there will be no discussion in the Dáil and now, even though it was 
scheduled, there will be no discussion of those matters in the Special Committee on Covid-19 
Response�  It is unacceptable�

22/09/2020L00400Deputy Duncan Smith: The shambles that has been made of the Covid committee, about 
which we received a communication in the past two hours, means it is of extra importance that 
we look at our schedule for the week, particularly in relation to what has been said before�  Dub-
lin has gone through two separate levels of regulations over the last week�  We have changes 
to the pandemic unemployment payment, PUP�  There are issues in relation to the need for a 
ban on evictions and the moratorium on mortgage payments�  All of these issues need to be 
discussed.  We urge in the strongest terms that we find time this week to debate these issues as 
a matter of urgency�  If we need to convene a meeting of the Business Committee to do so, we 
would like that to happen straightaway�

22/09/2020L00500Deputy Mattie McGrath: I agree that we requested a debate on the regulations at the Busi-
ness Committee�  I asked the Taoiseach last week if the regulations that were meant to expire 
last Sunday night week had actually expired or were replaced, and I did not get an answer�  We 
have an information void�  If Parliament does not have proper discussion or scrutiny, how can 
public bodies or members of the Garda Síochána, who are doing their best, have understanding?  
We saw the Garda could not prevent something that happened in Dublin the other night�  It was 
told it did not have the legislation to do so, whereas we were told it had�  We do not have proper 
scrutiny of or debate on these issues in here�  We do not know the position, never mind the 
public or An Garda Síochána�  We need a debate and we need the Minister for Health, Deputy 
Donnelly, or the whole of Government to debate it�

22/09/2020L00600The Taoiseach: On Friday, everybody was supporting the regulations and the measures we 
were taking�  That was the public stance of Sinn Féin and all the other parties�

22/09/2020L00700Deputy Mattie McGrath: What about this House?

22/09/2020L00800The Taoiseach: As political parties and people were briefed on Friday evening, everybody 
was supportive of the very same regulations�  They are akin to what is in level 3 of the plan, as 
everybody knows�

22/09/2020L00900Deputy David Cullinane: We had no debate on the plan�  That is the point�  We have asked 
for that�

22/09/2020L01000An Ceann Comhairle: Let the Taoiseach answer�

22/09/2020L01100The Taoiseach: My suspicion is often that Sinn Féin wants to undermine regulations, not 
support them�  That was the nature of Deputy Mac Lochlainn’s presentation�  He had a go at the 
testing and tracing system, which we debated again last week in the House�  That is a robust 
system compared with other systems in Europe�  To describe it as woeful, as the Opposition 
has on the Sinn Féin side, is desperately unfair to front-line workers who are doing exceptional 
work on testing and tracing across the country, and doing it well� 

22/09/2020L01200Deputy David Cullinane: It might surprise the Taoiseach to learn that we meet those work-
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ers�

22/09/2020L01300The Taoiseach: Relatively speaking, the testing and tracing capacity in this country is high-
er than most across Europe and we are constantly seeking to increase it�  In the plan, there are 
significant and specific measures to increase that workforce to 3,000.  It is well documented 
and detailed.  Despite efforts to say there is nothing in the plan about testing and tracing, there 
is, and it is very comprehensive�

22/09/2020L01400Deputy David Cullinane: That is the plan we have not even debated on the floor of this 
Chamber�

22/09/2020L01500The Taoiseach: People want to debate everything every week and I do not mind�

22/09/2020L01600Deputy David Cullinane: It is a substantial plan�

22/09/2020L01700Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: That is what we are here for�

22/09/2020L01800The Taoiseach: If the House wants to meet on Friday, I am available to do that�  I have no 
issue with debating the plan�  We debated regulations two weeks ago to give additional powers 
to the Garda, which Deputy Mattie McGrath opposed, as he is entitled to do�

22/09/2020L01900Deputy Mattie McGrath: Of course I did�

22/09/2020L02000The Taoiseach: We had a vote on them�  Gardaí have to take operational decisions on the 
ground.  The Oireachtas cannot seek to influence or interfere with the operational work of the 
Garda�  If the Business Committee wants to meet and discuss the plan, we will provide time 
for a discussion on the different levels and so on.  I have no difficulty with that if it is a desired 
objective�

22/09/2020L02100Deputy Mattie McGrath: On a point of clarification, we did not debate the regulations.  
We put forward a Private Members’ motion to rescind them�  We had no debate on the regula-
tions at any stage and that is why there is a dearth of information�  If the Taoiseach wants sup-
port, he will get it but we have to know what we are supporting�

22/09/2020L02200An Ceann Comhairle: I am confused about the question put by Deputy Boyd Barrett�  The 
House approved a programme of work for the Covid-19 response committee and Deputy Boyd 
Barrett has told us this programme of work will not happen�  I presume that is a matter for the 
Covid committee rather than for the House�

22/09/2020L02300Deputy David Cullinane: Can I come on this? I have some information on it�

22/09/2020M00100An Ceann Comhairle: I ask Deputy Cullinane to illuminate the matter for us, without giv-
ing a long speech�

22/09/2020M00200Deputy David Cullinane: With respect, it is not just the Covid-19 committee�  The busi-
ness of the House is agreed and included in that, when we got notification last Friday morning 
of the business for this week, was the work of the Dáil and the Covid-19 committee�

22/09/2020M00300An Ceann Comhairle: That is correct�

22/09/2020M00400Deputy David Cullinane: We were due to have NPHET, the HSE and the Minister for 
Health in tomorrow�  We were told today that the Minister for Health, the HSE and NPHET are 
not now coming in�  We have had no debate whatsoever on the Government’s plan announced 
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last week-----

22/09/2020M00500An Ceann Comhairle: No, wait�  I ask Deputy Cullinane to resume his seat�

22/09/2020M00600Deputy David Cullinane: The Covid-19 committee was due to debate that plan specifi-
cally�  Now, however, the Minister for Health is not making himself available, and nor are the 
HSE or NPHET�

22/09/2020M00700An Ceann Comhairle: Please, Deputy Cullinane�  I want to get some clarity on a process�  
The House approved a programme of work, which takes into account these critical matters�

22/09/2020M00800Deputy David Cullinane: Yes�

22/09/2020M00900An Ceann Comhairle: Deputies were told within the last hour that that programme of work 
is not going ahead in the Covid-19 committee�

22/09/2020M01000Deputy David Cullinane: Exactly�

22/09/2020M01100An Ceann Comhairle: We must get some formal response from the committee to advise 
the House as to what is going on�  I do not think the Taoiseach can answer that�  He is not run-
ning the committee and neither is Deputy Boyd Barrett�

22/09/2020M01200Deputy Mattie McGrath: Is he running the Government?

22/09/2020M01300An Ceann Comhairle: Hold on now, please�  I call Deputy Boyd Barrett�

22/09/2020M01400Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: The point is that the sessions that were due to go ahead and 
that we agreed to go ahead with-----

22/09/2020M01500An Ceann Comhairle: Yes�

22/09/2020M01600Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: -----were going to compensate, to some degree, for the 
lack of debate-----

22/09/2020M01700Deputy Mattie McGrath: Hear, hear�

22/09/2020M01800Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: -----on the regulations and the plans and the associated 
implications�  Now, however, with a few hours’ notice, we have been told that is not happening�  
We do not, therefore, get a debate in the Dáil and we do not get to scrutinise these incredibly 
important matters in the Covid-19 committee�  I ask the Taoiseach to comment on the fact that 
part of the justification, incredibly, given by the Minister for Health is that he is not responsible 
for these new restrictions�  That is an unbelievable statement from the Minister for Health�

22/09/2020M01900An Ceann Comhairle: That is fine.  I ask Deputy Boyd Barrett to resume his seat and let 
us see if we can resolve this situation�  We will arrange, through the Business Committee, to try 
to resolve this matter this afternoon and to try to bring clarity to it�

22/09/2020M02000The Taoiseach: Yes, that is fine.

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
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 Berry, Cathal.  Boyd Barrett, Richard.
 Burke, Colm.  Connolly, Catherine.
 Butler, Mary.  Conway-Walsh, Rose.
 Cahill, Jackie.  Crowe, Seán.
 Calleary, Dara.  Daly, Pa.

 Cannon, Ciarán.  Gannon, Gary.
 Chambers, Jack.  Harkin, Marian.
 Devlin, Cormac.  Healy-Rae, Michael.

 Dillon, Alan.  Kelly, Alan.
 Durkan, Bernard J.  Kenny, Martin.

 Farrell, Alan.  Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig.
 Fitzpatrick, Peter.  McDonald, Mary Lou.

 Flaherty, Joe.  McGrath, Mattie.
 Flanagan, Charles.  Mitchell, Denise.

 Higgins, Emer.  Murphy, Catherine.
 Hourigan, Neasa.  Ó Broin, Eoin.

 Leddin, Brian.  Ó Snodaigh, Aengus.
 Madigan, Josepha.  Smith, Duncan.
 Martin, Micheál.  Ward, Mark.
 Matthews, Steven.
 McAuliffe, Paul.

 Richmond, Neale.
 Ring, Michael.

 Shanahan, Matt.
 Smith, Brendan.
 Smyth, Niamh.

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Jack Chambers and Paul McAuliffe; Níl, Deputies Denise Mitchell 
and Pádraig Mac Lochlainn�

Question declared carried�

22/09/2020O00050An Ceann Comhairle: I understand the Taoiseach may have some clarification for the 
House in respect of the Special Committee on Covid-19 Response�

22/09/2020P00300The Taoiseach: My understanding is that this committee was being rescheduled for next 
week�  The Minister, the CMO and others involved with the HSE are actively preparing and 
finalising the winter initiative plan this week and are agreeable to attending the Covid-19 com-
mittee next week�

22/09/2020P00400Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: That is not acceptable�

22/09/2020P00500An Ceann Comhairle: We cannot get into a debate about it�

22/09/2020P00600Deputy David Cullinane: Can I make a point of clarification?

22/09/2020P00700An Ceann Comhairle: On a point of clarification, okay.
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22/09/2020P00800Deputy David Cullinane: I thank the Ceann Comhairle�  I make the point to the Taoiseach 
that this surely was known last week, when we signed off on this.  I am aware that the officials 
from the Covid-19 committee had been in contact with the HSE, the Minister, the CMO and 
NPHET�  We only received notice today�

22/09/2020P00900The Taoiseach: When did the invitation go out?

22/09/2020P01000Deputy David Cullinane: Last week�

22/09/2020P01100The Taoiseach: When last week?

22/09/2020P01200Deputy David Cullinane: I presume last Wednesday or Thursday�

22/09/2020P01300The Taoiseach: While I may be wrong and we need to clarify this, my understanding is that 
it was Friday evening�

22/09/2020P01400Deputy David Cullinane: Even Friday evening would have been okay�  We only received 
notice today�  That is unacceptable�  That is not even the main point�  We have been calling 
now for two weeks now for a debate on the Government’s plan and we have not had one�  The 
Covid-19 committee-----

22/09/2020P01450An Ceann Comhairle: That is a different matter.

22/09/2020P01475Deputy David Cullinane: It is the same matter�

22/09/2020P01487The Taoiseach: It is not�  Deputy Cullinane is messing�

22/09/2020P01500An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Cullinane, please�  You have made your point and Deputy 
Mac Lochlainn has made the same point and both have made it very clearly�

22/09/2020P01600Deputy David Cullinane: The Covid-19 committee was the only opportunity that we in 
the Opposition have had to have any discussion with the Minister for Health, the HSE or with 
NPHET on that plan and on other issues�  It is unacceptable to be told today before the com-
mittee is due to sit that they cannot come in and that we will reschedule for next week�  It is 
unacceptable and is a slap in the face for the Opposition�

22/09/2020P01700The Taoiseach: I am willing to co-operate with the Opposition�  It is, however, very dif-
ficult at times to ascertain if Deputy Cullinane is being genuinely constructive or deliberately 
using every available opportunity to undermine�  I am willing to engage but the invitation went 
out on Friday evening to the people on NPHET, to those in the HSE and to the CMO and oth-
ers�  I am willing to clarify if that is true�  These people were working extremely hard on the 
measures that had to be brought in on Friday, they briefed all the Deputies and Senators from 
Dublin late into Friday evening, as they did before for Kildare, Sligo and Leitrim�  People are 
available now and it is unfair to suggest that people from NPHET or the HSE are not avail-
able�  They have, generally speaking, been available to Members of the House, to members of 
the Covid-19 committee, and were available to Members and councillors in Laois, Offaly and 
Kildare when the severe restrictions were introduced there�  I am simply saying that I have no 
issue with a debate on the plan itself�  I want the winter initiative announced and launched this 
week�  People are working on that because it is very important for our health service for the next 
six months in managing Covid-19�  I am not involved with the Covid-19 committee and this is 
a matter for the committee itself�
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22/09/2020P01800An Ceann Comhairle: I call Deputy Duncan Smith and then Deputy Boyd Barrett�

22/09/2020P01900Deputy Duncan Smith: My point of clarification is that the Chair of the Covid-19 commit-
tee had already told us that the witnesses were put on notice from last Thursday, which would 
have been same day as the Business Committee, which is the earliest possible time it could have 
been told�  I believe the Taoiseach would accept that three sets of witnesses pulling out of three 
sessions the day before the scheduled committee is pretty damaging and unprecedented for any 
committee,

22/09/2020P02000Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: I brought the attention of the Dáil to this matter and it still 
does not answer the question as to why the Minister for Health could not come in�  The issue 
is not about the winter planning, which is a separate matter.  There was no specific item about 
them coming in to deal with the winter plan�  This plan has now become the excuse not to 
discuss the restrictions�  The Minister disowns the restrictions�  I would like to know, inciden-
tally, who is responsible for these new regulations, if it is not the Minister for Health, and it is 
extraordinary when he then runs away from engagement with the Covid-19 committee in order 
that we cannot ask about these things�  He is running away�  The excuse we have been given 
is that the witnesses can come in the week after to discuss the winter plan�  We want them to 
discuss the regulations�

22/09/2020P02050The Taoiseach: We offered Members a debate but they called a vote.

22/09/2020P02100An Ceann Comhairle: I thank the Deputy�  I am sorry, a Thaoisigh, but we have other 
Deputies offering to speak.  I call Deputy Shanahan now.

22/09/2020P02200Deputy Matt Shanahan: I thank the Ceann Comhairle�  As a Deputy who sits on the Cov-
id-19 committee I am quite happy to meet NPHET, the Department and the officials next week.  
We will have a far better chance then to see where the trajectory of this disease is going and we 
will get the opportunity to ask those questions�  Furthermore, if it is not working, we will get the 
chance to hear the follow-up plan which we may not get to hear otherwise�

22/09/2020P02250Deputy David Cullinane: The second Government Deputy from Waterford�

22/09/2020P02275Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: A Cheann Comhairle, you gave considerable time to the 
Taoiseach�

22/09/2020P02300An Ceann Comhairle: Everyone here seems to get considerable time�  I will make one 
point to Members here, please�  I do not know who is right or who is wrong or if anyone is right 
or wrong on this but when we established the Covid-19 committee, a core principle was that we 
were all committed not to take any professional away from the front-line services in order to 
serve the committees�  That was a principle that we all signed up to�

22/09/2020P02400Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: I do not believe the Minister, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, is 
working in the front-line services�

22/09/2020P02500An Ceann Comhairle: The second item before us is the proposal for dealing with tomor-
row’s business�  Is the proposal for dealing with Wednesday’s business agreed to?

22/09/2020P02600Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: It is not agreed�

22/09/2020P02700An Ceann Comhairle: I call Deputy McDonald�
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22/09/2020Q00100Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: The situation is extraordinary�  The Opposition has sought 
to assist Government by waiving critical things like pre-legislative scrutiny�  It has been given 
a fair wind�  At times, it has not played that hand very well in our view but the reality is that 
on Friday, restrictions were imposed right across the city and county of Dublin which have 
had very serious effects.  Dublin is not alone in that.  We had Kildare, Laois and Offaly and we 
will have other places facing similar circumstances�  The idea that the Government would run 
from scrutiny is absolutely extraordinary�  It is not a case, with the greatest respect to him, of 
the Taoiseach coming to the House and saying he has no objection to a debate�  The facts are 
that those debates have not happened and key witnesses now will not appear before the Special 
Committee on Covid-19 Response�  It is extraordinary, and all the more so given the fact that 
the Taoiseach says he wants to bring public opinion with him�  If there is no scrutiny or over-
sight he will alienate public opinion�  That is the reality�

22/09/2020Q00200Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: The Taoiseach is threatening to unravel the sense of social 
solidarity that did exist and that underpins the compliance and cohesion we need to deal with 
Covid-19 because if people do not understand the logic and the rationale behind measures they 
will lose faith in the public health effort.  The Taoiseach doubled down on that mistake by then 
cutting into the economic supports for people precisely at the time they need them most�

In terms of co-operation with the Opposition, I will register again my frustration and anger 
at the precisely opposite move by the Government to relegate a number of the party groups in 
here in terms of the speaking order and the accountability of the Taoiseach’s Government on 
key issues�  Again last week, repeatedly, we had the insult of Ministers gone from the Chamber 
before many of the party groups here had a chance to-----

22/09/2020Q00300An Ceann Comhairle: The Deputy made that point�

22/09/2020Q00400Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: I know, and I will keep making it because it is an insult and 
it seriously undermines accountability in that Ministers are not actually here to be held account 
by all of the party groups�  It is a studied insult and contempt�

22/09/2020Q00500Deputy Mattie McGrath: I agree with what has been said�  I am very disappointed in the 
Taoiseach because he and his Minister dropped the ball spectacularly in terms of the messag-
ing�  We are trying to rebuild that�  We have been supportive of everything the Taoiseach, and 
the interim Government, has done but it is unbelievable that the Taoiseach will not allow a 
debate�  We cannot scrutinise�  We waived pre-legislative scrutiny and then do not get a chance 
to debate properly in here�  We now see this literally hiding from the Committee on Covid-19 
Response�  It is a charade and the people know that�  We need joined-up thinking, logical deci-
sions and proper explanations so that we can explain to our public what is going on�  We do not 
know ourselves so how can we expect the people to faith in it?  The Taoiseach is letting the side 
down badly�

22/09/2020Q00600The Taoiseach: Deputy McDonald said this is an extraordinary situation�  It is not an ex-
traordinary situation�  There will be a full day’s business tomorrow which was agreed by the 
Business Committee involving a Private Members’ Bill, the Labour Party Bill on sick leave 
and parental leave, which is a very important Bill and on which Government will engage con-
structively�  There is Leaders’ Questions�  I am in here every week on Leaders’ Questions taking 
questions from parties on all sides of the House�  We have Question Time to the Taoiseach after 
that�  We have Topical Issues�  We have statements on transport�  We have a Defence (Amend-
ment) Bill, the Criminal Justice (Money Laundering and Terrorism Financing) (Amendment) 
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Bill, a voting block and the House finishes tomorrow at 10.15 p.m.  I am unsure of what the 
Members are against but that is what they are now voting against�

22/09/2020Q00700Deputy David Cullinane: I think we made it very clear�

22/09/2020Q00800The Taoiseach: I make the point also that all of the Members opposite supported the re-
strictions last Friday night�  I know Sinn Féin was opposing it on Thursday night and opposing 
publicly the issues pertaining to hospitality�

22/09/2020Q00900Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: No�

22/09/2020Q01000The Taoiseach: I welcome the fact that on Friday that had changed and that it supported 
wholeheartedly the public health measures that were introduced to which the restrictions give 
effect but let us not overstate this either.  I have no difficulty with scrutinising anything.  I un-
derstand politics, too, when it is being played and there is no better person to play it than Deputy 
McDonald�  She excels at playing politics with situations and platforming-----

22/09/2020Q01100Deputy David Cullinane: The Taoiseach is being disingenuous when he will not provide 
debate�  He is blustering now�

22/09/2020Q01200The Taoiseach: I have noticed that every Tuesday here, notwithstanding what is agreed at 
the Business Committee, a vote is called�  If there is not one vote, there are two votes�

22/09/2020Q01300Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: Nothing was agreed in the past two weeks�

22/09/2020Q01400The Taoiseach: It is going on all of the time�

22/09/2020Q01500Deputy David Cullinane: It is not agreed because we had sought a debate on the Taoise-
ach’s plan but he still has not given it�

22/09/2020Q01600The Taoiseach: Every excuse will be used to politically platform-----

22/09/2020Q01700Deputy Mattie McGrath: The Taoiseach destroyed the Business Committee�

22/09/2020Q01800The Taoiseach: -----cause a vote, get up and posture and so on�  I did say that I was open 
to a debate on the plan�

22/09/2020Q01900Deputy David Cullinane: Let us have it then�

22/09/2020Q02000The Taoiseach: I have no issue at all about that but, having said that, it was not enough for 
Deputies 15 minutes ago and a vote was called again�  Notwithstanding that I said there should 
be a meeting of the Business Committee to facilitate working out the schedule, people proceed-
ed to have the vote and not accept that as a demonstration of good faith�  I have no issue at all 
with debating the plan�  I want to debate the plan subject to schedule�  I am in Brussels on Thurs-
day and Friday for the European Council meeting but I am available to lead a debate on the plan 
published by Government which, to be fair, was broadly welcomed by many Members of the 
House�  I have no issue at all with debating the plan�  Many hours were spent, up to 9 o’clock 
or 10 o’clock on Friday night briefing Opposition Members from all parties who represented 
Dublin on the restrictions; likewise, with the mayors of the Dublin councils and so on�  That 
happened also on Friday night�  That took up a lot of work on behalf of the chief medical of-
ficer, CMO, and others as well, which should be acknowledged.  That kind of engagement will 
continue�  I have no issue with that�  We briefed the party leaders two to three weeks ago-----
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(Interruptions).

22/09/2020Q02200The Taoiseach: -----with the CMO and the HSE chief executive officer on testing and ev-
erything else�  That happened and it was far less heated-----

22/09/2020Q02300Deputy Mattie McGrath: We did not see an answer to that�

22/09/2020Q02400The Taoiseach: -----than it tends to be in the public arena�

22/09/2020Q02500Deputy Peter Fitzpatrick: The Ceann Comhairle always says that many members of the 
public watch Oireachtas TV and I agree with him, but votes on motions will be taken here to-
morrow evening and only a selected few Members from each group can vote�  It is very impor-
tant that when the votes are taking place tomorrow the public is aware that not everybody can 
vote for the simple reason that they are taking place in this Chamber�  If they were taking place 
in the Convention Centre Dublin all of us would be able to vote�  Many people are engaging 
with the Oireachtas in terms of the reasons they do or do not vote so it is important that they 
know that when the votes on the motions are taking place tomorrow certain Members will be 
unable to vote�  There are nine Members in our Regional Group and only three of us can vote 
so every week we would take the three�  It is important that the public is fully aware of that�  It 
is not because we do not want to be present for the vote but rather it is because of the Covid-19 
restrictions in Leinster House�  On that, is there any chance the Ceann Comhairle can give us an 
update on that situation and what will happen as we go forward?

22/09/2020Q02600An Ceann Comhairle: On the voting issue tomorrow, we can ask the Oireachtas Commu-
nications Unit to make it clear what is happening because what has been decided at the Busi-
ness Committee is that votes on motions will take place here with reduced attendance but votes 
on legislation would take place, for the time being, in the Convention Centre Dublin where all 
Members would be able to attend thereby ensuring that there is no undue risk of legal challenge 
to the vote on legislation�  We will ask the Communications Unit to make that very clear�  Can 
I take it that the business for tomorrow is agreed to?

22/09/2020Q02700Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: No�

22/09/2020Q02800Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: It is not agreed�

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

The Dáil divided: Tá, 28; Níl, 16; Staon, 0.
Tá Níl Staon

 Berry, Cathal.  Boyd Barrett, Richard.
 Burke, Colm.  Connolly, Catherine.
 Butler, Mary.  Conway-Walsh, Rose.
 Cahill, Jackie.  Crowe, Seán.
 Calleary, Dara.  Daly, Pa.

 Cannon, Ciarán.  Gannon, Gary.
 Chambers, Jack.  Healy-Rae, Michael.
 Devlin, Cormac.  Kenny, Martin.

 Dillon, Alan.  Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig.
 Durkan, Bernard J.  McDonald, Mary Lou.
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 Fitzpatrick, Peter.  McGrath, Mattie.
 Flaherty, Joe.  Mitchell, Denise.

 Flanagan, Charles.  O’Callaghan, Cian.
 Harkin, Marian.  Ó Broin, Eoin.
 Higgins, Emer.  Ó Snodaigh, Aengus.

 Hourigan, Neasa.  Ward, Mark.
 Kelly, Alan.

 Leddin, Brian.
 Madigan, Josepha.
 Martin, Micheál.
 Matthews, Steven.
 McAuliffe, Paul.

 Richmond, Neale.
 Ring, Michael.

 Shanahan, Matt.
 Smith, Brendan.
 Smith, Duncan.
 Smyth, Niamh.

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Jack Chambers and Paul McAuliffe; Níl, Deputies Denise Mitchell 
and Pádraig Mac Lochlainn�

Question declared carried�

3 o’clock

22/09/2020R00200An Ceann Comhairle: Tá gnó Dé Céadaoin aontaithe�  

Is the proposal for dealing with Thursday’s business agreed to?

22/09/2020R00300Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: It is not�  Since I have made the same points on the other 
issues, I will not labour them�  When I came in here this morning, I had no intention of calling a 
vote until I heard from the Chairman of the Covid committee that the Minister for Health, repre-
sentatives of the HSE, the Chief Medical Officer and representatives of NPHET were not com-
ing in�  Our spokespeople were prepared for those sessions�  They believed they were incredibly 
important because of the questions being asked�  If the Taoiseach believes it is grandstanding to 
respond to the confusion and questions he knows are being asked, he is being dishonest with the 
public�  The matter has nothing to do with that; it is about the fact that people are confused�  If 
the Taoiseach wants to co-operate with the Opposition and bring the public with him, I suggest 
he take a different approach.  That also relates to the issue of speaking order, which I will keep 
raising because it does not denote a Government that wants to bring this House or the public 
with it�  The Taoiseach should think again�  His backbenchers are losing any advantage they 
gained from his manipulation of the speaking order because they are now losing time on the 
Order of Business�  I would think about that�

22/09/2020R00400Deputy Mattie McGrath: The Taoiseach mentioned we had a briefing two or three weeks 
ago.  Yes, we did.  It was the first we had for three or four months.  When are we going to have 
a briefing again?  There is a complete lack of information for all in the Opposition, and the 
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Government is messing around with the plan, doing what it wants and not giving confidence to 
the public�

Question, “That the proposal for dealing with Thursday’s business be agreed to,” put and 
declared carried�

22/09/2020S00100Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: In September last year, my colleague, Deputy Pearse 
Doherty, submitted a report to the Central Bank into the practice of dual pricing by the insur-
ance industry�  As the Taoiseach will be aware, dual pricing is the practice used by insurers to 
rip off their customers with artificially high premiums when they renew their insurance policy.  
Earlier this month, the Central Bank completed phase 1 of the investigation Deputy Doherty 
had requested and it confirmed that dual pricing is widespread throughout the industry.

Today in Britain, the Financial Conduct Authority found that dual pricing overcharged cus-
tomers there by £1.2 billion in 2018 alone and so the British authorities have confirmed they 
will ban this practice outright�

 The Taoiseach will be aware that dual pricing is banned in more than 20 states in America 
and today, Britain follows suit�  Will he support the legislation that Sinn Féin has brought for-
ward and do the same?  Will he ensure the dual pricing is ended in the insurance industry?

22/09/2020S00200The Taoiseach: First, I wish to pay tribute to the Central Bank and its work, which has es-
tablished some important facts and information on dual pricing�  It is unacceptable and indicates 
the degree to which citizens were not served properly or fairly, in any shape or form, by the 
industry�  The Government will bring forward its own proposals on this issue�

22/09/2020S00400Report of Committee on Standing Orders and Dáil Reform on Amendments to Standing 
Orders relating to Committees: Motion

22/09/2020S00500Minister of State at the Department of the Taoiseach (Deputy Jack Chambers): I move:

That, further to the recommendations (pursuant to Standing Order 118A(2)) of the Com-
mittee on Standing Orders and Dáil Reform in the report of the Committee entitled ‘Amend-
ments to Standing Orders relating to Committees’, dated 17th September, 2020— 

(a) the Standing Orders of Dáil Éireann relative to Public Business are hereby amended 
by the adoption of the Standing Order contained in Appendix 1 to the report in substitution 
for Standing Order 123, 

(b) the Committee on Public Petitions is hereby instructed in relation to its terms of ref-
erence in accordance with the motion contained in Appendix 2 to the report, 

(c) the Orders of Reference of the Committee on Key Issues Affecting the Traveller 
Community contained in Appendix 3 to the report are hereby agreed to, and 

(d) the terms of reference of the Committee on Disability Matters contained in paragraph 
(iv) of the report are hereby agreed to�” 

Question put and agreed to�
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22/09/2020S00700Appointment of Chair to Working Group of Committee Chairmen: Motion

22/09/2020S00800Minister of State at the Department of the Taoiseach (Deputy Jack Chambers): I move:

That, pursuant to Standing Order 120(8), Deputy Joe McHugh be appointed as the Chair-
man of the Working Group of Committee Chairmen�” 

Question put and agreed to�

22/09/2020S00925Ceisteanna - Questions

22/09/2020S00950British-Irish Co-operation

22/09/2020S010001� Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett asked the Taoiseach if he will report on his meeting with 
the UK Prime Minister� [24047/20]

22/09/2020S011002� Deputy Mary Lou McDonald asked the Taoiseach if he will report on his recent meeting 
with the UK Prime Minister� [22608/20]

22/09/2020S012003� Deputy Alan Kelly asked the Taoiseach if he will report on his meeting with the UK 
Prime Minister� [22379/20]

22/09/2020S01300The Taoiseach: I propose to take Questions Nos� 1 to 3, inclusive, together�

I met the United Kingdom Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, at Hillsborough Castle on 13 
August.  This was our first meeting since I became Taoiseach.  We had a good discussion on 
Covid-19 and our respective experiences of managing the virus and dealing with its economic 
and societal impacts�  We agreed that close contact on this topic should continue between our 
respective Administrations in the period ahead�

We also discussed Northern Ireland issues and noted the recent meeting of the North-South 
Ministerial Council in Dublin�

Finally, we discussed Brexit, including the continuing negotiations between the United 
Kingdom and the European Union as the transition period draws to a close�  The Prime Min-
ister assured me on that occasion that he was committed to implementation of the withdrawal 
agreement, including the protocol, and to reaching a deal with the European Union on the future 
relationship�

We also discussed the British-Irish relationship post Brexit and the need to create a new 
dynamic around that�  Since then, of course, we have seen publication of the United Kingdom 
Government’s draft Internal Market Bill, which would violate the withdrawal agreement�  

I spoke with Prime Minister Johnson by phone on 9 September to set out in forthright 
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terms my grave concerns about this development�  I made the point that any unilateral attempt 
to undermine the withdrawal agreement and the protocol on Ireland and Northern Ireland is 
completely unacceptable and risks seriously eroding and damaging political trust in Northern 
Ireland, in our bilateral relations and between the United Kingdom and the European Union�  
I stressed to the Prime Minister that the United Kingdom Government should re-engage with 
European Union negotiators urgently�

22/09/2020S01400Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: We must make clear to Boris Johnson that the peace and 
stability of this island comes ahead of his reckless, race-to-the-bottom agenda for Britain and 
for the particular business interests he represents�  It is a recklessness that has again summoned 
up the spectre of a possible return to a hard border and breaks agreements, international treaties, 
protocols and so on that were designed to ensure there would be no possibility of a return to a 
hard border�  We must make absolutely clear to Mr� Johnson and his gurus, such as Mr� Cum-
mings, that despite all their manipulations and recklessness that is just not going to happen and 
we will do whatever is necessary to prevent a hard border�  It summons up in a serious way the 
need to start talking about a possible border poll�  It is also clear and important that we send 
a message to the European Union that if things go badly and we face the possibility of a hard 
Brexit as a result of Boris Johnson’s recklessness, we will not be used as a political pawn in the 
battle between the European Union and Mr� Johnson�  We will not accept any diktat from Eu-
rope about protecting its market if that means the resurrection of the possibility of a hard border�  
Peace and stability on this island is more important than Johnson’s dangerous agenda and it is 
more important than any market�

22/09/2020S01500Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: In the course of this morning’s COBRA meeting with the 
British Prime Minister my colleague, deputy First Minister, Michelle O’Neill, emphasised the 
ongoing need for an all-island approach to Covid-19�  We have consistently raised this matter 
in respect of profiling the disease and projections but also in terms of testing and tracing.  This 
approach is also important for cross-border communities and businesses that are particularly 
susceptible to sudden economic shocks�

As a result of the Covid-19 crisis but, more particularly, as a result of Brexit, these com-
munities live daily with increased uncertainty�  Certainly, the Tories’ Internal Market Bill has 
served to deepen the anxieties felt by families and workers on both sides of the Border�  This 
anxiety is not limited to these communities or even to the island of Ireland because support for 
the Good Friday Agreement has been widespread�  There have been particularly important ex-
pressions of support from the United States Congress�  It has made an important intervention by, 
again, definitively ruling out any prospect of a trade deal between the United States and Britain 
if the Good Friday Agreement is undermined in any way or if there is any prospect of a harden-
ing of the Border on our island�  I am sure we are very appreciative of that level of political and 
diplomatic support�  The withdrawal agreement in an international agreement, as is the Good 
Friday Agreement�  I put to the Taoiseach that it has never been more important than now that 
the Government in Dublin holds the British system and Government to account and keeps its 
feet to the fire.

Finally, we cannot countenance any hardening of the Border�  There will be no hard border 
on our island�  It is our job and, more particularly, the Taoiseach’s job as Head of Government 
to make sure that is the case�

22/09/2020S01600Deputy Alan Kelly: The Taoiseach met the Prime Minister in August and spoke with him 
by phone a fortnight ago�  The Taoiseach obviously got no heads up the Internal Market Bill, 
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which we all know is reckless, and at least the former Prime Minister has come out and said 
the same�  However, if the UK proceeds with the Bill, what will be the approach of Ireland and 
the EU?  What is the Taoiseach’s most up-to-date view on what our approach will be, should 
the UK proceed?  If it proceeds, then it is on a pathway and we know what that pathway looks 
like�  Obviously, it would be disaster�  What is the latest consolidated view of Ireland and the 
EU in relation to what we will do, should Prime Minister Johnson do that?  What discussions 
have been held with him on co-ordinating our plan to fight Covid-19?  Last night, the entire UK 
implemented new restrictions, moving to its version of level 4�  I understand the Prime Minister 
will give a televised address tonight�  There has been some discussion over there about a two-
week circuit-breaker lockdown�  That would obviously impact the North as well�  That brings 
us to co-ordination of activities across the Border�  If they go down that route, how will we react 
to it?  What additional testing and tracing measures are being considered given the direction the 
UK is taking? 

22/09/2020T00200The Taoiseach: In response to Deputy Boyd Barrett’s points, peace and stability come 
first regarding the overall impact of Brexit, and the necessity for the withdrawal treaty and the 
Northern Ireland protocol to be adhered to and upheld�  The EU is solidly and constructively 
working with Ireland on this�  We are part of the one negotiating team that wants to negotiate a 
future relationship with the UK that is sensible and that results in a free-trade agreement, which 
is absent of quotas and tariffs and allows businesses to continue as seamlessly as they can.  Not-
withstanding the impact of Brexit even with what might be called a free-trade-type agreement, 
nonetheless we want businesses to continue engaging, exporting, importing and avoiding a loss 
of jobs�  That is a key objective�

A no-deal Brexit would be devastating for the economy and jobs in the UK�  It would be 
very challenging to Ireland as well, particularly in the regions and on the western seaboard, and 
to other member states in the EU�  Logic and common sense should dictate a sensible Brexit 
deal covering the future relationship between the Union and the United Kingdom�

The internal market Bill has undermined people’s confidence in the capacity to achieve that.  
It has eroded trust and it has made it more difficult to proceed.  That said, the EU is focused on 
the end goal and objective, remaining very firm on the necessity of the UK to make amends here 
and to deal with the issue of the internal market Bill, representing, as it does, an unacceptable 
breach of its international obligations�

Discussions have taken place at the joint committee between the UK and the European 
sides�  I have had discussions on the issue with the President of the Commission, Ursula von der 
Leyen, and the President of the Council, Charles Michel.  I have spoken briefly with the Ger-
man Chancellor, Angela Merkel, in the context of a wider discussion with other member states 
on other issues where we raised Brexit�  I will have a further opportunity this week to discuss it 
with European colleagues�

Europe will not be distracted or in any way blown off course by this latest initiative by the 
UK�  It is very clear on how unacceptable it is and very clear that it breaches agreements previ-
ously entered into�  Whatever the motivations behind the Bill, it will not succeed in creating 
any division on the EU side�  European Union colleagues are very clear on the importance of 
the protocol and the importance of having no hard border, as is the UK Government, which still 
states it does not want a hard border on the island of Ireland and wants seamless trade between 
North and South�  It has equally stated that it wants to implement the withdrawal agreement 
notwithstanding the reservations as contained in the internal market Bill�  Of course, the Bill 
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runs counter to those assertions�  I am just giving it to the House as it is�

I do not think it is a question of a diktat from Europe�  That is not the spirit of how Europe 
and Ireland have been working on Brexit from the beginning�  A collegial approach has in-
formed the engagement and relationship�  Europe has been rock solid�  It has shown commend-
able solidarity with Ireland throughout these issues since the British people voted on Brexit�  It 
is our collective desire to ensure that continues�  We will work with Europe in that regard�

On the all-island approach to Covid, there is a memorandum of understanding between the 
Chief Medical Officer in the Republic and the Chief Medical Officer in Northern Ireland.  We 
have had ongoing contact with the First Minister and Deputy First Minister on Covid�  Northern 
Ireland operates to a different jurisdiction from that in which the CMO does.  We are endeav-
ouring to harmonise insofar as we possibly can�  Deputies will recall that earlier in the summer 
there were issues with travel where the Northern Ireland Executive was ahead of us in liberalis-
ing travel�  I think there has been good engagement since then on a range of issues between both 
CMOs, which will continue�

The British system of testing and tracing is under pressure; we are not�  Our testing and 
tracing system is meeting demand, with 85,000 tests done last week, comprising community 
testing, hospital testing and serial testing�  There have been 13,000 or 14,000 serial tests in meat 
plants, direct provision centres and nursing homes all with very low levels of positive results so 
far from the serial testing�

I understand the Scottish authorities contacted us to see if we could help with spare capacity�  
We were just not in a position to do that�  There is global competition for testing kits and the 
materials for it�  Testing in the UK is obviously very challenging�  So far, we are managing�  We 
are ahead of them and we can meet demand as it presents itself right now�  The HSE is continu-
ally looking at ways to improve capacity�  We have capacity to do 100,000�  Having the capacity 
to do 100,000 does not mean we have to do 100,000, but I have been assured by the HSE that it 
has the capacity to do 100,000; we did 85,000 last week

22/09/2020T00300Cabinet Committees

22/09/2020T004004� Deputy Alan Kelly asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee on housing will 
next meet� [23637/20]

22/09/2020T005005� Deputy Mary Lou McDonald asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee on 
housing will next meet� [23927/20]

22/09/2020T006006� Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee that 
deals with housing will next meet� [22649/20]

22/09/2020T007007� Deputy Mick Barry asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee on housing will 
next meet� [25166/20]

22/09/2020T00800The Taoiseach: I propose to take Questions Nos� 4 to 7, inclusive, together�

The Cabinet committee on housing was established by the Government on 6 July 2020 to 
oversee effective implementation of the ambitious programme for Government commitments 
on housing and related issues�
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The committee last met on 30 July and is next scheduled to meet on Monday, 28 September�

In addition to the meetings of the full Cabinet and of Cabinet committees, I have meetings 
with Ministers, including the Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government, on a regu-
lar basis to focus on particular issues� 

The committee operates in accordance with established guidelines for Cabinet committees 
and substantive issues are referred to Government for discussion and approval�

Significant work is under way on each of the areas covered by the committee through 
Departments, Government agencies and a range of interdepartmental groups, which will be 
brought forward for discussion at the committee and Government�

22/09/2020T00900Deputy Alan Kelly: Since Friday, the Labour Party has called for a ban on evictions and 
rent increases to be reinstated in Dublin after the move to level 3 restrictions�  In July, we tabled 
an amendment to the Government’s emergency renters Bill that would have given the Minister 
power for public health reasons to reintroduce protections for renters in the event of a second 
wave�  This is an area I am familiar with as somebody who introduced restrictions on rent in-
creases for a number of years�

Similar powers were granted in other Bills�  It says everything about the Government’s ap-
proach that renters seem to be at the bottom of the pile as far as it is concerned�  We need emer-
gency legislation�  We need to have foresight on this�  This will be a real issue�  Debts will start 
to be crystallised�  People will be out on the streets�  We want a ban on evictions�  We want the 
Government to do something on this quickly�  The changes the Minister introduced will only 
give protection until January for those who can prove they have been financially impacted by 
a limited set of circumstances�  It is quite a complicated process�  I ask the Taoiseach to look 
at this�  We need to protect these people�  We cannot have people being thrown out during this 
time.  I ask the Taoiseach to examine the circumstances affecting the legislation that was intro-
duced and amend it.  In effect, the Government can do it through that process.

The Minister for Housing, Planning and Local Government recently announced €40 million 
to refurbish 2,500 vacant properties, voids.  There are a significant number of properties, as I 
know from researching the matter, that have been left vacant for a considerable period of time�  
Why were they left vacant for so long?  The target for social housing construction this year is 
7,736 units, inclusive of housing provided by local authorities and approved housing bodies, 
under regeneration schemes and under the Part V provisions�  What is the Taoiseach’s projec-
tion as of today’s date for how many council homes will be built?  It was also proposed to buy 
800 properties and lease 2,631 properties, for a total social housing target of 11,000 units�  Will 
the Taoiseach give the House the updated figures in this regard as of today?

22/09/2020U00200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: I want to raise again the issue of evictions and the urgent 
necessity for a ban on rent increases�  I am sure all of us, as elected representatives, are very 
well aware of the kinds of pressures people are under in our communities�  There is a very par-
ticular burden and pressure on those in the rental sector�  Thousands of workers are now without 
employment�  The reality for many people in Dublin, for example, is that they lost their shirt 
overnight�  Whereas their household income has fallen, rents continue to rise, albeit now at a 
lower rate than before�  Renters need the assurance that they will not be evicted and that the roof 
over their head is secure in these very uncertain times�  We have fared better than some of our 
European neighbours in this crisis but the fall in Ireland’s GDP is the sharpest on record�  The 
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Taoiseach will know that in terms of job losses, we come second only to Spain in the second 
quarter of this year�  A terrifying prospect of unemployment rates of eye-watering proportions 
is before us�

The Taoiseach told us originally that the Government’s argument for lifting the ban on evic-
tions and rent increases was that the economy was opening up and the crisis was receding�  That 
is clearly and manifestly not the case�  The situation in Dublin is the most immediate evidence 
of that as it has moved to level 3 plus in terms of restrictions�  There is the real possibility that 
many other counties could join the capital in the near future�  The Taoiseach argued that he 
could not justify constitutionally a ban on evictions or rent increases because of the opening up 
of the economy and because the crisis had receded�  The crisis has not gone anywhere and the 
Taoiseach’s argument is a very flimsy and unacceptable excuse for not protecting people who 
rent from the prospect of eviction or a rent hike�

22/09/2020U00300Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: Unless the Taoiseach reinstates the eviction ban, he will 
be throwing thousands of renters to the wolves in the worst of all possible circumstances�  We 
opposed the Government’s decision to lift the eviction ban, which had been very successful, 
as we said it would be, in reducing the numbers going into homelessness�  In removing that 
ban, the Taoiseach betrayed his previous support for the anti-evictions Bill my colleagues and 
I introduced in the last Dáil and, in so doing, performed one of the first U-turns of this Govern-
ment�  Whatever about all that, in the current circumstances, where people’s pandemic unem-
ployment payment, PUP, is being cut, new restrictions are being imposed and fewer people are 
going to have the income necessary to pay rents, the possibility of people being made homeless 
is simply unacceptable�  It is totally incompatible with protecting public health in the context 
of Covid-19�  The Taoiseach must reinstate the eviction ban�  Anything else would be utterly 
irresponsible and unjust�

22/09/2020U00400Deputy Mick Barry: It is an ominous combination to have both the incidence of Covid-19 
and the number of evictions on the rise at the same time�  We know Covid infection rates are on 
the rise and we have a lot of anecdotal evidence that evictions are increasing�  Next week, the 
official figures for the numbers in emergency accommodation at the end of August will be an-
nounced.  I expect those figures to confirm that evictions are on the rise, possibly in a dramatic 
fashion�

The Government weakened the anti-eviction legislation�  No amount of bluster will hide 
that fact.  At the end of July, in the Dáil, the anti-eviction provisions were weakened, with effect 
from 1 August�  A ban remains for those who face eviction because they were in arrears that 
are directly related to the Covid crisis�  That certainly is the case�  However, evictions are now 
allowed on grounds of sale of property, refurbishment of property or to allow a relative to move 
in�  In other words, they are allowed on grounds which Threshold tell us are the majority rea-
sons for evictions in this State�  The prospect is opening up of people having to traipse around 
to find accommodation in our towns and cities in the middle of a pandemic and at a time when 
the incidence of the virus is on the rise�  That cannot be allowed�

The change in July was justified on the basis that a retention of the existing provisions 
would not be on sound legal ground�  The Taoiseach said earlier today in the House that this is a 
fact�  It is not a fact; it is an opinion�  It is the opinion of the Attorney General but it is one which 
is becoming weaker by the hour as infection rates rise�  Has the Taoiseach asked the Attorney 
General whether the latter still thinks there are legal grounds for weakening the ban and not 
reinstating it?  Clearly, the case for reinstating the ban immediately on public health grounds is 
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overwhelming and unanswerable�

22/09/2020U00500Deputy Paul Murphy: I will use the short time remaining to give the Taoiseach an example 
of what is happening�  This morning, I was present at a threatened eviction to assist the tenant�  
This woman is a taxi driver who has lost her income as a consequence of the Covid restrictions�  
This loss of income is the underlying reason that the landlord wants her gone�  However, the 
reason the latter gave in the eviction notice - which was inadequate, and that is why the landlord 
is now saying, after people protested, that it was a misunderstanding - was not that she is un-
able to pay the rent due to a loss of income but because the landlord wants to move a relative 
in�  This proves the point that unless the eviction ban is reinstated, people like this woman and 
her family will be threatened�

22/09/2020U00600The Taoiseach: The legislation the Government has introduced applies until January and it 
protects tenants who are in difficulty because of the Covid-19 crisis in terms of income and so 
on.  It protects them from rent increases and eviction.  It is a more specific Bill than that which 
preceded it�  The reason the blanket ban could not be continued is that, fundamentally, it was 
unconstitutional�  We were no longer at the time and are no longer now in a lockdown situation�  
Dublin is not in lockdown�  Level 3 is not lockdown�  All sectors are open, bar the hospitality 
area generally and some areas of arts, culture and entertainment�  Manufacturing is open, re-
tail is open and construction is open.  Significant sectors of the economy are still operating in 
Dublin�

We hope it does not happen but if we were to move to level 4 and level 5, one would have 
to consider what additional measures one could bring in to support people in situations like the 
Deputies have described�  For now, the advice is very clear in respect of level 3�  The Minister is 
of the view, in accordance with the legal advice, that level 3 does not merit the reintroduction of 
the blanket ban that was there for some months during the lockdown and all that went with the 
lockdown in terms of restricted mobility throughout the entire country.  There is a significant 
difference between the two.  Of that there is no doubt and it must be accepted.

Regarding Deputy Kelly’s question on voids, the Government has only been in office for 
three months, give or take a week or two, but we have taken the initiative in this regard�  It is 
the case that for some time there have been a number of empty houses and homes that were 
not refurbished quickly enough�  I made that point to the new Minister for Housing, Planning 
and Local Government and the Secretary General of the Department that local authorities need 
to move quickly when houses are vacated to get them back into operation without delay�  The 
length of time it can take to get a house that has been vacated back up and running with a new 
family or person in it is ridiculous�  We all hear anecdotally of cases where all the furniture in a 
house is taken out and it is boarded up�  That is not acceptable in a housing crisis where people 
are desperately looking for houses�  The Minister with responsibility for housing and I took the 
initiative to provide substantial moneys from the July stimulus to get voids back in use quickly�  
Some 2,500 voids will be delivered back into the housing stock as a result of that initiative, 
which was taken weeks after the Government was formed with a view to doing something 
concrete about voids quickly with the resources allocated to it�  The Minister, with the local 
authorities, has put a lot of energy into trying to realise those particular targets�

I dealt with the issue Deputy McDonald raised on level 3 restrictions versus a lockdown�  
Even looking at the August return, one can see that, bar some specific sectors, significant sec-
tors of the economy have come back fairly strongly since the reopening.  We suffered a lot with 
construction unemployment and other areas because of the severity of our lockdown in March 
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and April�  A number of articles have been written on that but, nonetheless, that lockdown had 
the effect of suppressing the virus so one must look at this in the longer term.

The same point I articulated on the legislation we have brought in applies to the question put 
by Deputy Boyd Barrett�  As I said, the Minister is examining what additional targeted measures 
may be required in the event that an area is subject to level 4 or level 5 restrictions in line with 
Resilience and Recovery 2020-2021: Plan for Living with Covid-19 and we will continue to 
examine that�

On homelessness, the Minister has been very committed from the get-go to working with 
the various non-governmental organisations involved in homelessness, providing supports to 
those who intervene in homelessness to get the figures down, create additional accommodation 
in emergency accommodation in particular and keep downward pressure on homelessness as 
much as we possibly can�  That is continuing across a range of initiatives the Minster has taken 
on a short-term, medium-term and long-term basis, with a view to getting additional capacity 
for emergency accommodation in the short term�

22/09/2020V00150Cabinet Committees

22/09/2020V003008� Deputy Paul Murphy asked the Taoiseach the role of his Department in the development 
of the forthcoming plan for dealing with Covid-19� [23685/20]

22/09/2020V004009� Deputy Alan Kelly asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee on Covid-19 will 
next meet� [23764/20]

22/09/2020V0050010� Deputy Mary Lou McDonald asked the Taoiseach when the Cabinet committee on 
Covid-19 will next meet� [25001/20]

22/09/2020V0060011� Deputy Alan Kelly asked the Taoiseach if he will report on the work of the Covid-19 
oversight group; the terms of reference for the group; and if a list of the standing membership 
will be provided� [25395/20]

22/09/2020V0070012� Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett asked the Taoiseach the role of his Department in the 
development of the forthcoming plan for dealing with Covid-19� [25609/20]

22/09/2020V00800The Taoiseach: I propose to take Question Nos� 8 to 12, inclusive, together�

The Cabinet committee on Covid-19 was re-established by the Government on 29 June to 
continue to assess the social and economic impacts of the potential spread of Covid-19 and 
oversee the cross-Government response�  The committee, which I chair, meets as regularly as 
required and has met on five occasions since 29 June, most recently on Friday last, 18 Septem-
ber, to consider the latest advices from NPHET in advance of a full Cabinet meeting�  The date 
of the next meeting has not yet been set�

A senior officials group, chaired by the secretary to the Cabinet committee and from my 
Department, supports the special Cabinet committee and ensures a dedicated, high-level, cross-
Government focus on the Covid-19 response�

A range of social and economic issues which cut across many Departments has been con-
sidered and progressed through both the senior officials group and the Cabinet committee on 
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Covid-19, leading to the development of Ireland’s national plan in response to Covid-19, the 
Roadmap for Reopening Society and Business as well as Resilience and Recovery 2020-2021: 
Plan for Living with Covid-19, which was launched last week�

As Members will be aware, following a Government decision on Friday afternoon, County 
Dublin was moved to level 3 of the framework for restrictive measures for a period of three 
weeks while the other 25 counties remain at level 2�  A package of economic measures was also 
agreed by Government on Friday to include a 30% top-up to the restart plus grant to help sup-
port those affected through the three-week period.  This will be available immediately through 
the normal application process at an estimated additional cost of €30 million�  Applications 
from County Dublin will be prioritised for the wide range of existing loan and voucher schemes 
available to assist businesses affected by Covid-19 through the July jobs stimulus and other 
Government initiatives�

Specifically within the level 3 measures outlined for Dublin, a maximum of six visitors 
from one other household are permitted within a person’s home, restaurants and cafes, includ-
ing bars and pubs serving food, must close indoor dining but can remain open for takeaway and 
delivery and for outdoor dining for up to 15 people and weddings are reduced to 25 guests with 
the exception of existing arrangements for weddings last weekend only, which were allowed to 
proceed with up to 50 guests�

Additional information not given on the floor of the House

The medium-term plan, Resilience and Recovery 2020-2021: Plan for Living with Cov-
id-19, which the Government launched last week, frames Ireland’s approach to managing and 
living with Covid-19 for the coming six to nine months�  It aims to bring some clarity to help 
everyone to plan over the medium term and includes a framework for restrictive measures, 
which is a risk management strategy for the next six to nine months�  The plan was drawn up 
by officials on a cross-departmental basis co-ordinated by my Department and the Department 
of Health�  It was considered at length by the Cabinet committee and approved by Government�

The framework is designed to allow individuals, families, businesses and services to better 
understand, anticipate and prepare for the measures the Government might introduce to stop 
escalation of the transmission of the disease�  It recognises the need for an incremental, stepwise 
approach which takes account of the societal and economic impacts of the response to infec-
tion outbreaks�  These measured responses are aimed at ensuring that the impact of restrictive 
measures on the lives of people in Ireland will be kept to the minimum necessary�

The plan is framed to account for periods in which there is low incidence of the disease, 
with isolated clusters and low community transmission, through to periods where there is high 
or rapidly increasing incidence, widespread community transmission and the pandemic is es-
calating rapidly in Ireland and globally�  It recognises the need for society and business to be 
allowed to continue as normally as possible�  Each level contains a basket of measures which 
are intended, collectively, to contribute to lowering the risk of transmission in alignment with 
the risk level at that time�

The plan also sets out our medium-term approach and priorities for managing and living 
with Covid in a range of areas, including prevention of infection and protection of vulner-
able groups, health system response and resilience, approach to international travel, continued 
resumption of public service delivery, including non-Covid health and social care, protective 
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services and access to justice, and developing economic, community and personal resilience�  It 
will be reviewed at the end of March 2021�

To achieve these aims the National Public Health Emergency Team will continue to provide 
guidance and expert public health advice for the overall national response to Covid-19�  A Cov-
id-19 oversight group chaired by the secretary to the Government has been established and will 
meet regularly to provide advice to the Government on the strategic economic and social policy 
responses to the management of the disease and to consider the NPHET advices�  Membership 
of the oversight group includes senior officials from my Department and the Departments of 
Health; Public Expenditure and Reform; Enterprise, Trade and Employment; Finance; Foreign 
Affairs; Justice; the acting Chief Medical Officer and the director general of the Health Service 
Executive along with the chiefs of staff to the Taoiseach, Tánaiste and Minister with responsi-
bility for transport, Deputy Eamon Ryan�  The Cabinet committee on Covid-19 which I chair, 
will continue to assess the social and economic impacts of the potential spread of Covid-19 and 
oversee the cross-Government response.  Senior officials groupings will be convened by my 
Department to drive implementation of the plan and support preparations for the Cabinet com-
mittee and the oversight group�

22/09/2020V01300Deputy Paul Murphy: The cut to the pandemic unemployment payment is happening con-
currently with the increase in and stepping up of restrictions�  This is a time when people need 
support from the State to deal the coronavirus rather than punishment�  How on earth can the 
Taoiseach justify slashing the supports to workers who have lost their jobs due to Covid when 
we have a second wave of the coronavirus and a second wave of restrictions which means more 
workers are going to lose their jobs?  When this was done before the Government accepted that 
people should not be driven into poverty or homelessness for following public health guide-
lines�  That is why we had the €350 per week payment and the ban on evictions�  Now however, 
precisely when people will need these protections the most, the Government has removed the 
evictions ban and today it is cutting the Covid payment�  I believe the Taoiseach is paid €550 per 
day from the public purse, yet he is slashing the income of people who are already struggling 
to get by to €203 per week in some cases�  It would take them 1,000 weeks to receive what the 
Taoiseach makes in a year, yet they are the ones who are being asked to take a cut�

22/09/2020V01400Deputy Alan Kelly: I will make three quick points�  First, I learned from the Cabinet 
meeting’s response today that the Government is proposing a six-month review of the Sick 
Leave and Parental Leave (Covid-19) Bill 2020 the Labour Party will introduce tomorrow�  Six 
months is frankly stupid�  This is a Covid measure�  Is this a laugh?  We are proposing this Bill 
to help�  The Taoiseach often criticises the Opposition�  This is a constructive measure, as he 
said earlier�  Today we found out from Tusla that there have been 63 cases of Covid-19 in early 
years services�  These are some of the lowest paid workers in Ireland�  They must make a choice 
between going to work with a symptom and not getting paid�  That is what the Bill addresses�  
I ask the Taoiseach not to do this tomorrow�  I am saying this in a constructive way�  We need 
sick pay legislation to fight Covid-19.  We are one of only five countries in the world that does 
not have it�

Second, will the Taoiseach indicate what the criteria are for walk-in testing centres?  We 
had one in Rathkeale, for instance�  The northern part of Limerick city has a 14-day average of 
126�8 Covid infections per 100,000 population�  That is higher than counties Louth, Waterford, 
Leitrim or Donegal�  It is one of the most deprived areas of the city�  What are criteria for bring-
ing in a walk-in testing facility because north Limerick desperately needs one?
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22/09/2020V01500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Deputy�

22/09/2020V01600Deputy Alan Kelly: Finally, what are we doing as regards other testing technologies?  Oth-
er jurisdictions and countries are using different testing technologies for antibody testing, etc.

22/09/2020V01700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Deputy�

22/09/2020V01800Deputy Alan Kelly: I have one such test here, which I did-----

22/09/2020V01900An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy, please�

22/09/2020V02000Deputy Alan Kelly: What are we doing regarding future testing technologies?

22/09/2020V02200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: I raise the very deep sense of abandonment felt by citizens 
with disabilities, their families, carers and service providers�  The Government has yet to al-
locate the necessary additional funding for disability day services to enable them to deal with 
the impact of Covid-19�  We are now six months into this pandemic�  The disability services 
submitted their funding requirements to the HSE in mid-June�  I understand the HSE collated 
and verified these submissions in July.  The submission set out the additional funding required 
to enable those services to meet their additional costs to operate during this pandemic for the 
remainder of 2020 and the projected costs for 2021�  I cannot overstate the deep sense of aban-
donment and frustration that citizens with disabilities and their carers and support services feel�  
It is to their very great credit that these organisations and families have battled on through the 
crisis, despite the huge challenge and the collapse in revenue for them�  Will the Taoiseach com-
mit to the additional ring-fenced funding that is required?  The Disability Federation of Ireland 
estimates approximately €120 million will be a necessary part of the winter plan to allow dis-
ability day services to resume for these citizens�

22/09/2020W00200Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: The Taoiseach’s decision to press ahead with the cuts to 
the PUP are a disgraceful and dangerous betrayal of thousands of working people who have lost 
jobs and incomes because of Government measures�  The people who have been hit hardest by 
the pandemic are now being kicked while they are down�  This is grossly unjust and a serious 
danger to the collective social solidarity that is absolutely critical to defeating Covid-19�  If 
the Government loses the faith of the people and punishes those who have lost their jobs and 
income as a result of its restrictions, it will lose the dressing room�  People will lose faith in the 
public health effort and it will unravel.  It is grossly economically and financially unfair to those 
who lose their jobs and it threatens the public health effort.  Does the Taoiseach not see this?  
Does he not see that the new restrictions with rising infection rates will mean more people are 
going to lose their jobs, some for the second time, and others will have no prospect of a return 
to their jobs?  To cut their income is a knife in the back�  Does the Taoiseach not see this?

22/09/2020W00300The Taoiseach: The PUP was introduced early in the life of the pandemic as a 12-week 
temporary scheme�  In July, the new Government decided to extend it to April�  The rates were 
reduced but they are still at levels closely approximate to what people were earning before be-
ing laid off as a result of the pandemic.  This was to make it more sustainable over the long term.  
A total of €3�5 billion has already been allocated to the pandemic unemployment payment�  The 
social protection bill has gone from €20 billion to €28 billion�  We must look beyond April and 
plan accordingly because the impact of Covid financially to the end of 2021 could be far more 
severe on us as a country than we anticipated�  Someone at some stage has to deal with reality 
in terms of the overall implications�  This also applies to the wage subsidy scheme�
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The PUP worked in the initial phase.  It has been refined.  Originally, 600,000 people were 
on it and it is now down to 200,000 people�  Alongside these 200,000 people are 213,000 people 
on the jobseeker’s allowance of €203 a week�  These are people who were made unemployed 
in January or February and never received the PUP�  We have to try to achieve a balance some-
where along the way�  We must also do everything we possibly can to create alternative jobs, 
give additional supports in terms of reskilling and try to facilitate people back into the work-
place where work is available�

The idea that the Government is trying to stick knives in people is nonsense and rubbish�  
The Government has made the most unprecedented intervention in underpinning income in 
the history of the State�  This is understandable and it is the correct thing to do because of an 
unprecedented global pandemic�  Some of the language emanating from Deputies opposite in 
this regard is unfair�  We have to think ahead�  All of this is being borrowed on behalf of the 
taxpayer.  We have to work ahead and make sure we can sustain it for an indefinite period.  We 
do not know when a vaccine will arrive�  Various projections are made from time to time and 
there can be setbacks�

We have opened up the pandemic unemployment payment to new entrants to cater for where 
severe restrictions are brought in.  Originally it was going to be tapered off.  That is no longer 
the case and it is being opened up again for people who are rendered unemployed as a result of 
decisions taken to introduce localised restrictions in given areas�  A range of other supports is 
being given to people in various sectors to try to keep jobs going and keep the enterprises intact 
to maintain jobs�  This is the overall objective�

To answer Deputy Kelly on sick pay, there is the Covid illness benefit.  It is very unfair to 
make the points he made�  The Government does recognise the exceptional challenge faced by 
employees during the Covid-19 pandemic and the lack of a statutory sick pay regime�  This is 
why a six-month period is being given�  The Government is reacting constructively to the La-
bour Party’s Bill�  We are saying to come on and let us get sense�  We need to talk to the various 
Departments�  We also need to talk to employers because the Labour Party proposes they would 
to take the brunt of it�

22/09/2020W00400Deputy Alan Kelly: The CMO-----

22/09/2020W00500The Taoiseach: Let me speak�

22/09/2020W00600Deputy Alan Kelly: The CMO, the chief executive officer of the HSE and the chief clinical 
officer all want this.

22/09/2020W00700The Taoiseach: We also need to talk to the unions so that we get a comprehensive sustain-
able sick pay regime�

22/09/2020W00800Deputy Alan Kelly: The Taoiseach says he is listening to public health advice�  Listen to 
the advice�

22/09/2020W00900The Taoiseach: We are working towards this�  In the meantime, in the context of Covid, 
the Covid-19 illness benefit is available at a rate of €350 per week to employees and the self-
employed�  That is the case�

22/09/2020W01000Deputy Alan Kelly: It does not change the conundrum for low paid workers�

22/09/2020W01100The Taoiseach: It is paid for two weeks where a person is medically certified as self-isolat-
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ing�  It can be extended for a further two weeks for a maximum of ten weeks where a person is 
medically certified.

22/09/2020W01200Deputy Alan Kelly: The Taoiseach is able to spread the-----

22/09/2020W01300The Taoiseach: I ask the Deputy to stop interrupting�  He disingenuously presented the 
Government’s case wrongly�

22/09/2020W01400Deputy Alan Kelly: I did not�

22/09/2020W01500The Taoiseach: That benefit is available for a further ten weeks if a person is medically 
certified as being diagnosed with Covid-19.  In a minority of cases where people continue to be 
sick after ten weeks they can apply for the standard illness benefit payment and can receive it 
for up to two years�  We have extended this for people living in direct provision as well�

The Deputy has missed the point that we recognise the need to look at the broader issue of a 
sustainable sick pay regime in Ireland and, therefore, we are anxious to work with the Deputy’s 
party on getting agreeable legislative proposals to make it happen�

22/09/2020W01600Deputy Alan Kelly: It will not help with Covid�

22/09/2020W01700The Taoiseach: There is enough provision there for Covid�

22/09/2020W01800Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Can I have an answer on disability services please?

22/09/2020W01900The Taoiseach: In terms of disabilities, we have been working with service providers, 
many of whom are not in a position to resume fully, not because of funding but because of 
protocols on Covid�  We will continue to work with them on the funding issue and on restoring 
services as quickly and safely as we possibly can�

22/09/2020W02000Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Is the Taoiseach committing to ring-fencing the funding?  
The providers have sent him a figure.

22/09/2020W02100The Taoiseach: I have not seen it�

22/09/2020W02200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: They are in correspondence with the Taoiseach�

22/09/2020W02300The Taoiseach: In situations such as this, service providers will always send in figures.  
They are always subject to negotiation�  There has been very energetic and hands-on contact 
between the HSE and the service providers endeavouring to get adult services, in particular, 
restored�  This is important and it is something to which we are committed�

Sitting suspended at 4 p.m. and resumed at 4.20 p.m.

22/09/2020Y00100Criminal Justice (Money Laundering and Terrorist Financing) (Amendment) Bill 2020: 
Order for Second Stage

Bill entitled an Act to amend the Criminal Justice (Money Laundering and Terrorist Financ-
ing) Act 2010 to give effect to Directive (EU) 2018/843 of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 30 May 2018 amending Directive (EU) 2015/849 on the prevention of the use of 
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the financial system for the purposes of money laundering or terrorist financing, and amending 
Directives 2009/138/EC and 2013/36/EU;and to provide for related matters�

22/09/2020Y00300Minister of State at the Department of Justice and Equality (Deputy James Browne): 
I move: “That Second Stage be taken now�”

Question put and agreed to�

22/09/2020Z00100Criminal Justice (Money Laundering and Terrorist Financing) (Amendment) Bill 2020: 
Second Stage

22/09/2020Z00200Minister of State at the Department of Justice and Equality (Deputy James Browne): 
I move: “That the Bill be now read a Second Time�”

I am pleased to introduce this important Bill to the House�  The purpose of this legislation 
is to transpose the criminal justice elements of the fifth EU anti-money laundering directive, 
Directive 2018/843�

Targeting money laundering is central to fighting organised crime.  Those who commit 
crimes such as drug trafficking, human trafficking and fraud depend on hiding and converting 
the proceeds of those crimes�  By pursuing those proceeds, we can bring those responsible to 
justice and meaningfully reduce the incentive to commit the crimes in the first place.

Part of that effort is through the work of the Criminal Assets Bureau and the Garda National 
Economic Crime Bureau�  However, preventive measures are also essential�  In the Criminal 
Justice (Money Laundering and Terrorist Financing) Act 2010, and before that in the Criminal 
Justice Act 1994, the Oireachtas both criminalised money laundering activities and required 
those whose business activities can be used to facilitate money laundering to help prevent it�  
On a practical level, this means knowing one’s customers and doing appropriate due diligence 
before starting a business relationship�  It means having proper processes in place to deal with 
suspicious transactions, while reporting suspicious transactions to the appropriate authorities�

Money laundering and terrorist financing are global issues.  Criminals routinely move the 
proceeds of crime from one country to another and exploit inconsistencies and weak links�  Ac-
cordingly, a coherent global approach is needed and the EU has long had legislation in the area�  
Internationally, the recommendations of the Financial Action Task Force, FATF, are applied by 
37 member jurisdictions and inform the global approach�  FATF monitors and evaluates compli-
ance by those 37 members�

EU legislation and the FATF recommendations are frequently being updated to reflect new 
developments, as well as to ensure they are still relevant�  This process of continuous improve-
ment is a feature of the regime.  This Bill, which amends the 2010 Act in line with the fifth di-
rective, is the second significant amendment of that Act.  In 2018, the Act was amended to give 
effect to the fourth anti-money laundering directive.  The new regime adopted a more risk-based 
approach, where entities must take steps within a defined framework to identify and manage the 
risks in individual business relationships�  It also adopted an increased focus on transparency of 
beneficial ownership, a measure further developed in the fifth directive.
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Other enhancements in 2018 included a fitness and probity regime for the owners of private 
members’ gaming clubs, new provisions in respect of customer due diligence, new powers for 
the financial intelligence unit and more stringent requirements around politically exposed per-
sons�

The fifth directive, implemented by this Bill, continues this process.  It addresses the chal-
lenges presented by complex legal structures that can obscure the true owners of assets�  It 
brings virtual asset service providers and custodian wallet providers into the scope of anti-
money laundering regulation.  It improves safeguards for financial transactions to and from 
high-risk third countries and sets new limits on the use of anonymous prepaid cards�  It also 
brings several new designated persons under the existing legislation, including property ser-
vices providers, as well as dealers and intermediaries in the art trade�  It enhances the customer 
due diligence requirements of the existing legislation.  It prevents credit and financial institu-
tions from creating anonymous safe-deposit boxes�  It provides for ministerial guidance, which 
will clarify domestic prominent public functions�

The measures specific to the criminal justice system in the fifth directive are primarily im-
plemented in this Bill.  However, a significant element of the fifth directive is improving the 
transparency of beneficial ownership of corporate and other legal entities to help address the 
use of complex legal structures for money laundering and terrorist financing.  It also provides 
for the establishment of a national bank account register�  This important ongoing work is the 
responsibility of my colleague, the Minister for Finance�  My Department works closely with 
the Department of Finance on these and other non-criminal justice measures�

Enacting this Bill will enhance the range of measures countering money laundering by 
reflecting modern developments.  It will also help to bring us in line with our EU obligations.  
Members may be aware that Ireland is late in transposing this directive, the deadline for which 
was January of this year.  The European Commission commenced the first stage of an infringe-
ment process, the issuing of a letter of formal notice in May of this year�  While this Bill is 
not the only element of the transposition, enacting the Bill is an essential step in bringing our 
regime up to date and ensuring that Ireland is in full compliance�

I expect, however, that this area of law will continue to evolve as crime becomes increas-
ingly sophisticated�  Ireland has opted in to Directive 2019/1153, which enhances the use of 
financial information by giving law enforcement authorities direct access to information about 
the identity of bank account holders contained in national centralised registries�  In addition, 
it gives law enforcement the possibility to access certain information from national financial 
intelligence units, including data on financial transactions.  It also improves the information 
exchange between financial intelligence units, as well as their access to law enforcement infor-
mation necessary for the performance of their tasks�  These measures will speed up criminal 
investigations and enable authorities to combat cross-border crime more effectively. 

As Members are aware, there are already robust and extensive anti-money laundering laws 
in place in Ireland�  The existing Act, as amended, runs to almost 150 sections, with the major-
ity of those sections concerning designated persons and their obligations�  However, at its heart, 
is the offence defined in section 7(1) of the 2010 Act.  A person commits a money laundering 
offence if he or she, among other things, uses, conceals, disguises, transfers, acquires, convert 
or removes from the State, the proceeds of crime�  This applies if the person knows or believes 
that he or she is handling the proceeds of crime, or is reckless as to whether he or she is doing 
so.  It is important to bear this offence in mind.  While the other aspects of the regime support 
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the prevention and detection of money laundering, and apply in a differentiated way to specific 
cases, it is open to no one to recklessly facilitate money laundering� 

This legislative framework is supported by a strong operational capability�  There is a range 
of bodies active in combating money laundering and terrorist financing, including An Garda 
Síochána’s National Economic Crime Bureau, the Criminal Assets Bureau, the Central Bank 
and my Department�  The anti-money laundering steering committee brings together the rel-
evant Departments and agencies to co-ordinate the national response to risks relating to money 
laundering and terrorist financing.

In its most recent evaluation report for Ireland, the FATF found that Ireland has a gener-
ally sound and substantially effective legal and institutional anti-money laundering framework.  
This new legislation will update and enhance that framework, while addressing many of the 
remaining gaps identified in the evaluation.

Sections 1 to 3, inclusive, contain provisions which update various definitions in the princi-
pal Act to bring it into line with the definitions used in the fifth directive.  In particular, section 
3 provides for the definitions of the new entities that will be considered designated persons 
under the Act.  This includes new definitions of property service provider, virtual asset service 
provider and custodian wallet provider�

Section 4 amends section 25 of the 2010 Act and brings the new entities under the designat-
ed person provisions who are required to apply anti-money laundering measures in the course 
of their business�  These new designated persons include letting agents, virtual asset service 
providers and high-value art dealers and intermediaries in that trade�

Section 5 amends section 33 of the 2010 Act and provides for a number of technical amend-
ments, including an obligation to carry out customer due diligence when required to contact the 
customer under any other enactment�

Section 6 amends section 33A of the 2010 Act and provides for lowering the value limits 
for carrying out simplified due diligence on e-money instruments.  This means that a person 
supplying e-money instruments, such as a prepaid card, will be required to conduct customer 
due diligence when the value of the requested card is €150 or higher�  The existing threshold is 
€250� 

Section 7 amends section 35 of the 2010 Act and provides that where a designated person 
is entering a business relationship with another entity, that person must take steps to obtain the 
relevant information from the register of beneficial ownership of trusts, corporate entities or 
financial vehicles, as appropriate, and must not engage in that business relationship until the 
relevant information is obtained.  By way of derogation, a financial institution is allowed to 
open an account ahead of obtaining the information but cannot allow any transactions on that 
account� 

Section 8 amends section 36A of the 2010 Act to give effect to a technical amendment to the 
wording of the directive in respect of which transactions require further examination�

Section 9 amends section 37 of the 2010 Act to provide for the Minister for Justice and 
Equality, with the consent of the Minister for Finance, to issue guidance to competent au-
thorities on the prominent public functions that will give rise to a person being designated as a 
politically exposed person�  The amendments will also allow a designated person to continue 
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to monitor someone who was previously designated a politically exposed person, so long as a 
money laundering risk exists in connection with their previous designation� 

Section 10 makes a technical amendment to section 38 of the 2010 Act to more clearly de-
fine the relevant relationship.

Section 11 amends section 38A of the 2010 Act and provides for a detailed list of enhanced 
due diligence measures that the designated person is required to apply when dealing with a 
customer established, or residing, in a high-risk third country�  Section 12 makes a technical 
amendment to section 40 of the 2010 Act in respect of information to be received from a rel-
evant third party�

Section 13 places a requirement on the financial intelligence unit, FIU Ireland, to provide, 
where practicable, feedback in respect of suspicious transaction reports made to them�  This 
reflects existing administrative practice.

Section 14 amends section 51 of the 2010 Act and provides for a defence to proceedings in 
respect of “tipping-off” where the designated person can prove that the entity to which the in-
formation was disclosed was a specified financial institution that is connected to the designated 
person or part of the same group structure�

Section 15 makes a technical amendment to section 55 of the 2010 Act in respect of record-
keeping�

Section 16 amends section 58 of the 2010 Act and prohibits credit or financial institutions 
from creating anonymous safe deposit boxes�

Section 17 amends section 60 of the 2010 Act and assigns the supervising “competent au-
thority” for the new “designated persons” under the amendments to section 25�  The amend-
ment also provides for the Legal Services Regulatory Authority, LSRA, to become the compe-
tent authority for barristers in the State following an agreement with the Bar Council�

Section 18 amends section 63B of the 2010 Act and provides for additional measures in 
respect of co-operation between competent authorities in different member states.

Section 19 amends section 63D of the 2010 Act and updates the provisions relating to the 
persons employed by competent authorities in line with updates in the fifth directive.

Section 20 inserts a new section 63E into the 2010 Act�  The new section provides that each 
competent authority establish effective and reliable mechanisms to encourage the reporting of 
breaches of the Act�  The section also requires a competent authority to provide a secure com-
munication channel for such reporting�

Section 21 amends section 65 of the 2010 Act and provides for additional detail which is to 
be included in the annual money-laundering reports of self-regulating bodies, for example, the 
Law Society or relevant accounting bodies�

Section 22 makes a technical amendment to section 84 of the 2010 Act�

Section 23 repeals and replaces section 101 of the 2010 Act�  This section inserts new 
provisions for the establishment of a trust or company service provider appeal tribunal�  This 
is designed to establish one permanent trust or company service provider appeal tribunal, to 
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improve independence and transparency of the recruitment process for members of the tribunal 
and to strengthen the independence and impartiality of the tribunal�  The winding down of the 
current appeals tribunal and its replacement with the tribunal this section seeks to establish will 
be managed by the commencement of this section as and when appropriate�

Sections 24 and 25 amend and update the risk factors set out in Schedules 3 and 4 to the 
2010 Act.  The amendments are to provide for the relevant updates in the fifth directive.

Section 26 provides for the Short Title and commencement provisions of the Act�  This is a 
standard provision�

I may move Committee Stage amendments in respect of certain technical matters in the Bill�  
Particular consideration is being given to the appropriate treatment of providers of virtual asset 
services�  This is a fast-moving area and FATF have made recent recommendations on it�

This Bill reflects an evolution and an enhancement of the existing anti-money laundering 
framework to reflect recent developments and is part of an ongoing process.  It will act as a 
further tool to combat global organised crime, protect our financial system and ensure we meet 
the highest international standards�  Combating such crime is a Government priority, and I 
look forward to hearing the views of Members and to the passage of the legislation through the 
House�  I commend the Bill to the House�

22/09/2020AA00200Deputy Martin Kenny: I thank the Minister of State and compliment him because it is 
the first time we have had him before the House as a new junior Minister in the Department of 
Justice and Equality�  I wish him all the very best in that post�

This legislation emanates from a 2018 European Parliament directive, which I understand 
we are a little late in bringing into vogue in Ireland�  However, better late than never�  Many peo-
ple around the country have, unfortunately, borne the brunt of this issue�  The manner in which 
the banks handle situations where fraud has taken place has been a long-term problem for many 
people�  We have seen this in recent times�  There was a large scam going on whereby people’s 
bank accounts were being plundered�  I came across many students who had their savings taken 
completely from them and had to put up a notorious fight to get the banks to compensate them 
for that�  One of the issues that immediately springs to mind in that regard is how this can be 
done under the watch of banking authorities where proper due diligence is supposed to be in 
place to ensure that the people who are transacting accounts do so in the proper way�

There are clear issues in this regard, and many of the measures in this legislation seek to deal 
with them�  The legislation is quite detailed�  I read the debates that took place in 2018 on the 
amendments that were brought to the 2010 Act�  The legislation before the House is an expan-
sion of that in the context of a moving, changing society and the world of finance and money.  
Now we have virtual money, bitcoin and all sorts of transactions taking place, which would 
seem strange to the layperson on the street but which have become the norm, unfortunately, and 
have been used by criminal elements all over the world�  It has always struck me that, particular-
ly in a European Union context, we have talked about the free movement of people, labour and 
work and so on but a lot of this is about the free movement of capital and the fact that capital 
can move in and out of two jurisdictions, not just across Europe but across the world�  This has 
opened up opportunities for very smart and tech-savvy people who are able to use this to their 
advantage and to the advantage of a criminal underworld that can profit greatly from it.  There 
have been other recent scams�  I heard on, I think, “Morning Ireland” - I am not sure whether it 
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was yesterday morning or last week - that there is this issue of money mules, whereby people 
are being conned into allowing their bank accounts to be used for the processing of large sums�  
If this happens, they are enticed into some kind of financial award, which is highly illegal.  The 
State needs a strong arm to make sure that this does not happen�  Unfortunately, and this is one 
issue at the core of everything in our society, as long as we have poverty and as long as there 
are people who have no prospect of a bright new future for themselves, any way of making a 
fast buck is very tempting to them�  Those involved in this activity are inclined to use that and, 
unfortunately, some people fall into and get caught in that trap�

We, as a society, and particularly the banking institutions through which these processes are 
put in place, have an absolute obligation to protect everyone, including the ordinary citizen out 
there and the unfortunate person who may be tempted to go down this road because of the fi-
nancial enticement involved�  There have been many international examples�  The world of high 
finance and banking have known for decades of the movement of large volumes of capital and 
the movement of illicit funds through various accounts, and not only have they done nothing 
about it but they have not even attempted to report it in many cases�  There is a view among not 
just the ordinary people out there but the people I speak to in this profession that there is a lot of 
playing fast and loose with the rules�  This legislation goes somewhere on that�  It may not go 
all the way, and there is a lot more to be done on all this�  One measure that could be expanded 
on is what level of sanction there is for the banks if they are seen to break these rules�  I know 
there is some element of this in the original legislation, but it would be important to tease that 
out and illuminate further what more could be done about this�  Unless there is a very strong 
sanction in place against the banking institutions for allowing this kind of thing to happen, they 
will continue to do so�  We have seen them do so, in fact, with their own account holders�  On 
many occasions, people have been overcharged and have not even been able to get a refund�  
The banking institutions inhabit a very murky financial world where an awful lot of white-collar 
crime happens under our very noses and, unfortunately, with the co-operation of very many 
people within those institutions�  The regulatory authorities that are meant to be keeping a very 
close eye on this and to be doing something about it have very often failed, and those failings 
are brought to bear in all this�

This legislation is appropriate�  It will warrant adequate debate here, as I am sure it will over 
the coming days�  As we move forward we need to make sure we hold to account the people 
who have in the past wrecked communities and the lives of so many people around the world�  
This happens not only in Ireland; unfortunately, it is a global phenomenon and we need to be 
part of a global solution to it.  Transposing this EU directive into law is a first step in making 
that happen�  

22/09/2020BB00200Deputy Pa Daly: Déanaim comhghairdeas leis an Aire Stáit nua�  I congratulate the Min-
ister of State on his first appearance in this House.  As an aside, I have spoken to him about the 
importance of improving Tralee Courthouse and I look forward to a longer conversation regard-
ing keeping it in mind and in the town centre�  I wish him the best of luck with that�

As has been said, there are already robust and extensive anti-money laundering laws in 
place in Ireland and, having worked as a solicitor for a few years, I am well aware of the exten-
sive money laundering compliance and due diligence that solicitors are obliged to undertake on 
an annual basis.  As the Minister of State said, money laundering and financing of terrorism are 
global issues and a coherent global approach is needed�  I submitted a parliamentary question 
which was answered at the beginning of the month in which I asked when this legislation would 
be brought forward�  At the end of the response to that question, it stated: “It is also proposed to 
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future proof our approach, by introducing amendments, to the published Bill, that will address 
our obligations as a member of the Financial Actions Task Force (FATF)”�  Will the Minister of 
State confirm that has been included? 

In relation to the dark money networks, we have seen over the past couple of days the role 
banks and other financial institutions have played in laundering money.  There is a race between 
tax authorities and some owners of private capital, who will seek any place to put their money 
to escape tax�  This Bill is welcome, insofar as it recognises this by putting obligations on vari-
ous new designated persons to carry out anti-money laundering administration�  Allowing as-
sets and cash to be hidden from tax authorities deepens inequality and weakens states�  There is 
a danger that cryptocurrencies could become a new frontier in this battle�  I commend the Bill’s 
regulation of certain other relevant professions through sections 17 and 21�  Only a tiny minor-
ity of people in these professions engage in untoward behaviour but it is important there is legal 
recourse, as I see is provided for in the Bill�

The Bill increases some of the administrative obligations on credit unions but a new Act for 
the credit union sector is needed and better impact assessments should be carried out�  Credit 
unions are important institutions which we should not lose�  Around the country and in County 
Kerry, they are being forced to close or merge and the burden of regulation is one of the things 
that is causing this developments�  In many parts of County Kerry, some credit unions are so 
small they cannot afford to hire extra staff to cover all the necessary regulatory requirements.  
If they merge, that helps to scale up their operations but it may deprive communities of a vital 
service�  Will the Minister of State consider a proper credit union Bill?  They are subject to dif-
ferent rules to the banks and they should be given a break at the moment�  

In relation to online fraud, the Bill is welcome�  There is serious evidence that online fraud 
is rising during the pandemic, having already been on an upward trend.  In the first three months 
of 2020, there was an increase of 15% in fraud compared to the same period in 2019�  In Kerry, 
fraud increased from 2018 to 2019 by 75%, according to Garda statistics�  Many categories of 
crime decreased in Kerry, I am glad to note, but fraud increased�  Cryptocurrencies are part of 
the growth in online fraud and An Garda Síochána must be properly resourced as recommended 
by the Commission on the Future of Policing in Ireland�  That report states the capacity and ex-
pertise of the Garda National Cyber Crime Bureau should be substantially expanded as a matter 
of urgency and personnel appointments in that field should be fast-tracked by the Department.  
Legislation alone is never enough and the Government needs to make good on its promise in 
the programme for Government to rapidly implement these recommendations�

Overall, Sinn Féin supports this Bill, which we have called for�

22/09/2020BB00300Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: The Bill is in many ways a step in the right direction and 
banks and financial institutions need to be held accountable for protecting their customers and 
for being scammed and facilitating illegal activity�  As previously stated, this Bill is intended to 
transpose this fifth EU anti-money laundering directive into Irish law.  The directive represents 
improvement in exposing the secretive ownership structures often used for tax evasion and 
other illegal activities�

Notwithstanding the progress made, the proposal was weakened before it was agreed at 
EU level.  When offshore structures are protected, so too are other criminal activities.  Despite 
that, the original directive had its teeth removed�  The most important area in which the original 
directive was watered down relates to the issue of beneficial owners, which basically means the 
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real owners of companies.  The idea was to stop cases where an offshore company could have a 
nominee director�  Such an individual could be hired in name and down as the owner for thou-
sands of companies�  The Panama Papers, the Paradise Papers and other leaks have repeatedly 
shown that shelf companies with complex ownership structures allow for tax evasion around 
the world on an industrial scale�  We desperately need laws to address these secretive structures 
that allow company owners to be completely hidden�  It is one of the biggest challenges we face 
in making the wealthiest in society pay their fair share�  Yet, when this directive came back from 
the negotiations between the European Commission and the European Council, public access 
to the information was weakened and the proportion someone could own of a company while 
remaining hidden was increased�

This Bill gives the public more transparency regarding who owns what company but people 
are right to ask why the information we are working with is still so limited�  The threshold for 
beneficial ownership is far too high at 25%.  Tax justice and transparency advocates argue that 
a single share should be enough to constitute beneficial ownership and I believe most ordinary 
people would agree.  Senior managers will still be allowed to be listed as beneficial owners, 
maintaining another important loophole�  We still will be obliged to prove legitimate interest to 
access details of beneficial ownership of trusts.

On 10 August 2020, the Bill was agreed by the Cabinet�  The EU directive was agreed upon 
almost two years ago�  Ireland, like all member states, was given until January this year to pass 
legislation on it and this legislation should have been brought forward in 2019�  It was only after 
the European Court of Justice imposed a €2 million fine on Ireland for delays, however, that ac-
tion was taken�  First it was watered down and then it was delayed�  Why was this not introduced 
in 2019?  Why has it taken more than two years to bring forward this important legislation?  We 
should be bringing in stronger laws than those agreed at EU level�  We know the extent and the 
impact of the problem throughout this State but we have seen successive Governments resisting 
reform and blocking transparency into ownership structures and tax evasion�  While I welcome 
this Bill, which will go some way towards addressing that, there is a lot more to be done�  I urge 
the Government to put its citizens first and to do everything possible to stop the wealthiest hid-
ing behind structures�  We need more transparency; it is only through transparency that we can 
have accountability�

22/09/2020BB00400Deputy Brendan Howlin: I too congratulate the new Minister of State at the Department of 
Justice and Equality, my constituency colleague, Deputy Browne, and I wish him every success 
in his appointment�  It is a demanding role and a demanding Department�  I was spokesman in 
the area in the past and one spends a lot of time in this Chamber because half of the legisla-
tion that comes though these Houses comes from the Department of Justice and Equality�  We 
should look at that situation, because it is not possible to give priority to all the areas under the 
remit of the Department�  Previously, we set up a Department of Equality and Law Reform�  
Perhaps that is what is intended by offloading some of the work of the Department to the new 
Minister with responsibility for integration�  I cannot use the opportunity, as Deputy Daly did, 
to lobby for a new courthouse for Wexford, because that has, thankfully, been provided�  I wish 
him well in his endeavours and Tralee would be an ideal location�   

I welcome this Bill�  It is an extraordinarily important area of focus and a very complex 
one.  Many people do not know the minutiae of world finance or how capital and money flow 
seamlessly across the globe.  Humanity, as a body, needs to have control of that flow and to un-
derstand what is going on�  We can only act internationally on these types of issues�  There is no 
point having domestic law that does not have a wide scope, and that is why it is important that 
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we use the institutions of the European Union to act in concert with the other member states so 
we can control this menacing area�  

In his contribution, the Minister of State spoke about the process of continually updating�  
That is very important, because money laundering is a worldwide crime that is evolving all the 
time, with new mechanisms being devised because the profits are so enormous.  Bluntly, the 
mechanisms we use to counteract it are not up to the mark and have not been to date�  Across the 
globe we see kleptocracies, where regimes rob the raw resources of their own people�  In the im-
mediate aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union, we saw how individual citizens became 
multimillionaires at a time many people were impoverished�  Much of that money was anchored 
offshore.  It travelled all over the world and was put into various mechanisms and financial 
vehicles�  It continues now from a variety of international sources, from criminal sources in the 
drugs trade and terrorist sources�  We must apply ourselves to ensuring that we are as agile as 
legislators and law enforcers as is the criminal community�  

I welcome this Bill�  It is technical, and one of these Bills where it is necessary to read the 
anchoring legislation to cross reference the amendments and changes being made�  I add my 
voice, however, to the words of criticism of the Bill�  It is unfortunate that we are in breach 
of the timeline set out in an EU directive and have been fined €2 million.  We could do with 
spending that €2 million in many better ways than being fined for our own tardiness in a matter 
such as this�  That is particularly the case when it is absolutely in the interests of Ireland that 
this legislation be enacted, and no Administration that we have had would not have been highly 
supportive of the provisions of this legislation�  

The EU regulations are designed to introduce transparency, as the Minister of State has set 
out, on the ownership of companies.  This is one of the areas we must delve into deeply to find 
out who are the beneficial owners, because it is possible to have offshoot companies anchored 
in offshore companies that are anchored in holding companies, which are designed to make 
the real beneficial owners as opaque as possible.  The regulations also reinforce surveillance 
requirements, and that is important�  We know from our economic collapse that the institutions 
we trusted to have oversight of the banking system here were not up to the mark�  Considering 
how important financial services are to Ireland, we must ask whether the resources now being 
deployed and the oversight bodies that exist are up to the role that Ireland wants to play as a 
major international hub for financial services.  

Firms located in Ireland provide financial services to every major economy.  We are a small 
island and we have a small cohort of people involved in oversight of financial services, but the 
financial services we provide on this island are of an enormous scale, one we would not have 
envisaged a few decades ago�  According to Industrial Development Authority Ireland, IDA, 
financial services employ 42,000 people in Ireland.  The sector contributes €2.3 billion in taxes 
annually to the State.  It is not confined to Dublin, as the Minister of State will be aware.  We 
have financial services companies in Wexford and they operate all the way up to Donegal, al-
though the hub is obviously in Dublin� 

Some 250 leading financial services firms operate out of Ireland and half of the world’s 
top 50 banks have representation in, and transact business, in Ireland�  The sums involved are 
staggering�  More than €1�8 trillion in funds are administered from Ireland�  Considering the ca-
pacity of Ireland and the throughput of the economy - and I know that gross domestic product, 
GDP, is now an abused term and it would even take several people to explain what modified 
gross national income, GNI*, is - these funds under administration are multiples of that figure.
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According to Enterprise Ireland, the Irish Stock Exchange is the world leading listing venue 
for fund and structured debt products�  We are not, therefore, small players in international 
financial services and we must have oversight mechanisms that protect our reputation.  In the 
past, Ireland’s reputation has been dented by measures such as the “double Irish” and particular 
mechanisms used to attract foreign direct investment, FDI�  We must be crystal clear that we 
will provide an oversight mechanism equal to the capacity of these financial services to operate 
on our island into the future�  

In that regard, I refer to the resources now available�  Despite what I read in one recent tweet 
from Fine Gael, the former Deputy and Minister, Ruairí Quinn, set up the Criminal Assets Bu-
reau, CAB, in 1996, after the shocking murders of Detective Garda Jerry McCabe and Veronica 
Guerin�  Those murders shocked the nation to the core�  The CAB has been a very successful 
mechanism�  The old adage is that Al Capone was put away for tax evasion and not for all the 
murders and other awfulness in which he was involved�  Taking away the assets of people who 
cannot prove that they acquired them properly has been an effective mechanism. 

Turning to the operation of financial services, we now have the Garda National Econom-
ic Crime Bureau, GNECB, formerly the Garda Bureau for Fraud Investigation, GBFI�  The 
GNECB is now the main entity overseeing the implications of this legislation, although the 
CAB and other agencies will also be involved�  Is the GNECB adequately resourced for the 
task?  I ask that question given the scale of the financial entities existing on this island.

5 o’clock

The reply to the most recent parliamentary question I asked stated that the full comple-
ment of the GNECB is 72 gardaí, 19 civilian staff, plus three accountants.  I thought it striking 
that three accountants are a part of the bureau,  The complement of accountants has not been 
greatly enhanced since the GBFI operated in this space even though the throughput of cash and 
resources flowing through Ireland has increased immeasurably and, to put it bluntly, is likely to 
increase further with the advent of Brexit�  The IDA and the Government are looking to have re-
sources, including banks, insurance firms, reinsurance companies and so on, relocate to Ireland 
rather than to Luxembourg or Frankfurt if they are to leave London and need a European home�  
If we are going to be proactive in looking for that business, we need to be equally proactive in 
ensuring that the oversight is there to ensure that all that business is above suspicion, like Lot’s 
wife, and is seen to be�  It must be clear that we have a patent and clear capacity within our 
oversight bodies to ensure that is the case�

  Other Deputies have talked about the move to cryptocurrencies�  That is an area that is 
directly dealt with in the directive and lends itself particularly to the area of fraud�  There can be 
incredible movement in the value of cryptocurrencies such as bitcoin over a short time�  Others 
have touched on the impact of this on ordinary people in our society�  The most recent example 
in the media has been the issue of money mules, where young people, often students, have been 
inveigled into allowing their bank accounts to be used to launder money, to be frank, and are 
given a token payment, a pittance, for that�  We need to alert people to the consequences of do-
ing that.  Money laundering is a serious offence and carries a jail term of up to 14 years under 
legislation enacted by these Houses�  It could also be ruinous for somebody’s life�  A conviction 
under legislation such as this would preclude people travelling to many countries�  They need 
to be alerted to that�

  We are moving fast towards a cashless society and the advent of Covid-19 has accelerated 
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that in a clear way�  Many people are not comfortable with that but people did not, and do not, 
want to handle cash at the moment so all of us are using our cards and an awful lot of people 
simply do not carry cash�  I thought how fast we have already moved in that regard when I saw 
somebody begging on the street and taking cards�  A cashless society will intensify the require-
ment for oversight because we will never see our money and, in the future, it will always be 
figures generated on our mobile phones.  All of that will require us to be personally vigilant and 
to have assurances from State authorities that the failure of oversight that led to the economic 
collapse of 2009 and 2010 will not recur and impoverish people yet again�

  There are a few references in the legislation that people who are relatively new to politics 
may find a little jarring.  There is the concept of a politically exposed person, PEP.  We are all 
PEPs and require particular monitoring and surveillance�  This was recently brought to my at-
tention by somebody who had been elected to the national executive of the Labour Party, and 
I am sure the same happens in every other party.  That person was notified by their bank that 
they are a PEP�  “What is a PEP and what does it mean for me?”, they asked�  I told them that it 
means that there is particular scrutiny on people who have political roles and authority�  Some 
of the antics of the past have made that a necessary requirement�  That can be seen to be ab-
solutely true when one looks at obvious corruption around the world�  While we can condemn 
corruption and decry kleptocracies that rob the resources of their own people, we in the West 
often provide the wherewithal for those same robbers to hide their money in our banking and 
financial systems.  We must be clear about that, set our faces against that and expose that in a 
co-ordinated, international way�

  This legislation is a significant step on a continuous road because we are never going to 
be done with this�  Just as the clever brains of those who are involved in money laundering will 
develop new strategies, we must develop new laws to combat that�

  I will conclude by talking about what money laundering and terrorist financing are.  For 
money laundering to occur, the fraud involved must generate funds that are the proceeds of 
crime.  Money laundering is the processing of the proceeds of crime.  For terrorist financing to 
occur, the source of the funds is not relevant�  Even if the sources of the funds are legitimate, it 
is a serious criminal event that needs to be addressed if they are obviously being used to fund 
terrorism�  

  I believe we can enact decent law, evolve and be relatively agile in our legislation but my 
overarching concern is that, as in many areas of public business, we construct elaborate legal 
frameworks without the wherewithal to ensure that they are properly, effectively and exten-
sively resourced�  I hope that the Minister of State will give us assurances that the Garda au-
thorities, including the GNECB and CAB, as well as the Central Bank, are not only adequately 
resourced but will have additional resources to deal with what I believe will be an expansion of 
our financial services in this country.

Debate adjourned�
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22/09/2020EE00050Ceisteanna (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.

22/09/2020EE00100Ceisteanna ar Sonraíodh Uain Dóibh - Priority Questions

22/09/2020EE00150Pensions Reform

22/09/2020EE0020023� Deputy Claire Kerrane asked the Minister for Social Protection the status of plans to 
legislate for the State pension age increase to be deferred and remain at 66 years of age; the 
timeframe for the legislation; and if she will make a statement on the matter� [25248/20]

22/09/2020EE00300Deputy Claire Kerrane: I want to ask the Minister the status of plans to legislate for the 
deferral of the State pension increase to 67 years of age�

22/09/2020EE00400Minister for Employment Affairs and Social Protection (Deputy Heather Humphreys): 
I thank the Deputy for raising this issue�  The Programme for Government: Our Shared Future 
states that the planned increase in the State pension age next year will be deferred�  This will 
require an amendment to primary legislation and the Government will bring the necessary leg-
islation before the Oireachtas later this year�  I hope there will be cross-party support for this 
legislation�

The public policy and social issues in regard to funding a sustainable and adequate State 
pension system are complex�  There are very diverse views on how the pensions system should 
develop�  In the interests of older people and future generations of older people, we are taking 
a fresh look at the issues involved�  That is why the programme for Government also commits 
to establishing a commission on pensions to examine a range of issues including contributions, 
calculation methods, sustainability, eligibility and intergenerational fairness�  The terms of ref-
erence for the commission are currently being developed and options for its membership are 
being considered�  I will bring proposals to the Government in that regard as soon as possible�  

To be absolutely clear on this, the State pension age will not increase to 67 years in January 
2021�  People who are approaching the age of 66 should apply for the contributory or non-con-
tributory State pension in the normal way�  I will conclude by restating my view that the State 
pension is the bedrock of the pension system in Ireland.  It is extremely effective in ensuring 
that our pensioners do not experience poverty�  The Government is committed to ensuring that 
this remains the case.  I hope this clarifies the matter for the Deputy. 

22/09/2020EE00500Deputy Claire Kerrane: Gabhaim buíochas leis an Aire�  Even at this stage I have received 
correspondence from people approaching 66 years of age next year�  We know that in normal 
circumstances, people approaching pension age have to apply for the payment three months 
before turning 66 years of age�  I recently spoke to a gentleman who is turning 66 next April 
and who has been told he cannot apply for the State pension because the legislation has not been 
sorted out yet.  There seem to be difficulties for a number of people and they are unsure of what 
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is actually happening�

I appreciate that the legislation will come before the Dáil before the end of the year�  Can the 
Minister give further clarity on when that will happen?  Will it happen after the budget?  The 
Minister referenced the membership of the commission on pensions�  Can she give more detail 
about that membership and with whom she is consulting on that issue?

22/09/2020EE00600Deputy Heather Humphreys: I am working on the legislation and it is my intention to 
bring it to the House before the end of the year�  I am aware of those who will become 66 years 
of age on 1 January and I want to make sure that they get their full entitlements when they reach 
that age in order that they will get their pensions�  As I said, we are working on that at present�

In respect of the commission on pensions, I have been working with my officials and must 
bring a memo to Government on that particular matter�  It will examine a number of issues�  I 
have to agree that with my Government and Cabinet colleagues before I can give any further 
information�

22/09/2020EE00700Deputy Claire Kerrane: Following on from that, as the membership has not yet been 
agreed and the Minister has to bring a memo to Cabinet, which I appreciate, given the time-
frame in the programme for Government is she confident that the commission will be able 
to report by June next year?  When does she envisage the first meeting of the commission’s 
membership will take place?  It is very important that she has a representative for employees 
on the commission, be it a trade union or similar representative�  It is important that the voices 
of workers are heard�

I refer to the commitment in the programme for Government to change the name of jobseek-
er’s allowance or benefit to an early retirement allowance or pension.  We have to acknowledge 
that while that might look good, it is the same as the jobseeker’s payment and is paid at the same 
rate�  The Minister must acknowledge that for people who have worked since perhaps 15 years 
of age and have paid PRSI for 30, 40 or 50 years, it is an insult to give them €203 per week�  
The Minister must also acknowledge that is a hard pill to swallow for workers who have given 
and contributed so much in their working lives�

22/09/2020EE00800Deputy Heather Humphreys: As I said, the commission on pensions will examine the is-
sue in the round and will consider a wide range of issues including contributions, calculation 
methods, sustainability and intergenerational fairness�  In terms of its membership, it is im-
portant that we have a broad mix of individuals with expertise in pensions, economics, labour 
market dynamics and industrial relations, as well as stakeholder representatives�

I will bring the proposal to Government to establish the commission as soon as possible and 
it will report back to Government with recommendations by, it is to be hoped, the end of June 
next year�  That is the intention�  There is quite a body of work and I am asking a lot of the com-
mission.  The report is expected by June, but we want to give the commission the flexibility to 
allow it to do the necessary work�

22/09/2020EE00850Covid-19 Pandemic Unemployment Payment

22/09/2020EE0090024� Deputy Sean Sherlock asked the Minister for Social Protection if the pandemic un-
employment payment will be restored to the full rate for those workers in the entertainment 
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industry� [25247/20]

22/09/2020EE01000Deputy Sean Sherlock: I would like to ask the Minister if she has given consideration to 
the restoration of the Covid payment for those people who are part of the live entertainment and 
events sector�

22/09/2020EE01100Deputy Heather Humphreys: I thank Deputy Sherlock for raising this matter�  As he is 
aware, the Government has decided that from 17 September, the pandemic unemployment pay-
ment will be paid at three rates linked to a person’s pre-Covid employment earnings�  Individu-
als whose prior earnings were €300 or more per week will receive a payment of €300 per week�  
A rate of €250 will apply to those who previously earned between €200 and €300 per week 
and the rate of €203 remains unchanged for those who had prior earnings of less than €200 per 
week�  For people on the new rate of €250 per week, the payment will equate to between 83% 
and 125% of prior earnings and, on average, 105% of prior earnings�  One of the reasons it is 
necessary to recalibrate the PUP is so that we can extend its availability while being mindful of 
the cost to the State�  While we can borrow money now, ultimately these borrowings will have 
to be repaid by young and future generations of workers�  The income related rates of payment 
are a fair and equitable way to make the necessary adjustments and facilitate the extension of 
the scheme to the end of March next year.  My Department is advising those people affected of 
these rate changes and is setting out for them the basis for the decision in each case�  

The PUP has been extended until end of March 2021 and will continue to provide support to 
workers from sectors facing extended periods of closure, including the entertainment industry�  
I have also secured approval to keep the scheme open to new applicants until the end of the year�  
This means that anyone who loses their employment over the coming months, including those 
who may have returned to work but may be affected by new restrictions, will be able to avail of 
the support�  These new rates will apply to all recipients and it would not be fair to make excep-
tions for those who had previously worked in the arts or entertainment sector, while applying 
the changes to more than 97% of recipients who have worked in other sectors�

  Additional information not given on the floor of the House

  Finally, my Department has put in place a mailbox dedicated to the sector for individual 
artists to raise queries directly with the Department at artistspup@welfare�ie�  I hope this clari-
fies the matter for the Deputy.

22/09/2020FF00200Deputy Sean Sherlock: The reason we are consistently making the case on behalf of the 
live entertainment and events sector is there is no timeline for the restoration of those jobs�  
The loss of income that has accrued to those in that sector through no fault of their own, which 
the Minister will appreciate fully, has been absolutely devastating�  The ability of many of the 
people working in that sector to survive and their quality of life, even at the tiered rates, have 
been severely diminished.  The net effect of that will be that many of them may now be forced to 
emigrate.  That is the reality as they will not be able to find work in other sectors because these 
are quite technical and specified jobs.  I again make the case for that sector.

22/09/2020FF00300Deputy Heather Humphreys: As a former Minister for culture, both the Deputy and I 
value the work that those involved in the arts and entertainment sectors do�  The question is 
whether I restore the €350 rate specifically for those who work in the entertainment industry.  
Workers in that sector represent approximately 3% of people on the PUP�  I understand the posi-
tion that they are in but it would be unfair to increase the payment for one cohort and not do it 
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for the other 97% who have also lost their jobs as a result of the pandemic�

I have had good engagement with the sector, particularly Music & Entertainment Associa-
tion of Ireland, on some of its concerns.  The first thing that the sector was asking for was that 
the PUP would be kept open beyond 17 September�  We have done that and I have secured 
Government approval to keep it open until at least the end of the year�

22/09/2020FF00400Deputy Sean Sherlock: Can the Minister again give consideration to looking at the issue in 
the round?  If there is no timeline for the reopening of the sector and if we are not going to have 
cultural and sporting events, whatever type of event one wants to imagine that befits the live en-
tertainment and events sector, there has to be some scope for developing a package�  Every day, 
we support the foreign direct investment sector through the IDA�  We support local enterprises 
through Enterprise Ireland�  I am also making the case for the other 97% but they have some 
chance of reclaiming their employment�  The live entertainment sector has no chance at present�

If the Minister is telling us that she is not of a mind to up the payment to €350, I accept that�  
I want to see, however, some sort of package of supports that directly goes into people’s houses 
in a way that sustains them�

22/09/2020FF00500Deputy Heather Humphreys: I thank the Deputy�  As he will be aware, the Taoiseach has 
spoken about sectoral supports�  In that respect my colleague, the Minister, Deputy Martin, has 
announced the establishment of a new task force for the recovery of the arts and culture sector 
under the chair of Clare Duignan�  It will consider the impact of Covid-19 for culture and the 
arts, the audiovisual industry and the live entertainment industry�  The Minister announced a 
new €10 million culture fund�  Additional funding was also provided to the Arts Council, which 
has been allocated €105 million in total, which is 40% higher than it had received in 2019�  
There is a further €10 million for the audiovisual sector, which is going to pilot a performance 
and production support package�  Many supports are available from the Departments of Cul-
ture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht and Transport, Tourism, and Sport�  We will continue to engage 
with the sector because I fully understand the difficult situation they are in.  These people want 
to go back to work�

22/09/2020FF00600Social Welfare Rates

22/09/2020FF0070025� Deputy Claire Kerrane asked the Minister for Social Protection if she will consider 
moving towards linking social welfare rates with the minimum essential standard of living to 
ensure that all households relying on social welfare supports receive an amount that is adequate 
to meet their needs; the steps she will take in Budget 2021 in relation to the matter; and if she 
will make a statement on the matter� [25249/20]

22/09/2020FF00800Deputy Claire Kerrane: Will the Minister consider moving towards linking social welfare 
rates with adequacy?  Will she begin that process in the upcoming budget?

22/09/2020FF00900Deputy Heather Humphreys: The minimum essential standard of living, MESL, is an as-
sessment, developed by the Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice, VPSJ, of the minimum 
income needed to live and partake in the social and economic norms of everyday life for various 
household types�  My Department has partly funded the excellent, detailed work of the VPSJ for 
a number of years, and I find it extremely useful. 
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One of the benefits of the work of the Vincentians is that it provides the different levels of 
income needed by different household types, including the different costs that arise for house-
holds in rural and urban locations�  The most recent report from 2019 indicates that the welfare 
system already provides adequate supports for some household types, for example, families 
with young children in urban locations and pensioners, but that there is an adequacy gap with 
respect to other households types, for example, families with older children�

In recent years, my Department has recognised these challenges�  Budget 2019 introduced 
a new, higher rate of increase for qualified children aged 12 and over, under all social welfare 
schemes, and budget 2020 again provided for a higher increase for older children�  Changes 
were also made to enhance the working family and one-parent family payments�  I will again 
use the work of the Vincentians to inform my approach to the forthcoming budget�  

With regard to the suggestion of linking welfare rate changes to an index such as the MESL, 
the previous Government committed to developing an approach to benchmark pension pay-
ments to inflation and earnings and, as part of its Roadmap for Social Inclusion 2020-2025, 
has also committed to consider extending this approach to other welfare payments�  While any 
change to the current process of setting social welfare rates would require Government ap-
proval and would have to be considered in the overall policy and budgetary context, I will bring 
forward proposals in respect of both of these commitments over the next 12 months�

22/09/2020FF01000Deputy Claire Kerrane: Gabhaim buíochas leis an Aire�  The Minister will probably know 
that this is an issue that we have been raising in the House for many years�  In 2018, we pub-
lished the Social Welfare Commission Bill, which was to establish a commission to consider 
the work the VPSJ does on the MESL to ensure very vulnerable households that rely on social 
welfare supports can meet a certain amount of their outgoings�  All this is a very basic minimum 
standard of living to be met by these vulnerable households�

The commission would also take the political football out of setting rates during the annual 
conversation as the budget approaches of giving a fiver to some and not to everyone.  This is 
a constant conversation every year�  While I appreciate that the Minister’s Department partly 
funds the VPSJ and its important work, it does not pay much heed to its overall objective, which 
is to link all social welfare rates to the MESL, which is so important�  Is that something the 
Minister will examine for all social welfare payments?

22/09/2020GG00200Deputy Heather Humphreys: As the Deputy said, the Department has partly funded the 
excellent and detailed work of the Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice for a number of 
years and it is useful�  I met Sr� Bernadette McMahon at my Department’s pre-budget forum 
in July�  The work of the Vincentians highlights the importance of services and how they can 
impact on the minimum income standards needed by households�  The minimum essential stan-
dard of living, MESL, research has consistently identified older children.  We have made prog-
ress on that and I want to see us continue to make more progress�  Bringing the weekly working 
age social welfare rates in line would entail increasing the maximum personal rate to €250 and 
increasing the qualified child rate to €48.20 for children under 12 and €94.70 for children over 
12�  That would cost an additional €2�51 billion per year�

22/09/2020GG00300Deputy Claire Kerrane: I certainly would not be asking the Minister to do it in one year 
but I ask if she could begin the process in the next budget�  The Minister also referred to the 
roadmap on social inclusion�  We have been asking about this roadmap for a long time because, 
as the Minister will know, it was published two years late, having been due in 2017�  The Minis-
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ter will notice from the response of the organisations on the front line, for example, the Society 
of St� Vincent de Paul, Social Justice Ireland and the European Anti-Poverty Network Ireland, 
that they all note that the roadmap does not refer to bringing social welfare rates in line and 
benchmarking them to adequacy�  That is very obvious in the roadmap for social inclusion�  We 
know that poverty in the State is an ongoing crisis�  Social Justice Ireland goes as far as to say 
that it does not believe poverty will have changed in any way, shape or form at the end of this 
inclusion plan�

The Minister mentioned the pre-budget forum�  Adequacy is always mentioned as a priority 
in that forum�  The Minister must also consider the CSO report on enforced deprivation, which 
shows that rates of deprivation have gone up.  Has she read the report?  More than one in five 
children are experiencing deprivation and more than 45% of lone parent families are living in 
deprivation�  Those matters need to be dealt with�

22/09/2020GG00400Deputy Heather Humphreys: Last year, my Department undertook a consultation process 
with a number of interested stakeholders�  The process included discussions with representa-
tives of the community and voluntary sector at the pre-budget forum in July 2019 as well as 
bilateral meetings with stakeholders�  The outcome of those discussions was considered and, in 
consultation with the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform, my Department is con-
sidering proposals for setting a formal benchmark for State pension contributory payments and 
the indexation of future changes in pension rates of payment in line with the commitment in A 
Roadmap for Pensions Reform 2018-2023�

The programme for Government states that the Low Pay Commission is to examine uni-
versal basic income informed by a review of previous international pilots and resulting in a 
universal basic income pilot in the lifetime of the Government�  The practical arrangements for 
giving effect to this commitment are still being considered but it is the intention that this matter 
will be progressed in accordance with the timeline set out in the programme for Government�

22/09/2020GG00450Covid-19 Pandemic Unemployment Payment

22/09/2020GG0050026� Deputy Gary Gannon asked the Minister for Social Protection if her attention has been 
drawn to calls from the live events sector to reinstate the pandemic unemployment payment at 
the full rate per week for these workers in view of the fact the sector is closed or dramatically 
reduced under public health advice; and if she will make a statement on the matter� [25023/20]

22/09/2020GG00600Deputy Gary Gannon: My question also pertains to the live events sector so I ask the 
Minister to excuse me while I ask it again and elaborate on further issues in the follow-on ques-
tions�  It is to ask the Minister for Social Protection if her attention has been drawn to calls from 
the live events sector to reinstate the pandemic unemployment payment at a full rate per week 
for those workers in view of the fact that the sector is closed or dramatically reduced under the 
public health advice�

22/09/2020GG00700(Deputy Heather Humphreys): I thank Deputy Gannon for raising this issue�  Of the ap-
proximately 206,000 people in receipt of the pandemic unemployment payment, PUP, some 
5,900 or 2�8% are members of the arts, entertainment and recreation sector�  This represents a 
58% reduction from 14,200 claimants in that sector at the peak in May�  This reduction in the 
numbers of people in receipt of the PUP is in line with reductions seen in other sectors and 
indicates that some people working in the sector have been able to return to work as the public 
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health restrictions were relaxed�

Having said that, I am acutely aware that many of workers in the live events sector are still 
reliant on the PUP and that two factors in particular distinguish the challenges faced by workers 
in that sector�  First, the performing arts sector is still more heavily restricted than most other 
sectors�  Second, working patterns in the performing arts sector, which tend to be gig based, do 
not lend themselves to a clear delineation between being employed and unemployed�  That is 
why we frequently hear of workers in the sector being between jobs�

In recognition of these issues I met representatives of the sector and clarified a number 
of points for them, including that taking up occasional or intermittent work does not affect a 
worker’s entitlement to receipt of the PUP.  This clarification has been welcomed by them.  A 
dedicated contact service has also been established to enable workers from the sectors to clarify 
their individual entitlements�

The Government has decided that from 17 September onwards, the PUP will be paid at 
three rates linked to prior earnings�  These rate changes are necessary to ensure the scheme is 
sustainable.  Originally, the PUP payment was introduced as a flat rate payment of €350 in the 
expectation that it would last for 12 weeks�  However, the impact of Covid-19 has been deeper 
and longer than anyone anticipated in early March and in extending the payment for a full year 
until the end of March 2021 we have done so in a way that is both sustainable and fair�  Linking 
the payment rate to pre-Covid earnings is a fair way of doing that�

22/09/2020GG00800Deputy Gary Gannon: With respect, with regard to pre-Covid earnings, what people work-
ing in the live events sector would be earning now as we approach the end of the summer and 
the festival season is very different from what they would have been earning in February.  I want 
to give the Minister a snapshot as a case study�  Electric Picnic, which would be on around this 
time if it had been able to go ahead, is worth €6�5 million to Stradbally, €20 million to County 
Laois as and €36 million to the country as a whole�  In the absence of appropriate funding for 
this sector, is the Minister confident that these events will be able to go ahead next year given 
that this was a hard-fought live industry?  Potentially, events will go ahead next year but if we 
are forcing people working in the industry to seek other forms of employment and they move 
out of it, we will have to bring in stage managers and event organisers from overseas and that 
value will be lost to our economy�

22/09/2020GG00900Deputy Heather Humphreys: We have been trying to be as fair as possible�  The pandemic 
unemployment payment has been extended until at least next April�  It also remains open for 
applications, which is important�  Covid-19 will be with us for some time�  The budget is three 
weeks away�  We need to examine the next steps and the future of the PUP as part of the bud-
getary process�  We may need to keep the PUP open for much longer than we expected�  That 
makes it all the more important that the rates of payment are sustainable�  This was originally 
supposed to be a temporary 12-week payment�  It will now run for at least a year and we may 
need to extend it even further�  The Deputy should bear in mind that we have gone from a bud-
get surplus in February to a deficit of more than €20 billion.  That is unprecedented but it was 
absolutely necessary to protect people through this pandemic�  We may be borrowing at low 
interest rates but there is no such thing as free money�  We still have to pay it back�

22/09/2020GG01000Deputy Gary Gannon: I do not doubt for a second that the Minister is endeavouring to be 
as fair as possible but are we being as fluid or as malleable as possible in terms of protecting 
particular sectors?  The live events sector is more vulnerable than most, which is why the calls 
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for the increase in the pandemic unemployment payment to be particularly targeted at sectors 
such as this one are very important�

In addition to my question about fairness, parts of the performing arts have access to fund-
ing from the Arts Council and other forms of funding�  The live events sector does not have 
access to that funding but these sectors are interdependent�  It is not fair that one element of the 
performing arts can access funding through the Arts Council, yet an industry on which the arts 
are totally reliant - the live entertainment sector and the stage managers and others who make 
live entertainment possible - is excluded from that funding�  I fully appreciate that the Minister 
is endeavouring to be fair but we can do a little better in terms of being malleable�

22/09/2020GG01100Deputy Heather Humphreys: I understand the difficulties the sector is facing.  With regard 
to the pandemic unemployment payment, the Department has always applied a common-sense 
approach to the condition requiring an applicant to be genuinely seeking work�  To be very 
clear, we do not expect those who are waiting for their jobs to come back to be looking for 
work�  If, however, people have permanently lost their jobs, we are here to help, and that is what 
we want to do�  Some people were wondering whether they could do a gig and whether it would 
have an impact on their payment�  People may do occasional, but not regular, work without it 
affecting their payment.  They can continue to get their pandemic unemployment payment if 
they do occasional, but not regular, work�

The staff in the Intreo offices will deal with people individually.  We are here to be as helpful 
as we can�  We are not here to not help people and not support them when they need support but 
we want the measure to be as targeted and fair as possible�  

22/09/2020HH00200Fuel Poverty

22/09/2020HH0030027� Deputy Claire Kerrane asked the Minister for Social Protection if her attention has 
been drawn to the prevalence of energy poverty here, the increased energy costs faced by fami-
lies due to more time being spent at home in recent months and rising energy costs; the steps 
she will take to address the issue; and if she will make a statement on the matter� [25250/20]

22/09/2020HH00400Deputy Claire Kerrane: I want to ask the Minister about energy poverty and the difficul-
ties faced by vulnerable households owing to increased energy costs�  These households have 
spent longer at home in recent months and will have higher energy bills�

22/09/2020HH00500Deputy Heather Humphreys: I thank Deputy Kerrane�  The Government is committed 
to protecting vulnerable households from the impact of energy costs through a combination of 
supports, energy efficiency awareness initiatives and investment in programmes to improve the 
energy efficiency of the housing stock.

With regard to income supports, my Department provides a range of schemes to assist with 
energy costs�  These include the fuel allowance, which is a payment of €24�50 per week for 
28 weeks from October to April, giving a total of €686 per annum�  It cost in the region of 
€261�35 million in 2020 for payments to an average of some 352,000 low-income households�  
Payments for the 2020–21 fuel season will start to issue under this scheme next week�  Also 
included are electricity or gas allowances under the household benefits scheme, at an estimated 
cost of €194 million in 2020; a special heating supplement under the supplementary welfare 
allowance scheme; and exceptional needs payments, to help meet an essential once-off cost that 
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an applicant is unable to meet out of his or her own resources�  Owing to the Covid-19 emer-
gency, the fuel allowance 2019–20 season was extended by four weeks from 10 April to 8 May 
2020 to help protect the vulnerable during the lockdown phase of the national response� 

As committed to in the programme for Government, the ESRI is carrying out a study on 
how best to minimise fuel poverty in the context of carbon tax commitments�  The programme 
for Government has committed to hypothecating all additional funds raised by the carbon tax 
into a climate action fund, which will be utilised, in part, to provide for targeted social welfare 
initiatives to prevent fuel poverty and ensure a just transition�  This was done in the last budget 
when €21 million was ring-fenced from the approximately €90 million being raised from the 
carbon tax increase to fund an additional €2 per week in the fuel allowance and to add an ad-
ditional €13 million to the warmer homes scheme allocation.  It is made available to retrofit the 
homes of people in or at risk of energy poverty�

22/09/2020HH00600Deputy Claire Kerrane: It is always the case at this time of the year that lights in house-
holds are turned on earlier and more heating is required�  Uniquely this year, more people have 
spent more time at home than usual and they face increased energy costs�  I appreciate that the 
fuel allowance season was extended, that procedures were put in place and that disconnections 
were banned, all of which measures were of help to the families but they now face higher bills, 
which are mounting�

The Minister will probably know that, last December, the Society of St� Vincent de Paul 
published a document on the prevalence of energy poverty in Ireland�  She may also know that 
in 2018 alone, the society spent €5 million just to assist families and households to meet their 
energy costs�  That is an extraordinary amount of money�  All the supports the Minister listed are 
clearly not making much sense when the Society of St� Vincent de Paul is spending €5 million 
in one year just to help people�  That should sound alarm bells�  I ask the Minister to consider 
fuel poverty in line with the budget�

22/09/2020HH00700Deputy Heather Humphreys: I thank the Deputy�  She makes a fair point on the impact of 
Covid-19 on energy costs�  Obviously, if people are spending more time in their homes because 
of Covid-19, it will have a knock-on effect on energy costs, particularly as we enter the winter 
months�  As I stated, the fuel allowance payments will start to be issued from next week�  Over 
350,000 households were supported by the fuel allowance this year and we extended the pay-
ment this season by four weeks�

The Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland, SEAI, does absolutely fantastic work on im-
proving energy efficiency in homes through schemes such as the warmer homes scheme.  It has 
its biggest ever budget this year, at almost €53 million�  We need to build on the great work that 
was carried out as part of the warmer homes scheme through retrofitting the homes of people at 
risk of energy poverty�  We need to examine this in a whole-of-government context in terms of 
the work being carried out by my colleague, Deputy Eamon Ryan, the Minister responsible for 
climate action�  As the Deputy will be aware, the programme for Government and the climate 
action plan set very ambitious targets for retrofitting and making homes more energy efficient.

22/09/2020HH00800Deputy Claire Kerrane: I stand to be corrected but I believe many of the grants available 
through the SEAI, which are welcome, are part payments�  In many cases, households simply 
cannot afford to put any money aside to try to retrofit their homes or make them warmer.  I 
agree, however, that it cannot just be about spending money on and adding to the fuel allowance 
every year; it has to be about making the homes warmer in the first instance in order that people 
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do not have such high bills�  We must acknowledge that cost is a factor�  We have the fourth 
highest electricity costs in Europe�  The same applies to gas�  Taking out the taxes and charges, 
suppliers in Ireland are charging a fortune, way above the EU average, for electricity and gas�  
We must couple this with the fact that Electric Ireland has announced it is increasing its charges 
from October�  Carbon tax increases were introduced in May, despite our being in the midst of a 
global pandemic, and we are aware that the PSO levy is due to increase in October�  These will 
increase bills and make it more difficult for people to turn on the heating.

I would like the Minister to mention the report on the impact of carbon tax on low-income 
households, which I have raised with the Minister previously�  When will it be published?

22/09/2020HH00900Deputy Heather Humphreys: To follow on from what I was saying, retrofitting will play a 
major in the Government’s plan for economic recovery�  The July stimulus package commits to 
an increase in the SEAI budget of €100 million in 2021�  That is a considerable increase�  Only 
today, the Minister responsible for climate action, Deputy Eamon Ryan, announced €28 million 
under the community energy grant initiative.  That will benefit almost 1,500 homes and com-
munity buildings by making them warmer and more energy efficient.  The Minister responsible 
for housing, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, will, through his Department, focus strongly on local 
authority houses required under the retrofit scheme, particularly in the midlands.  We want local 
authorities to engage and to upgrade their houses�  All of this will help to bring down the cost 
of energy�

22/09/2020HH01000Deputy Claire Kerrane: The Minister has a draft of the report on the impact of the carbon 
tax and low-income households�  When might the report be published?

22/09/2020HH01100Deputy Heather Humphreys: The ESRI is carrying out a study of carbon tax commit-
ments.  Its findings will inform the Government on this issue.  I have not received those yet but 
when I do, I will obviously publish them�

22/09/2020HH01200Ceisteanna Eile - Other Questions

22/09/2020HH01300Community Employment Schemes

22/09/2020HH0140028� Deputy Paul McAuliffe asked the Minister for Social Protection if she has considered 
the long-term sustainability of services provided by community employment schemes (details 
supplied)� [24342/20]

22/09/2020HH01500Deputy Paul McAuliffe: Community employment is used by organisations across the 
country to support communities, deliver services and maximise community facilities�  Is the 
Minister’s Department committed to reforming the community employment scheme to ensure 
the long-term sustainability of these services, bearing in mind the people who work in them?

22/09/2020HH01600Minister for Employment Affairs and Social Protection Deputy Heather Humphreys: 
I thank Deputy McAuliffe for raising this matter.  Community employment, CE, is an employ-
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ment support programme targeted at the long-term unemployed�  Prior to the recent Covid-19 
emergency the number of long-term unemployed on the live register fell steadily as the econ-
omy gradually returned to full employment�  While this was a positive development, it meant 
a reduction in the number of suitable candidates available for onward referral to employment 
support schemes, including CE�

During the period of the Covid-19 emergency, my Department introduced a series of mea-
sures, including contract extensions, for all existing CE participants to maintain CE participant 
levels�

Since 6 July, my Department has steadily increased its activation activity across all of the 
employment supports to ensure the increased number of jobseekers in the Covid environment 
have the necessary access to the full range of opportunities available, including to CE schemes�

Department case officers continue to work closely with CE sponsoring authorities to ensure 
they receive the necessary referrals for existing vacancies and new vacancies that arise�  Those 
availing of Covid-19-related payment supports will also become eligible to participate on em-
ployment support schemes including CE if, unfortunately, they continue to be unemployed for 
12 months or more�

I am aware of the positive benefits derived from schemes like CE.  Communities benefit 
from the skills and talents of CE participants who, in addition, are provided with the opportu-
nity to improve existing skills or develop new skills, while performing valuable work in their 
local communities�  I know that Deputies in this House are well aware of the many excellent 
schemes across the country�  Furthermore, many CE schemes provide vital community services 
across the country, all of which are well embedded in the communities�

As the Deputy will be aware, as part of the July stimulus package, the Government an-
nounced 3,000 additional places on State employment schemes, including the CE scheme�  This 
will provide opportunities for existing CE schemes to expand participants’ numbers and ser-
vices provided�

22/09/2020JJ00300Deputy Paul McAuliffe: While the service is used to provide much-needed community 
facilities, the real problem is that the CE scheme is funded by the Minister’s Department to 
provide a training opportunity for people exiting long-term unemployment with the hope they 
would progress into the job market�  I have supervised some of the people involved in these 
schemes and there is no doubt they benefit greatly from the opportunity.  However, those posi-
tive stories mask what I believe to be a system with massive governance funding and structural 
problems�  We are all familiar with the issue of the pension payment for CE supervisors, on 
which I expect the Government to move quickly�  I have met local CE supervisors�  They are 
reasonable people who, after a lifetime of service, ask only that the Government honour the 
Labour Court recommendation to give them, they are mostly women, something which they 
richly deserve�

22/09/2020JJ00400Deputy Heather Humphreys: I have also met many of the CE scheme supervisors�  For 
several years now, they have sought through their union representatives the allocation of Exche-
quer funding to implement a 2008 Labour Court recommendation relating to the provision of 
a pension scheme�  CE sponsoring authorities are the legal employers of their CE supervisors, 
CE assistant supervisors and CE participants and the Department’s role continues to be that of a 
CE funder�  However, the issue was examined by a community sector high-level forum chaired 
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by the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform�  A number of Departments, including my 
own, were represented on this group, as were the unions and Pobal.  Officials from my Depart-
ment held a series of meetings with CE supervisor union representatives to consider a range of 
proposals, mindful of the wider environmental and financial implications of any such proposals.  
Discussions were also undertaken with my Department officials and their counterparts in the 
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform and these are ongoing�  I will also engage with 
the Minister, Deputy Michael McGrath, who has also met the CE supervisors�

22/09/2020JJ00500Deputy Paul McAuliffe: On a wider point than just the CE pensions, the real problem with 
the CE schemes is the nature of them being independent limited companies�  In many ways, it 
is a little bit of a corporate governance black hole.  The Department is effectively the shadow 
director, the funder and the real decision maker and CE supervisors are often one-man or one-
woman shows�  They have little support and the board of directors is often there in name only�

Equally, some schemes are used by large charities to do vital fundraising work�  These chari-
ties, however, do not provide CE supervisors with the same terms and conditions as their other 
workers�  

Finally, and more crucially, many CE schemes simply provide what I believe to be State 
services, such as meals on wheels or crèche places in disadvantaged areas�  These people are 
effectively public servant employees using manufactured limited companies to reduce employ-
ment costs and the sad thing is, they are providing them at a fraction of the cost that a public or 
private sector provider would�  The least they deserve is the odd pay rise and a decent pension 
gratuity or pension scheme to which they can contribute�

22/09/2020JJ00600Deputy Heather Humphreys: As I said, we are engaging with the supervisors and, in fair-
ness, my Department works very closely with them�  I am aware there were a number of issues 
in one scheme in the midlands only a couple of weeks ago and we had direct involvement�  We 
were able to give them the necessary support and information and bring clarification to a num-
ber of issues�  

We want to continue to work with them because they provide an absolutely vital service�  It 
is not just all about job activation, it is also about social inclusion�  They provide a really won-
derful service in other areas of society�  That is something we need to look at in terms of the 
overall CE schemes because they are performing a dual purpose at present�  I am aware there 
was a review a number of years ago and good changes have been made in terms of older people 
who may be allowed to remain longer on these schemes�  Having said that, however, it is an 
opportunity to have another look on how we can improve them�  We are all about how we can 
do things better here�

Question No. 29 replied to with Written Answers.

22/09/2020JJ00750Rental Sector

22/09/2020JJ0080030� Deputy Catherine Connolly asked the Minister for Social Protection the amount paid 
out by her Department in rent supplement each month from January 2020 to date; and if she will 
make a statement on the matter� [25104/20]

22/09/2020JJ00900Deputy Catherine Connolly: Is ceist shimplí dhíreach í, a Aire�  It is a very simple, direct 
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question�  How much money has been paid out by month in rent supplement from the Minister’s 
Department?

22/09/2020JJ01000Minister for Social Protection (Deputy Heather Humphreys): I thank the Deputy for 
raising this issue�  Rent supplement continues to play a key role in supporting families and 
individuals in private rented accommodation, with the scheme currently supporting 19,600 re-
cipients� 

The scheme provides short-term income support to eligible people living in private rented 
accommodation whose means are insufficient to meet their accommodation costs and who do 
not have accommodation available to them from any other source�  The scheme ensures that 
those who were renting but whose circumstances have changed due to temporary loss of em-
ployment or income can continue to meet their rental commitments�  In order to assist those 
whose income and employment has been affected by Covid-19, my Department introduced 
increased flexibility to facilitate easier access to rent supplement.  

This has ensured that rent supplement could be provided in a timely manner for those house-
holds struggling to meet rent commitments during the pandemic�  Since March 2020, rent sup-
plement has been awarded to over 8,000 households�  Of this number, over 1,700 have since 
closed their claim as they have returned to full-time employment.  This flexibility is being 
extended until the end of March 2021�

Since the beginning of August, rent supplement is more easily accessible to victims of do-
mestic violence�  Arrangements are now in place to enable victims of domestic violence to get 
immediate access to rent supplement for a three-month period to ensure that they are not pre-
vented from leaving their home because of financial or accommodation difficulties.

The revised forecast cost for supporting the rent supplement scheme to the end of the year 
is €133 million, an increase of €36�6 million, or 38%, on the original provision of €96�4 million 
for 2020�  The €36�6 million forecast increase is due to an increase in those availing of the sup-
port during the Covid-19 pandemic�  The monthly outturn for 2020 for the scheme is provided 
in a tabular statement that follows this reply and that I will forward to the Deputy�

Tabular Statement: Amount Paid by Month for Rent Supplement: Jan 2020 to Aug 
2020

Month Euro
January €8,891,071
February €8,209,296

March €8,654,764
April €11,476,784
May €13,487,642
June €12,794,964
July €12,305,023

August €10,534,638
Total €86,354,182

22/09/2020JJ01100Deputy Catherine Connolly: I welcome the flexibility from the Department regarding this 
matter.  I also welcome the flexibility regarding victims of domestic violence.  I have no dif-
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ficulty with any of that.

I look forward to looking at the detail of the Minister’s answer but rent supplement was to be 
abolished, is that not right?  It was to be phased out and was only supposed to be there in tem-
porary emergency situations�  Applicants were to move on to the housing assistance payment, 
HAP�  I have added up a rough estimate of the HAP, the rental accommodation scheme, RAS, 
payments and the rent supplement payments and we are at €600 million�

6 o’clock

We are at more than €600 million and rising in relation to direct benefit to the private market 
while the housing crisis intensifies.  I realise that is not the Minister’s direct responsibility, but 
she is part of a Government that is actively promoting higher rents in the private market while 
we fail to provide public housing�  What assessment has the Department done on this matter?

22/09/2020KK00200Deputy Heather Humphreys: The strategic policy direction of my Department is to return 
rent supplement to its original purpose of being a short-term income-support scheme�  Under 
the HAP scheme, responsibility for the provision of rental assistance to those with a long-term 
housing need is transferring to local authorities�  HAP has been designed to simplify the current 
system of housing supports�  It allows people to engage in full-time employment and remain 
in the scheme, whereas rent supplement is not generally payable where the person or his or her 
spouse or partner is in full-time employment, that is for 30 hours or more a week�

The tenant’s rent contribution to the local authority under HAP is calculated using the local 
authority differential rent system.  HAP has been rolled out on an incremental basis since 2014.  
As of 1 March 2017 it has been available in all 31 local authorities�  Some 57,890 HAP tenan-
cies are in place of which about 10,540 have been recorded as transferred directly from long-
term rent supplement, representing 18�2% of HAP tenancies�  As part of the rent supplement 
HAP transfer process, people in receipt of rent supplement for more than 18 months are being 
requested to contact their local authority to have their housing needs assessed�

22/09/2020KK00300Deputy Catherine Connolly: I fully agree with the Minister that rent supplement should be 
a temporary emergency measure�  I fundamentally disagree with the Government’s policy since 
2014 of moving people into HAP, which is blatantly unjust and is bolstering the private market�  
Some €600 million and rising is going straight into the private market�  The Minister talked 
about the HAP scheme being designed simply�  It is unacceptable to put it like that�  Somebody 
who qualifies for HAP gets differential rent which is capped at a certain level.  They must then 
come up with the money to pay the landlord, while the State funds go straight into his bank ac-
count�  It is not sustainable�  It is utter madness to go down this road of continually bolstering 
the private market�

Galway has an emergency task force on housing, which I welcome�  The minutes are not 
even available from the June meeting�  There is no recognition that there is a problem here�

22/09/2020KK00400Deputy Heather Humphreys: In reacting to Covid, the important thing is for people to be 
able to remain in their houses�  As the Deputy knows, the Minister for Housing, Planning and 
Local Government introduced protections through the Residential Tenancies and Valuation Act 
2020 which became law on 1 August�  That includes protections for tenants facing rent arrears 
and as a result are at risk of losing their tenancy�  My Department’s focus has been to support 
people to ensure that during these difficult times they receive sufficient income to allow them to 
pay their rent and remain in their premises�  That was rightly the overriding concern�  Naturally 
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people who lost their jobs were very concerned about how they might pay their rent�  We were 
able to give them the flexibility they needed by providing them with the income support to en-
sure they could pay their rent and not have a big legacy bill which nobody wants them to have�

22/09/2020KK00500Free Travel Scheme

22/09/2020KK0060031� Deputy Brendan Smith asked the Minister for Social Protection if she will engage 
with the private bus operators and the National Transport Authority with a view to applying the 
free-travel scheme on all publicly licensed bus routes; and if she will make a statement on the 
matter�  [25065/20]

22/09/2020KK00700Deputy Brendan Smith: For many decades the free-travel scheme has been of great benefit 
to a substantial cohort of our population�  By and large persons in receipt of a pension payment 
are eligible for free travel on public transport and in more recent years on the LocalLink ser-
vices�  Unfortunately in too many instances, customers of transport services operated by private 
carriers are not able to avail of the free-travel pass and that needs to be changed�  In many cases 
more services could be provided in rural areas if those operators were able to avail of the free-
travel scheme�

22/09/2020KK00800Deputy Heather Humphreys: I thank the Deputy for raising this important issue�  The 
free-travel scheme is currently available to all people living in the State aged 66 years or over, 
to carers and to customers under 66 who are in receipt of certain disability-type payments�  Ap-
proximately 978,770 customers are in receipt of free travel�  However, over 1�6 million people 
currently benefit from the scheme when companion and spousal passes are taken into account.

The scheme allows those eligible to travel for free on most CIÉ public transport services, 
Luas and a range of services offered by up to 80 private operators.

Prior to the Covid-19 outbreak, requests by transport operators to join the scheme were re-
ceived periodically, with payment rates negotiated based on surveys of free-travel passengers�

Due to the continuing impact of Covid-19 measures and restrictions on transport service 
provision, the uncertainty around numbers opting to travel and the consequential lack of reli-
able survey data, it is a difficult time for operators to enter the scheme.  Survey outcomes in the 
current operating environment are unlikely to reflect true free-travel passenger numbers in more 
normal times�  The situation is kept under constant review and it is expected that as restrictions 
ease and services return to more normal levels, new operators will join the scheme�

Over the past ten years the annual cost to the Exchequer of the free-travel scheme has risen 
by 29% to €95 million�  Of this, €1�5 million is provided to the rural transport programme, im-
proving links between local or rural services and scheduled bus and rail services�

Any decision to extend the free-travel scheme to include all publicly licensed bus routes 
would have cost implications for the Exchequer and would have to be considered in the context 
of overall budget availability�

22/09/2020KK00900Deputy Brendan Smith: I thank the Minister for her reply�  I am glad she said it would be 
kept under constant review�  While I recognise that with the Covid pandemic additional services 
will not be coming on stream because of uncertainty over the use of services, the Minister’s 
answer clearly demonstrates the importance of the scheme�  It is a very good €95 million in-



22 September 2020

759

vestment in people, in human resources�  With 980,000 direct customers and 1�6 million able to 
avail of the scheme, it is clear how important it is�

Some time ago I read documentation in which Irish Rural Link and other organisations 
that are strong advocates for development in rural areas estimated that up to 80% of the people 
living in rural areas who qualify for free travel are unable to use that free-travel pass because 
the services are not available�  We need to achieve a broadening of public transport to ensure 
that at least some limited services would be available for people living in remote areas and that 
they should not be denied the opportunity to use their free-travel pass when a public service is 
available�

The Minister knows as well as I do that some services would not be viable if they did not 
have access to the free-travel scheme�  It needs to be expanded and we need to eliminate the 
discrimination against the rural population�

22/09/2020KK01000Deputy Heather Humphreys: I thank the Deputy�  He made a valid point about rural trans-
port�  I would be standing for a long time at the end of my lane before a bus would go past - there 
is no bus�

The rural transport programme provides services to people whose travel needs are not met 
by scheduled bus or train services�  I think the Deputy will agree that the LocalLink company 
covering Cavan and Monaghan is one of the best in the country�  It has continually added to the 
service it has provided over the years�  It is a top-class service that provides transport to people 
in remote rural parts of Cavan and Monaghan and helps bring them into the towns�

The Deputy is right in saying the rural transport programme plays a major role in combat-
ting rural isolation and it acts as a catalyst in creating models of partnership at all levels where 
key sectors actively engage in transport provision to ensure equality of access for all�  Services 
funded under the programme complement rather than compete with existing public transport 
services provided by CIÉ companies or private transport operators�  There are currently 400 
operators in the rural transport programme providing transport services under direct contract 
with the NTA�

22/09/2020LL00200Deputy Brendan Smith: I thank the Minister for her reply and I agree with her last point�  I 
know of one operator that operates a substantial service covering a very large rural area, includ-
ing a number of smaller towns and villages�  The owner told me that were it not for the fact that 
he was deemed eligible to offer customers the free travel facility, his service would not be vi-
able�  I understand that the conditions applied by the NTA and the Department are too restrictive 
for private carriers seeking access to the scheme in respect of a particular route�  As we prepare 
for a post-Covid future, there must be a greater acceptance of the value of the private carrier 
operating a public service and we must ensure those operators have access to the free travel 
scheme.  The scheme can make the difference in whether a service is provided or not provided.  
Unfortunately, we may face a situation in rural Ireland where services are lost in some towns 
and villages and people have to travel further, whether for medical appointments or routine 
business�  We want to ensure that people living in remote areas who do not have their own pri-
vate transport and may not have immediate family members to take them a distance for shop-
ping or other business have the opportunity, within reason, to avail of a public transport service�

22/09/2020LL00300Deputy Heather Humphreys: The Deputy is absolutely right that the free travel scheme 
is hugely important to people in many communities�  I see it often in Cootehill on a Friday 
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morning when the Local Link bus service brings people into the town to do their shopping and 
meet up with friends�  Unfortunately, that type of activity is somewhat changed in the Covid 
environment�

The extent and adequacy of public transport service provision, both urban and rural, fall 
under the remit of my colleague, the Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Envi-
ronment, Deputy Eamon Ryan�  I will be glad to bring the Deputy’s concerns regarding rural 
transport to the Minister’s attention�  Like Deputy Smith, I am very much aware of instances 
where people cannot use their free travel pass on services run by private operators which pass 
by their own home�

22/09/2020LL00350Public Services Card

22/09/2020LL0040032� Deputy Sean Sherlock asked the Minister for Social Protection the status of the data 
compliance of the public services card�  [25009/20]

22/09/2020LL00500Deputy Sean Sherlock: Will the Minister indicate the status of the public services card?

22/09/2020LL00600An Ceann Comhairle: I thought the Deputy was going to look for a free travel pass�

22/09/2020LL00700Deputy Sean Sherlock: Not yet�  I do make good use of my Leap card and I would like 
to see that facility extended throughout the country if possible�  I am asking the Minister for a 
status update in respect of the public services card�

22/09/2020LL00800(Deputy Heather Humphreys): Every day the State delivers important and valuable ser-
vices and benefits to the people living in the State.  It is critically important that we can do so 
in the knowledge that the person in receipt of such services is who he or she claims to be�  It is 
also important that we minimise the requirement for people to authenticate their identity each 
time they need to enter into a transaction with a public body�  A key aim of the public services 
card and the standard authentication framework environment, SAFE, process that underpins it 
is to deliver on those objectives�  The SAFE process is also key to the delivery of secure online 
services via www.mywelfare.ie, enabling people to claim and to safely and securely track their 
claim for benefits, such as maternity benefit, paternity benefit, jobseeker’s benefit and the pan-
demic unemployment payment, PUP�  More than 4 million public services cards have been is-
sued�  More than 600,000 people use the card to make free travel journeys each week, more than 
600,000 use it to collect welfare payments each week and more than 800,000 use it to transact 
online services with the Department�  Detailed research published by the Department in 2019 
indicates a high level of satisfaction with the card, with the vast majority of users expressing the 
view that its use should be extended�  In October 2017, the Data Protection Commission, DPC, 
commenced an investigation into the SAFE public services card process�  The commission 
sent its final report on that investigation to the Department in August 2019.  The report found 
that while the processing of personal data to authenticate a person’s identity and issue a public 
services card for the purpose of providing services delivered by my Department is lawful, the 
same is not the case when a person is acquiring a card for use with the services of other speci-
fied public bodies.  Having carefully considered the report of the DPC and having consulted the 
Attorney General’s Office, the Department is satisfied that the processing of personal data for 
the authenticating of identity and the issuing of a public services card is, in fact, lawful in situ-
ations where the person is acquiring the card for use with another specified public body.  The 
Department set out its position at the time it published the report of the DPC�  Subsequently, in 
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December 2019, the Department received enforcement proceedings from the DPC in respect of 
the August 2019 report�  Given the strong public support for the public services card, the ben-
efits it offers and the advice received from the Attorney General’s office, the Department filed 
an appeal against the enforcement notice�  As the matter is now before the courts, it would be 
inappropriate to make any further comment at this time�

22/09/2020LL00900Deputy Sean Sherlock: I recognise that the matter is before the courts�  My understand-
ing is that the Government has appealed the decision regarding the enforcement notice to the 
Circuit Court�  I merely wish to ascertain - I do not think this is a sub judice issue - where that 
process stands at present�  Has there been a hearing or is there to be a hearing?  If the latter is 
the case, when does the Government anticipate that such a hearing will take place?

22/09/2020LL01000Deputy Heather Humphreys: As I have outlined, the matter is subject to a court case�  The 
Deputy will appreciate that I do not want to pre-empt or in any way prejudice that court case�  
My understanding is that the matter may be coming for hearing shortly�  That is as much infor-
mation as I can give the Deputy in this regard�

It is important to note that, as the Deputy knows, many people ask their public representa-
tives why they have to keep giving the same information to different Departments time and 
again�  Removing that requirement was the purpose of introducing a public services card�  All 
the information would be contained on one card and it could be used in one’s dealings with 
a number of Departments�  As things stand, the public services card can be used for dealings 
with the Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection and it has proved useful in a 
number of areas.  In the case of the PUP, for example, it was very useful in enabling verification 
of applications�

22/09/2020LL01100Deputy Sean Sherlock: I welcome the Minister’s answer�  The word “shortly” can cover a 
multitude but I understand where she is coming from and I am not trying to be facetious�  How-
ever, it would be good to have a more definitive position on this matter from the Government.  
There are issues regarding minors, in particular, and the very personal information held regard-
ing people under the age of 18�  It would be helpful to have the Minister’s perspective in terms 
of accessing services in those instances�  My understanding of the issue - I could be wrong and, 
if so, I will defer to the Minister - is that the question arises as to whether the requisite data 
protection impact assessment was carried out in respect of the card�

Finally, if the public services card is to succeed and to transcend its use only within the Min-
ister’s Department, consideration should be given, for instance, to its potential use as a form of 
identification for service users of credit unions.

22/09/2020LL01200Deputy Heather Humphreys: The public services card was first provided for in law in 
1998�  The clear intention at the time was to replace the old social services card with one that 
could be used across all State services�  That was the concept behind it�  The overwhelming ma-
jority of users surveyed by a third-party research company support the card�  In October 2017, 
the Data Protection Commissioner initiated an investigation into the service, which included a 
consideration of the legal basis for the processing of personal data and its compliance with the 
Data Protection Acts�  This was prior to the general data protection regulation, GDPR, which 
gave effect to EU law relating to data protection principles.  The Department co-operated fully 
with the investigation, including the provision of a detailed response to a draft report provided 
to the Department at the midpoint of the investigation process in 2018�  The DPC’s report relat-
ing to legal basis and transparency issues containing eight findings was received on 15 August 
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together with a letter from the DPC requiring the Department to take certain measures�  At the 
time, the DPC stated it did not have legal powers to publish the report but issued a press release 
setting out the findings and the measures it also requested that the Department take.  It also 
requested that the Department publish the report of its volition�  In its report the DPC found the 
Department has the legal powers to require users of a service to authenticate their identity to 
SAFE standards, to issue a PSC to these users and to require them to produce it as a means of 
authenticating their identity when accessing the Department’s services�

22/09/2020MM00150Carer’s Allowance

22/09/2020MM0020033� Deputy Denis Naughten asked the Minister for Social Protection if she will consider 
allowing discretion on the 18�5 hours per week employment exemption under the carer’s allow-
ance scheme in circumstances in which it has no impact on the level of care provided; and if she 
will make a statement on the matter� [25004/20]

22/09/2020MM00300Deputy Denis Naughten: The Minister has answered 28 Oral Questions since her appoint-
ment, not one of which has been in relation to carers�  Carers are the backbone of our health and 
care system�  There are over 4,400 full-time carers in my constituency of Roscommon-Galway 
and the vast majority of them have faced significant additional burdens as a result of Covid-19.  
It would be a terrible thing if their plight was not raised directly with the Minister in advance 
of the budget�

22/09/2020MM00400Deputy Heather Humphreys: At the end of August 2020, there were 87,733 people in 
receipt of carer’s allowance�  The projected expenditure in 2020 is approximately €919 million�  
A primary qualifying condition for the carer’s allowance is that the applicant provides full-time 
care and attention to a person in need of such a level of care�  However, to support a carer’s 
continued attachment to the workforce and broader social inclusion, carers may engage in some 
limited employment, education or training, while still being regarded as being in a position to 
provide full-time care�  During this time of employment, education or training, adequate provi-
sion must be made for the care of the relevant person�

Carer’s allowance is a statutory scheme and both the full-time care and attention require-
ment and the 18�5 hour limitation are set out in legislation�  The number of hours per week that 
carers may engage in employment, education or training has recently been increased substan-
tially�  As part of budget 2020 it was increased from 15 to 18�5 hours per week�  This measure 
was prioritised in response to carers who expressed that they found 15 hours to be too restric-
tive, not only for work but for education and training purposes�

I consider that the current limit maintains a reasonable balance between the requirement to 
provide full-time care for the care recipient and the needs of the carer�  While I will of course 
continue to seek to improve the position of carers and thank the Deputy for raising it, any 
changes to payment schemes would have to be considered in an overall budgetary context�  I 
hope this clarifies the matter.

22/09/2020MM00500Deputy Denis Naughten: I must say at the outset that I am specifically talking about situa-
tions where the people who are being cared for are in day care, in a training centre or in school�  
I accept that the amount of hours per week has been increased�  I welcome it and supported the 
Minister’s predecessor, former Deputy Regina Doherty, on moving it from 15 hours per week 
up to 18�5 hours a week�  That is to be commended�  The Minister says the reason for doing that 



22 September 2020

763

is to ensure the care recipient’s requirement for full-time care is balanced against the carer’s 
need to maintain contact with the workforce�  Two other schemes from the Minister’s Depart-
ment, the community employment, CE, scheme and the rural social scheme, specify that the 
minimum number of hours that people need to be engaged within the workforce or in training 
in order to maintain that connection is 19�5 hours per week�  As such, at a very minimum should 
that threshold not be increased to a minimum of 19�5 hours, where it does not have an impact 
on the care being provided?

22/09/2020MM00600Deputy Heather Humphreys: As I said, this was reviewed and it was looked at in detail�  
The recommendation that came from that review was 18�5 hours for people who are doing this 
really important work�  As I said it was only brought in this year in budget 2020�  I take the point 
the Deputy is making about people on CE schemes getting 19�5 hours but these things are, as I 
said, always kept under review�  In view of the fact that this has only just been changed, how-
ever, I do not know if the basis for changing it has in fact changed in such a short period of time�  
However, as with everything else in my Department we do keep these matters under review�

22/09/2020MM00700Deputy Denis Naughten: We need to address anomalies across schemes and this is one 
such anomaly where it is 18�5 hours for carers and 19�5 hours for the community employment 
and rural social schemes.  Having said that, for the specific cohort of people I am talking about, 
the person who is being cared for is not in their home - they are in day care, a training centre or 
school�  If one takes the example of a disabled child who is in primary school, the child is out 
of the home for a minimum of 5 hours and 40 minutes every single day�  That is 28 hours per 
week�  We are saying it is okay for that carer to remain at home and sit looking at four walls in 
order to draw down the carer’s allowance but they cannot go out for 20 hours per week to work 
and to engage with people in their own community�  There is something fundamentally wrong 
with that system�  There needs to be discretion on the 18�5 hour threshold�

22/09/2020MM00800Deputy Heather Humphreys: I hear the Deputy’s point�  As I said, it has only just been 
changed and in view of that fact I do not know why the situation he refers to was not taken into 
consideration when they were making this consideration�  I will certainly look at the basis for 
the recommendation�  We always keep these things under review�

22/09/2020MM00850Carer’s Allowance

22/09/2020MM0090034� Deputy Denis Naughten asked the Minister for Social Protection if she will review 
the means threshold for the carer’s allowance scheme; and if she will make a statement on the 
matter� [25005/20]

22/09/2020MM01000Deputy Denis Naughten: This question also relates to carers�  The income disregard for the 
carer’s allowance was consistently increased during the 2000s and there was a policy decision 
to try to make as many people eligible as possible�  However, in the last 12 years that income 
disregard has not been altered whatsoever�  The failure to expand the disregard means that 
families on the average industrial income are now precluded from accessing carer’s allowance�

22/09/2020MM01100Deputy Heather Humphreys: I thank the Deputy for raising this specific issue which also 
relates to carers�  As the Deputy knows, carer’s allowance is a means-tested payment for carers 
who, on a full-time basis, look after certain people in need of full-time care and attention, where 
the carer’s income falls below certain limits�  At the end of August 2020, there were 87,733 peo-
ple in receipt of carer’s allowance and the projected expenditure is approximately €919 million�
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The means test for carer’s allowance is probably the most generous in the social welfare 
system, most notably with regard to earnings disregards�  The amount of weekly earnings dis-
regarded is €332�50 for a single person and €665 for a couple�  A couple earning up to €37,500 
per year can qualify for the maximum rate and a couple earning €49,750 can, due to the tapered 
withdrawal approach, retain a payment of just under half-rate�  A single person may keep a full-
rate payment while having an annual income of just under €19,000 and keep a payment of just 
under half-rate while having an annual income of €25,400�  The means test conditionality for 
carer’s allowance is consistent with the overall rules that apply to social assistance payments�  
The system of social assistance supports provides payments based on an income need, with the 
means test playing the critical role in determining whether or not an income need arises as a 
consequence of a particular contingency, be that illness, disability, unemployment or caring�

The application of a means-test not only ensures that the recipient has an income need but 
also that scarce resources are targeted to those with the greatest need�  Any changes to the means 
for carer’s allowance would have implications for overall spending and would need to be ad-
dressed in a budgetary context�

22/09/2020NN00200Deputy Denis Naughten: I am not comfortable with the phrase the Minister used about this 
being the most generous income disregard�  It is but there is good reason for that�  The reality 
is that every person, particularly an older person, who is kept out of a nursing home saves the 
taxpayer between €600 and €800 every week�  If it is a child or adult with a profound disability, 
the savings are multiples of that on a weekly basis�  If the income disregard was increased in 
line with the increases in the minimum wage between 2008 and today the income disregard for 
a single person would be €388 and the income disregard for a couple would be €776�50�  Even 
keeping in line with the minimum wage this is falling well short of where it should be�

22/09/2020NN00300Deputy Heather Humphreys: sI thank the Deputy�  I understand the point he is making�  
This is part of a wider debate that crosses into health policy�  He will understand that the key 
role of my Department is income support�  We are charged with identifying where a person has 
an income support need and providing that support in the form, for instance, of a jobseeker’s 
payment, a disability allowance or a carer’s allowance�  I agree we need to look at the wider pic-
ture�  There are opportunities for people who could remain at home but the question is whether 
a carer’s job is a full-time job�  If so, it has to be rewarded as such�  What I am providing is an 
income support�  This is a bigger issue that needs to be addressed by the Department of Health�

22/09/2020NN00400Deputy Denis Naughten: I fully accept that the focus of the Minister for Employment Af-
fairs and Social Protection is on income support�  The reality is that carer’s allowance was never 
designed solely as an income support because of the income disregard that was introduced and 
the need to try to support as many older people as possible to remain in their own homes and, 
of course, to support younger people with disabilities�

The Minister also has responsibility for rural and community affairs.  A broader view needs 
to be taken of this throughout Government�  The onus is on the Government as a whole to ex-
amine this rather than just kicking the can into the Minister’s Department, which is the easy and 
soft option�  We need movement on the income that carers receive for the work they do�  Since 
2009, the carer’s allowance has decreased�  If we look at it compared to the minimum wage, the 
rate of carer’s allowance today should be €257�50 just to keep in line with the rate of increase 
of the minimum wage�  This really needs to be examined in the context of the budget�

22/09/2020NN00500Deputy Heather Humphreys: I am not taking away from the wonderful work that carers 
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do throughout the country�  They do the State a great service through what they do for people 
who need this support and assistance, whether elderly people or people with disabilities�  They 
provide a vital service�  The Deputy has hit the nail on the head as to whether it is about an 
income and paying somebody for a job they do or income support�  I congratulate the Deputy, 
who is now the Chairman of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Social Protection, Community 
and Rural Development and the Islands�

22/09/2020NN00600Deputy Denis Naughten: The Minister will be sick listening to me�

22/09/2020NN00700Deputy Heather Humphreys: I will be happy to engage with him through the committee�  
It is not confined to one Department.  There is a bigger conversation to be had and it is impor-
tant that we have it�

Question No. 35 replied to with Written Answers.

22/09/2020NN00850Covid-19 Pandemic Unemployment Payment

22/09/2020NN0090036� Deputy Paul McAuliffe asked the Minister for Social Protection when she expects the 
backdated pandemic unemployment payment to be paid to all recipients who incorrectly had 
their pandemic unemployment payment reduced� [25006/20]

22/09/2020NN01000Deputy Paul McAuliffe: When can we expect that those who had their PUP incorrectly 
reduced might receive the payment?  Many of them include taxi drivers who incorrectly had 
their car repayments included in the assessment and this has been corrected on appeal�  Some 
of them are being told they will not receive it for some time�

22/09/2020NN01100Deputy Heather Humphreys: I thank the Deputy for raising this issue�  The PUP was 
introduced as an emergency measure to provide an income support to those who had lost their 
employment as a result of Covid.  A flat payment rate was introduced to ensure that the scheme 
was simple and accessible for the unprecedented number of applicants�

On 26 June 2020, the PUP moved to two rates of payment�  This change more closely linked 
the rate of payment to the amount that individuals previously earned�  For employees, the 
greater of their gross weekly earnings in either 2019 or January to February 2020 was used to 
determine the rate of payment.  For self-employed people, a different approach was required, 
based on their average weekly income for 2018 as this was the latest tax year for which verifi-
able data on self-employed income was available�  As the Deputy will be aware, I subsequently 
asked my officials to ensure that where self-employed income for 2019 was available, this was 
also taken into account�  We wanted to make sure people received as much support as possible�

Those who felt that the assessment of their earnings, based on returns submitted to Revenue, 
was inaccurate could ask for a review of their case�  To date, 1,064 individuals have had their 
rate of payment increased�  In addition, a detailed examination of all cases was undertaken by 
the Department to take account of updated income details where these had become available�  
This identified a further 3,885 currently awarded claims where the rate of payment should have 
remained at €350 from 26 June 2020�  Arrears will issue to these customers this week�

A further 11,815 claims, which are now closed, have been identified for examination as ar-
rears may also be due in those cases if payment extended beyond 26 June�  Once this examina-
tion is complete, the payment of rate change arrears will be addressed.  I hope this clarifies the 
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matter for the Deputy�

The officials and staff in the Department have done Trojan work.  They were faced with an 
avalanche of almost 600,000 claims for the PUP at its height�  They worked diligently to try to 
get payments out as quickly as possible�  I acknowledge there are some arrears but we are work-
ing our way through them to try to get them up to date as soon as we can�

22/09/2020NN01200Deputy Paul McAuliffe: I thank the Minister for clarifying today that the payments will be 
made this week�  Initially, one taxi driver who spoke to me had been told he would not receive 
it until April next year, which would have been completely unacceptable�  I appreciate there 
is a major workload for the staff in the Department.  I also appreciate the huge frustration and 
sense of loss that many taxi drivers and other self-employed people have felt�  I appreciate the 
Minister giving me the clarification that the payments will be made this week.

22/09/2020NN01300Deputy Heather Humphreys: I thank the Deputy for raising the issue�  As he said, we are 
working through them and we will try to expedite all these issues as quickly as we can�

22/09/2020NN01350Social Welfare Benefits

22/09/2020NN0140037� Deputy Bernard J. Durkan asked the Minister for Social Protection the extent to 
which the processing of applications for various social welfare payments can be expedited; and 
if she will make a statement on the matter� [25025/20]

22/09/2020NN01500Deputy Heather Humphreys: I thank the Deputy for raising this question on the extent 
to which the processing of applications for various social welfare payments can be expedited�  
My Department is committed to providing a quality service to all its customers�  This includes 
ensuring that accurate decisions on entitlements are made as quickly as possible�  Processing 
targets for my Department are set out each year in the Revised Estimates Volume for the public 
service and kept under review.  Processing statistics show the majority of schemes offered by 
my Department are closely approaching, achieving or exceeding their processing targets for 
2020�  They also show that the overall volume of claims processed to date in 2020, excluding 
the pandemic unemployment payment, is similar to the same period in 2019�  Given the impact 
of the pandemic unemployment payment where the Department’s staff had to process over 1.5 
million applications in a short period of time, it is important to acknowledge the performance 
of the Department’s staff in maintaining this level of service.

That is not to say that individual claimants or claimants on particular scheme types will not 
experience delays.  As a consequence of different entitlement criteria across different schemes, 
the time needed to establish entitlement varies across the schemes�  Schemes with multiple 
complex qualifying criteria can take longer to decide than schemes based solely on a person’s 
contribution record�  In addition, given the complexity of some schemes, paper applications 
received by the Department may be incomplete�  Such applications will, by their nature, take 
longer to decide�  The movement to online claim processing via www.MyWelfare.ie means that 
it is now possible to apply online for a wide range of schemes�  This has helped to improve the 
processing times of claims, as applications must be complete and include all requested docu-
mentation in order to be submitted online�

It is important to note that while an application is being processed, a person may apply for 
income support through supplementary welfare allowance�  If a claim is decided in a person’s 
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favour after a delay, arrears will issue to the customer dated back to the date his or her claim 
was received�

22/09/2020OO00200Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: There has been an improvement in the processing times�  
There were differences in the times taken to process claims.  Will the Minister bear in mind the 
fact that it does not always apply that a payment will issue to a person while waiting?  There are 
some circumstances where long delays take place�  Due to the hardship this causes, I would be 
grateful if that were looked at again�

 Written Answers are published on the Oireachtas website. 

22/09/2020OO00300Community Safety and Fireworks: Motion [Private Members]

22/09/2020OO00400Deputy Mark Ward: I move:

That Dáil Éireann:

acknowledges:

— the number of Community Gardaí across the State has fallen from 1,182 in 2010 
to 710 in July 2020, with a drop in Community Garda numbers in the Dublin Metropoli-
tan Region decreasing by 45 per cent from 508 in 2010 to 278 in July 2020;

— the number of Gardaí assigned to the Dublin Metropolitan Region in August 2020 
at 4,059 remains below 2010 figures at 4,160;

— that the Programme for Government makes a commitment to ‘prioritise visible 
policing in both rural and urban communities’ and ‘remove Gardaí from administrative, 
technical and other non-core duties to allow them to focus on policing matters’;

— the fear and anxiety felt throughout communities, particularly in urban areas in 
the run up to Halloween, caused by early onset of the misuse of fireworks;

— that several serious incidents have been reported, including fireworks being 
thrown at those attending a vigil for a hit and run victim, fireworks being thrown in let-
terboxes and pedestrians being targeted by fireworks;

— the threat caused by these actions to public services and community facilities such 
as local bus services, sports pitches and public parks;

— the impact of the use of illegal fireworks on the resources of emergency services, 
with over 900 calls to Dublin Fire Brigade on Halloween night 2018, including over 300 
ambulance call-outs, and the Dublin Fire Brigade being called out to approximately 180 
emergency incidents on Halloween night in 2019;

— the safety risk posed by the use of illegal fireworks and the increasing possibility 
of serious injuries in the absence of effective measures to prevent the unlicensed import, 
sale and distribution of illegal fireworks;

— the significant noise pollution and disturbance to the wider community caused 
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by the illegal and frequent use of fireworks, which is particularly distressing for elderly 
people, young children and animals; and

— that the start date for Operation Tombola, which commenced on 4th September, 
2020, is ineffective given that multiple incidents have been reported well in advance of 
the operations commencement; and

calls on the Government to:

— ensure that the frequency of Garda patrols in communities most affected by these 
actions is immediately increased and commit to restoring the number of Gardaí assigned 
to the Dublin Metropolitan Region to a minimum of 2010 levels by 2021;

— immediately increase the recruitment of Garda civilian staff to help facilitate an 
increased Garda presence in communities;

— commit to a minimum recruitment of 800 Gardaí per annum, with priority deploy-
ment in the area of community safety;

— immediately establish a joint taskforce between An Garda Síochána and the Po-
lice Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) under Operation Tombola, to proactively work 
to combat the distribution, sale and use of illegal fireworks;

— establish a confidential and dedicated telephone line to allow members of the 
public to report instances of the misuse of fireworks;

— immediately roll out a public and school awareness campaign incorporating Dub-
lin Fire Brigade and the Gardaí, including engagements with schools, community groups 
and youth organisations, to highlight the dangers of the misuse of fireworks;

— commit to providing a report on Operation Tombola to the Houses of the Oireach-
tas before 31st December, 2020, identifying areas for improvement in resourcing and 
making recommendations in respect of same to develop an annual strategy for the effec-
tive combating of the importation, sale and use of illegal fireworks;

— immediately commence public consultation to run until after the Halloween pe-
riod, involving community groups, youth organisations and the wider public, to iden-
tify the extent of the impact of the misuse of fireworks and to ensure that resources are 
effectively targeted in areas most affected and the views of effected communities are 
incorporated into the annual strategy; and

— commit to the establishment of Operation Tombola on an annual basis to com-
mence no later than 1st July, and ensure that the operation is sufficiently resourced and 
involves joint co-operation with the PSNI�

  I apologise but one should never run while wearing a face mask�

One only has to walk around parts of Clondalkin, Lucan, Palmerston and Rathcoole at night 
to see the effects that fireworks are having in our communities.  This issue not only affects the 
length and breadth of Dublin but other urban centres across the country�  My colleague, Deputy 
Gould, has highlighted the issue in his area in Cork city�

The use of fireworks began as early as June this year, much earlier than in other years.  Our 



22 September 2020

769

elderly residents are afraid of their use�  Business owners have been targeted and have consid-
ered closing their shops and premises earlier�  Families and workers have had their quality of 
life impacted�  Children on the autism spectrum who are more sensitive to noise and light are 
terrified.

Fireworks are, however, the symptom of a larger problem�  Antisocial behaviour is on the 
increase, along with open drug dealing and scrambler bikes becoming more prevalent in our 
areas�  A report I received from Dublin Bus showed a 200% increase in bus service curtailments 
due to antisocial behaviour in July and August this year compared with the same time last year�  
This includes missiles and fireworks being aimed at buses, putting driver and passenger safety 
at risk�

Why is this happening?  Community Garda numbers have decreased with Dublin seeing 
45% fewer community gardaí in 2020 than in 2010�  Last March, the Garda Commissioner, 
Drew Harris, issued a directive which placed community gardaí on a contingency roster�  That 
meant that there were no community gardaí working in our communities after 7 p�m�  Our com-
munities have been abandoned and left vulnerable, as well as unsafe, by this decision�

One does not have to be a rocket scientist to work out the connection between a decreased 
Garda presence at night and an increase in antisocial behaviour and criminal activity�  There 
is a sense of lawlessness within some of our communities�  A Sinn Féin councillor on Dublin 
City Council, Daithí Doolan, recently tabled an emergency motion calling for a fireworks task 
force to be formed�  This was unanimously supported by all parties and none on Dublin City 
Council�  This motion is calling for a restoration of community Garda numbers to 2010 levels�  
We are also calling for the Garda Commissioner to immediately reverse his decision and allow 
community gardaí to work in our communities after 7 p�m�

Operation Tombola, which is launched every year in the run-up to Hallowe’en, did not be-
gin this year until 4 September despite the issues being visible from June and July�  Operation 
Tombola needs to be more flexible and brought forward.

This is a common-sense motion�  It is common sense to want safe communities, that the 
elderly should be protected and that our families and workers have a better quality of life�  How-
ever, common sense is not very common when it comes to Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael and the Green 
Party.  I am asking all parties and none to put aside political differences and let common sense 
prevail by passing this motion to allow safety to be restored in our communities�

22/09/2020PP00100Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: I thank my colleague and constituency partner, Deputy Ward, for 
tabling this important motion�  We have had lots of discussions in our society about how Co-
vid-19 has impacted various sections of our population but we probably have not discussed 
enough the very negative impact it has had on our young people�  It is really important we do 
not as a society demonise young people because the past seven months have been exception-
ally difficult for many of them.  The closure of schools, the temporary loss of youth services, 
the closure of sporting clubs and the suspension of other activities have put an enormous strain 
on young people, particularly the younger cohorts�  This does not in any way excuse antisocial 
behaviour, no matter its level of seriousness�  However, when we have spoken to hard-working 
community gardaí and youth workers on the front line, as I am sure other colleagues have, they 
tell us they have noticed that Covid-19 has had an impact on a wider section of young people 
than we would often talk about in these debates�  The loss of structure and routine in their lives 
has left many young people vulnerable to forms of activity which would not necessarily be 
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the way they would ordinarily behave�  Front-line youth services in particular are chronically 
underfunded�  I see in the House Deputies from a range of Dublin constituencies and in every 
one of them, from Finglas and Ballymun to the north inner city to the south inner city and to 
Deputy Ward and me in the west, our front-line services do not have enough funding to provide 
good quality activity for young people to be involved in�  The National Youth Council of Ire-
land is calling on the Government to increase the youth work services budget in budget 2021 
significantly.

We have incredible sports facilities run in the main by voluntary groups�  In my constitu-
ency there is the Esker boxing club, Clondalkin Celtic FC, Knockmitten United FC and there 
are all our Gaelic athletic clubs the length and breadth of the country�  Again, however, they 
are chronically under-resourced because our local authorities, one of the main sources of com-
munity funding, are themselves underfunded in this area of activity�  I wish to make very clear 
that the very best antidote to antisocial behaviour, particularly for the vast majority of young 
people who might be tempted to get involved in it, are positive, pro-social activities within their 
communities, properly resourced with the infrastructure, the full-time staff and the support for 
volunteers�  That needs to be part of the focus�

My colleague, Deputy Ward, is absolutely right that our other problem is the lack of proper 
investment in community gardaí�  What is important about community gardaí is that they are 
not the heavy hand of the law; they are the soft, proactive, preventative community policing�  
Young people get to know their community gardaí and engage with them on the streets through 
inter-league soccer matches etc� to address these problems�  I therefore urge Government Depu-
ties to support the spirit and letter of this motion to ensure we get that additional investment�

I wish to make an appeal to young people and their parents�  I ask them to be mindful of 
their neighbours, the pensioners, the children with special needs and people with pets, all of 
whom are wholly negatively affected by this phenomenon.  I ask them to have respect for the 
people in their communities because if we work together we will ensure a better quality of life 
for everybody: more investment in youth services, more investment in sports and more invest-
ment in community gardaí�  Let us look after one another and not make one another’s lives more 
difficult.

22/09/2020PP00200Deputy Denise Mitchell: My constituency of Dublin Bay North is no different from that 
of the previous speakers.  Since August of this year fireworks, rockets and bangers have been 
going off morning, noon and night.  People are afraid.  Our elderly people have had bangers 
put through their letterboxes�  Fireworks have been aimed at people and moving cars�  People’s 
property has been damaged and children are afraid to go out to play�  This is also causing huge 
distress to our pets�  It needs to stop�  Our communities need assistance and supports�  It is un-
fair on everyone living in these areas and they should not have to put up with it�  We all know 
fireworks are illegal, but somehow my community has been flooded with them and those selling 
them need to cop on�  We need the Garda to intervene�  On top of this, we have seen an increase 
in antisocial behaviour, which is reflected in communities all across Dublin that are having 
problems with drugs and gangs�  This has all been well reported on but it remains the same�  Is 
it any wonder when we have 230 fewer community gardaí than we did ten years ago?  I raised 
in June the lack of community gardaí with the Minister’s predecessor as well as the lack of com-
munity resources and supports for the Garda in my area�  In March of this year there were 39 
community gardaí assigned to the northern Dublin metropolitan region division, but the latest 
figures, for July, show a drop of nearly 75% in the number of community gardaí.  We now have 
only 11 assigned to the region�  That is disgraceful, but I am not surprised because Governments 
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have neglected our communities for decades when it has come to policing resources�

We need to get a grip on this because we are still a month out from Hallowe’en and I can 
only imagine this behaviour getting worse as Hallowe’en approaches�  People in these commu-
nities have been tormented and they have a right to feel safe in their homes and their communi-
ties�  They need the Garda to be resourced properly so it can respond to this�  I know that many 
people will be watching this and will be hoping the Government will support these communi-
ties that are crying out for help�  I call on all Deputies across all parties and none to support the 
motion�

22/09/2020PP00300Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh: Community safety is not just an empty concept�  The Gov-
ernment has to look at it and invest in it�  It needs to invest in community gardaí and I will 
come back to that�  It needs to invest not only in youth services and community facilities but 
also in CCTV cameras and the courts�  As Deputy Ó Broin said, this motion is not aimed at de-
monising young people, but there is a responsibility on many people, the youth included�  The 
main responsibility, however, lies with the State to ensure that it properly invests in, helps and 
encourages the youth to go about their activities safely in order that they enjoy themselves�  Fa-
cilities must be available to them in order that we do not end up as we do year on year coming 
up to Hallowe’en with absolute chaos in some parts of this city�  This year the chaos started a 
lot earlier and comes on top of the issue of scramblers, the open drug dealing, attacks on people 
along the canals in my area and elsewhere and damage to playgrounds�  Every single day since 
the middle of August, I have had constituents writing to me asking me to get the Garda to react 
to the targeting of their houses, their cars and other properties�  Buses have been targeted with 
fireworks, which are very loud and very damaging.  There has not seemed to be a proportionate 
response, or any response some nights, to any of these activities�  People, especially the elderly, 
are in absolute fear and anxiety�  Their dogs are fretting�  Panic sets in�  It is unbearable for 
many�  In some cases people are targeted as they walk down the street because they have had 
the decency to ring and ask for help from An Garda Síochána�  Still there is no response when 
they come under attack.  Sometimes the roads are taken up with people firing fireworks at one 
another�  In other cases people are targeted with bangers thrown at them and their children as 
they watch football matches�  That is not good enough and the State has to act and defend the 
citizens who feel they are under attack�  They do not just fear being under attack; in many cases 
they are under attack�

There is a reason this is happening�  The cuts in Dublin South-Central had a consequence�  
Once there were 99 community gardaí�  That dropped to a low of 28 two years ago�  A police 
service cannot be run with such a low number of community gardaí�  I therefore appeal to the 
Minister not just to support this motion but to act on it quickly in order that we do not end up 
seeing this problem escalate�

22/09/2020PP00400Deputy Seán Crowe: I have a copy of the Minister of State’s speech�  I think there is gen-
eral agreement that this is happening earlier and earlier each year�  I do not know why it is hap-
pening particularly early this year�  Deputy Ward said that in his constituency it started in June 
or July this year�  It was July or August in my area�

7 o’clock

The explosive noise of the bangers seems to be louder than in previous years and I do not 
remember them ever starting this early�  There seems to be greater availability of them�  I do 
not have answers as to why this is happening and in the Minister of State’s script, I noted there 
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were no real answers as to why it is a particular problem this year�  Some say it is a response to 
Covid and people are tired and so on�

  It is getting earlier and earlier each night.  Last night in my area, the first blast I heard was 
at 4.50 p.m. and it continued through the night.  I have talked to people in different communi-
ties.  One man said a blast went off at about 2 a.m. or 3 a.m.  It set off alarms, dogs were bark-
ing and it terrified people.  People talked of the impact it has on the elderly.  In one area, the 
playground was used as a launching pad and the remnants of the rockets landed on the houses 
of the senior citizens in the area.  One can imagine lying in bed and this stuff hitting the roof.  
In another area, I know of a man who is seriously ill and rockets hit the back window of his 
house�  One can imagine the terror in that house and this man is terminally ill�  There is all that 
evidence out there�

  We are asking for a different response. The Minister launched a campaign today but this 
has been going on for months in our communities�  People are looking for answers and the idea 
for tonight’s debate is to have the Government focus on it and to look for action that will come 
as a response from the Garda.  I appeal to the Minister of State to perhaps go off his script and 
address some of the issues affecting our communities.  This is not an anti-Garda motion.  We 
want to work with our communities and the Garda and we believe we can do better�

22/09/2020QQ00200Deputy Dessie Ellis: There has been an unprecedented increase in the use of illegal fire-
works across communities in Dublin�  In my constituency of Dublin North-West, we have been 
plagued by individuals letting off bangers and rockets on a continual basis during the day, in 
the evening and at night for nearly three months�  People are at the end of their tether with these 
incessant and at times deafening daily explosions�  They are causing a great amount of distress 
to residents, animals, pets and the elderly�

What surprises me most is there seems to be an endless supply of these fireworks.  If the past 
three months are any indication, there does not seem to be any obstacle to people’s ability to 
get their hands on them�  I am aware there is an increasing number of incidents where individu-
als have used them in a dangerous manner by targeting people’s homes, shops and transport�  
Fireworks have also been aimed recklessly at people, children and animals and as a result some 
have had serious injuries�  This places an additional and unnecessary burden on our already 
hard-pressed emergency and hospital services at a time when resources should be focused on 
combating this pandemic�

With such large quantities of fireworks available, I fear for what will happen at Hallowe’en 
and in the build-up to it.  I expect a serious escalation in the use of these illegal fireworks to the 
detriment of our community�  We need a strong Garda response to this issue now�  The Garda 
needs the resources to tackle this antisocial activity, which has gone far beyond being a nui-
sance and is a daily torment for our community�  The reality on the ground is that community 
gardaí are being released from duty each evening at 7 p�m�, at a time when this sort of activ-
ity more likely to occur�  More members of the Garda should be made available to safeguard 
communities from this scourge�  This can happen more readily if the Garda overtime ban is 
removed, particularly from those areas most affected by this problem.  I have spoken previ-
ously in the Dáil about the effect of the illegal use of fireworks, particularly on those who suffer 
from post-traumatic stress disorder, PTSD, or on those with sensory sensitivity issues such as 
children with autism�  They, like older residents of our communities, are feeling terrorised on 
a daily basis with these fireworks.  They feel trapped in their homes and the noise levels are so 
high at times that it is impossible to drown out the noise of this latest generation of bangers and 
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rockets.  Our communities are now feeling the effects of cuts to policing, which plays a vital 
role in combating antisocial activity�  Until these cuts are reversed and real recruitment begins, 
this antisocial behaviour will continue�

Every year, Finglas and Ballymun have their own fireworks display and Dublin City Coun-
cil has done a marvellous job in bringing communities with them and in reducing the number 
of fireworks in the area.  I shudder to think what will happen this year because what has already 
happened will affect forthcoming decisions by Dublin City Council.

22/09/2020QQ00300Minister of State at the Department of Justice and Equality (Deputy James Browne): 
I move amendment No� 2:

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

“notes:

— the commitment in the Programme for Government to close engagement between An 
Garda Síochána and local communities;

— the Government’s commitment to implement the report of the Commission on the 
Future of Policing in Ireland entitled ‘A Policing Service for the Future’, including the key 
action for the redeployment of members of An Garda Síochána away from noncore duties 
and into communities;

— the new Garda Operating Model which will reorganise resources around the delivery 
of frontline policing, emphasising engagement with communities and supporting victims of 
crime;

— the commitment of Government to continue recruitment to An Garda Síochána;

— the recruitment of more than 3,500 additional Gardaí since 2014, amounting to 14,648 
Garda members at the end of August 2020, with an additional 3,344 civilian staff;

— that in addition to the 4,059 Gardaí assigned to the Dublin Metropolitan Region at 
the end of August 2020, 429 Garda civilian staff were also assigned to this region, which 
is an increase of 184 on the figure in 2010, supporting the release of Garda members from 
noncore duties to front line policing duties;

— that Gardaí in all regions are also supported by national specialist units such as the 
Garda National Drugs and Organised Crime Bureau, the Criminal Assets Bureau, the Garda 
National Economic Crime Bureau and the Garda National Cyber Crime Bureau;

— that in 2020 to date, 520 Garda trainees have been attested as sworn members of An 
Garda Síochána;

— the Government’s commitment to combatting the use of unlicensed fireworks in the 
State, by restricting the availability of all hazardous fireworks to the general public;

— that the penalties for offences related to unlicensed fireworks are severe, such as fines 
of up to €10,000 or up to five years imprisonment;

— that licences under the Explosives Act, 1875, are issued by the Department of Justice 
and Equality only for the importation of fireworks to be used in organised displays con-



Dáil Éireann

774

ducted by professional and competent operators;

— that throughout the Dublin Metropolitan Region, Community Gardaí together with 
the Divisional Crime Prevention Officer, working in conjunction with Dublin Fire

Brigade, will promote the awareness of the dangers associated with fireworks;

— that in response to a noted increase in concerns relating to unlicensed fireworks the 
Garda Operation Tombola commenced on 4th September, which is one month earlier than 
in previous years;

— that under Operation Tombola, Gardaí have put in place local operational plans to 
tackle the sale of fireworks, including through high visibility policing and utilising the Di-
visional Public Order Units as appropriate; 

— that since 16th August, 2020, An Garda Síochána have seized a significant number of 
fireworks, in some instances resulting in prosecutions;

— the Department of Justice and Equality’s annual safety campaign, aimed at ensuring 
the public is aware of the dangers of illegal fireworks and bonfires;

— An Garda Síochána’s partnership approach to problem solving with the community 
and other agencies in the policing of the Halloween period and the importance of

local Gardaí continuing to receive information directly from communities; and

— the very strong cooperation between the Police Service of Northern Ireland and An 
Garda Síochána, which takes place via a range of measures including a crossborder policing 
strategy, an annual crossborder seminar on organised crime, the Joint Agency Task Force 
and through parallel investigations and Joint Investigation Teams;

recognises:

— that despite the Government’s policy on the matter, the use of unlicensed fireworks 
continues to be a problem and presents a significant safety risk, particularly in the weeks 
leading up to Halloween;

— the disturbance and distress caused by the unregulated and illegal use of fireworks in 
the lead up to Halloween and the impact on quality of life;

— the risk to health and safety of persons, animals, businesses and property by the il-
legal and unsupervised use of fireworks;

— the risk of injury, in particular to young children who are exposed to, or use illegal 
fireworks;

— the fear that can be experienced, in particular by elderly people in our communities 
and the impact on household pets and agricultural livestock; and

— the particular importance this year, given the impact of Covid19, that all steps are 
taken to prevent any additional strain on the public health system which could result from 
firework related injuries;

supports the Government’s:
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— commitment to prioritise visible policing in communities and to redeploy Gardaí 
from noncore duties to enable an enhanced focus on policing matters, including community 
policing;

— plan to extend the powers of An Garda Síochána to use closed-circuit television 
(CCTV) to help prevent crime and prosecute those involved;

— commitment to establish an expert forum on antisocial behaviour;

— intention to introduce a national community safety policy and to develop community 
safety partnerships in every local electoral area which will bring together communities, An 
Garda Síochána, local authorities and essential services from across Government to jointly 
tackle community safety issues;

— commitment to introduce a new Youth Justice Strategy in the coming months which 
will bring together the full range of communitybased youth justice interventions to be tai-
lored for the needs of local communities; and

— commitment to keep under review the start date for Operation Tombola each year to 
ensure a timely response; and

reaffirms:

— its ongoing support for An Garda Síochána and the work the Gardaí do every day on 
behalf of communities across the country;

— its support of the Government’s commitment to support communities and take all 
necessary steps to reduce incidence of antisocial behaviour, including the illegal use of 
fireworks; and

— its support of the Government’s commitment to work with communities and support 
them in accessing the right services and empowering them to be involved in issues affecting 
their quality of life�”

While it is not possible for the Government to support the Private Members’ motion tabled 
by Sinn Féin, I welcome the opportunity to update the Dáil on the ongoing proactive work the 
Department of Justice and Equality and An Garda Síochána are doing to both raise awareness 
of the dangers and illegality of fireworks and to combat their importation, sale and use.  An 
amendment setting out the current and future work of the Government in this regard has been 
tabled and moved and I will, with the agreement of the House, take it as read�

At the outset, I assure Members that the Government is committed to ensuring Ireland is 
a safe and secure place for all�  The well-being of our communities is a priority and we want 
members of the public to be confident and secure in going about their lives at all times of the 
year.  I share the concerns raised about the misuse of fireworks.  Deputies will appreciate that at 
this time of year, combating the abuse of fireworks presents additional challenges for authori-
ties�  But I can assure Deputies that these challenges are factored into annual work plans and 
appropriate resources are in place to address them�  That said, the Minister, Deputy McEntee, 
and I are all too conscious of the numerous incidents and, sadly, some serious accidents arising 
from the use of illegal fireworks. 

Every year in the run up to Hallowe’en, my Department and An Garda Síochána, together 
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with local authorities and the emergency services, engage in additional work to try to keep ev-
eryone safe and to raise awareness of the dangers associated with improper use of fireworks.  
Just today, the Minister, Deputy McEntee, launched the Department of Justice and Equality’s 
annual fireworks awareness campaign.  We are asking people thinking about using and buying 
fireworks to think again and not to add to the problems already faced by so many in our com-
munities during this pandemic� 

Our emergency services are battling Covid-19�  We owe it to them this Hallowe’en not to 
unnecessarily increase the pressure they are facing by filling emergency rooms with prevent-
able injuries caused by the use of illegal fireworks.  Our elderly neighbours, who already are 
worried about the pandemic and who have cocooned and restricted their movements, do not 
need the extra worry of fireworks going off near their homes.  When it comes to fireworks, we 
are asking people to not add to the problem� 

Nobody disagrees with the fact that fireworks are explosives which can maim and even 
kill.  Nor will anyone contest the fact that fireworks are dangerous in untrained and unlicensed 
hands�  They also cause serious distress for pets and livestock�  What we cannot agree with is the 
suggestion that the Government and An Garda Síochána are not proactively addressing these 
issues.  It is not correct to infer that the increased use of fireworks is as a result of lacking re-
sources or action on the part of Garda authorities or that members of the Garda are not working 
closely with local communities to deal with this in an appropriate way�  We have strong legisla-
tion dealing with the importation, sale and use of illegal fireworks.  An Garda Síochána already 
has launched its Hallowe’en policing plan, Operation Tombola�  This year, it was launched a 
month early in Dublin in recognition of the increased use of fireworks.

The sale or use of fireworks by unlicensed people is not only incredibly dangerous, it is 
illegal.  Government policy restricts the availability of all hazardous fireworks to the public.  
Licences under the Explosives Act are issued by the Department of Justice and Equality only 
for the importation of fireworks to be used in organised displays conducted by professional and 
competent people.  The penalties for misusing fireworks go right up to fines of €10,000 and five 
years in prison�  The penalties are high because the dangers are real�   In addition to the power 
to make arrests for the possession of unlicensed fireworks, the Garda has available several 
strong legislative provisions to combat antisocial behaviour more generally�  These include the 
Criminal Damage Act 1991; the Criminal Justice (Public Order) Act 1994; the Criminal Justice 
(Public Order) Act 2003; and the Intoxicating Liquor Acts 2003 and 2008�

Deputies should acknowledge the significant efforts made all year, but redoubled at this 
time, by An Garda Síochána to combat the importation, sale and use of illegal fireworks.  Op-
eration Tombola runs across the country until the end of October�  It focuses on combating the 
illegal importation, sale and use of fireworks and ensures appropriate policing plans are in place 
over this period�  Each district has its own plan, focusing on preventing public disorder and an-
tisocial behaviour through the deployment of resources, including Garda public order units to 
augment local plans, as appropriate and necessary�

As well as recognising this work, I ask the House to also recognise the close and ongoing 
co-operation between the Police Service of Northern Ireland, PSNI, and An Garda Síochána�  
Mechanisms are in place that provide a good overarching framework for co-operation between 
the two forces, support law enforcement efforts and allow the policing services to identify the 
appropriate and most effective response in all matters, including the movement of illegal fire-
works across the Border�  In fact, the Minister, Deputy McEntee, was informed by the Commis-
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sioner that this specific issue will be discussed at a strategic level at a forthcoming meeting of 
the cross-border joint agency task force strategic oversight group in the coming days�

Regarding Garda resources, it is important to note that the Commissioner is responsible for 
managing and controlling An Garda Síochána and for the allocation and efficient use of Garda 
resources�  This includes decisions regarding the allocation and deployment of Garda personnel 
nationwide�  The Commissioner and his management team are best placed to make the expert 
judgments necessary about where to place Garda resources�  It would not be appropriate to sub-
stitute our judgment for that of the Commissioner and his management team�  That said, I assure 
Deputies that the Government is committed to continuing to train and induct new recruits into 
An Garda Síochána annually�  Funding has been provided to An Garda Síochána in budget 2020 
for the recruitment of up to 700 gardaí, and additional Garda staff, the balance of which will be 
for the Commissioner to decide, based on identified operational demands.

The programme for Government gives priority to more visible policing in rural and urban 
communities and the removal of Garda members from administrative, technical and other non-
core duties to allow them focus on core policing matters�  A key commitment in the policing 
reform plan, A Policing Service for the Future, is the roll-out of An Garda Síochána’s new oper-
ating model, which reorganises resources around the delivery of front-line policing, placing an 
increased emphasis on engaging with communities and supporting the victims of crime�  This 
will strengthen further community policing and engagement and will provide a more localised, 
responsive policing service for each division nationwide�

I also draw attention to the Government’s plan to bring the full range of community-based 
youth justice interventions together in a way that allows for them to be tailored to the needs of 
local communities and the specific challenges posed by young people in those communities.  
The youth justice strategy will set out specific commitments, and it is intended that it will be 
brought to Government before the end of the year�

We all agree that fireworks present more dangers than many seem to realise.  These include 
dangers associated with explosion, which can injure, main or even kill, not to mention the nega-
tive impacts on the well-being of our communities�  In light of Covid-19, the Government is 
aware that now, more than ever, it is particularly important that all steps are taken to prevent 
additional strain on the resources of hospitals, such as those which could result from prevent-
able firework-related injuries.

The Government and An Garda Síochána are committed to combating the sale and use of 
unlicensed fireworks and to addressing related antisocial behaviour.  We are working proac-
tively together to do this - this year more than ever - and I ask the House to support the Govern-
ment’s amendment moved to reflect this intention.  My colleague, the Minister for Justice and 
Equality, Deputy McEntee, will address the issues raised by the Deputies in her closing remarks 
later this evening�

22/09/2020RR00200Deputy Paul McAuliffe: I will be supporting the Government’s amendment to the motion, 
and I urge the Opposition to do the same, in order that we can send a strong message from this 
House that the type of activity taking place in Dublin in recent months is unacceptable and this 
House rejects it�  I agree with other Deputies who described the problem, which dates back to 
July, of people with pets, people with children with special needs and older people being terror-
ised in their own communities.  The difficulty is that in communities such as mine, people often 
look out the window and see scrambler bikes and open drug dealing going unchecked by the 
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powers that be.  Then they hear the bangs of fireworks and do not even bother reporting them.

It was in that context that I wrote to the Garda Commissioner�  When he was appointed, he 
said “Crime is not like rain, it does not fall evenly on us all”�  Community policing in my area is 
being undermined by this activity�  Deputy Seán Crowe said that this motion provided us with 
a focus with which to deal with this issue�  I suggest that the Deputy is late to the party�  I have 
been dealing with this matter with the Minister and the Garda Commissioner since August�  I 
was pleased last week to receive correspondence from the assistant commissioner stating that 
Operation Tombola has been brought forward by a month�  That will be a necessary interven-
tion�

I also welcomed the public safety campaign on fireworks also being brought forward by one 
month�  I had the great pleasure to launch it last year when I was the Lord Mayor�  This year’s 
campaign was launched today by the Minister, one month earlier than last year�  The Commis-
sioner has assured the new Government that these measures are already having an impact on the 
ground�  I am not sure people in my area believe that yet, but we have time�  We must deliver 
before Hallowe’en, because if we do not life will be unbearable in communities such as mine�  

22/09/2020RR00300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I am not sure which Deputy from Sinn Féin is speaking, but 
he or she has ten minutes.  Deputy O’Reilly is mentioned first in the list I have, but it is Deputies 
Andrews, Paul Donnelly and Martin Browne�  I call Deputy Andrews�

22/09/2020RR00400Deputy Chris Andrews: I welcome this motion put forward by my colleague, Deputy 
Ward�  Two weeks ago, a young woman in the park in Ringsend was hit in the forehead by 
rocket�  When I say there was a hole in her head, I am not exaggerating�  It was horrendous�  It 
was an image that could not be unseen and was hard to get out of one’s mind�  It was traumatic, 
I imagine, for the poor woman�

This year, the community development section in Dublin City Council has not been able 
to plan community activities around Hallowe’en, as it has done in recent years.  The fireworks 
seem to be particularly bad this year�  They seem stronger in their power, the people using them 
are being more reckless and they started to let off these fireworks in June and July.  I do not 
think it is a coincidence that we have a particular problem this year�  The Garda used to have a 
community schools programme but that is no longer running.  That would be an effective way 
of addressing this issue, although it might not be as trendy or fashionable as looking for social 
media influencers. 

Dublin City Council community development section has developed amazing projects in re-
cent years.  Those projects have effectively turned what in many ways were no-go areas around 
Hallowe’en into locations with really exciting and enjoyable activities, in which there was ma-
jor engagement by local communities�  It is also important to recognise and acknowledge the 
positive work community gardaí do�  I mentioned the schools programme but I know that the 
Cabbage Garden, not too far from here, at Kevin Street, was a no-go area for years, especially in 
the run-up to and during Hallowe’en�  The work of the community development team in Dublin 
City Council and the community gardaí, however, made last year a real success, turned around 
all the antisocial behaviour, drug dealing and trouble for residents and made Hallowe’en a very 
enjoyable experience�  The same goes for Ringsend, where Dublin City Council developed a 
great community project that really made a difference to everyone in the area. 

To offer something positive and a possible solution, therefore, I believe that if Dublin City 
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Council’s community development team had the funding, it would be possible to ensure that 
more great projects could happen and that problems, such as the events we have been experi-
encing this year, would not be so prevalent�  The community projects developed by Dublin City 
Council must be resourced�  The inner city has been forgotten about for long enough and we 
must provide proper resources to that area�  

22/09/2020RR00500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Three speakers remain and just six and a half minutes�  I call 
Deputy Paul Donnelly�  He will be followed by Deputies Martin Browne and Louise O’Reilly�

22/09/2020SS00100Deputy Paul Donnelly: I thank my colleague, Deputy Ward, for bringing forward this mo-
tion�  The Minister has heard that our communities sound like war zones because of the number 
of fireworks that have been going off for the past number of months and their power.  Dozens 
of messages and videos about this issue have been sent to me through Facebook by people from 
across Dublin West, from the Navan Road, through Tyrrelstown and down to Ongar�  I was 
walking my dog in the Millennium Park, next to where I live, and I could turn 360 degrees and 
see fireworks going off in every direction.  They were everywhere and the sound of them was 
deafening�

Sadly, a number of young people have been injured, some by accident and others because 
fireworks were fired at them.  There is no doubt that the pandemic and the situation we are in 
have led to an increase in the number of young people on the streets�  They would usually have 
supports available to them, including schools, community services, Foróige, youth services and 
community gardaí�  Those kinds of people would ordinarily have been around and engaging 
with young people but they have not been around as much recently�  They are doing much of 
their work through Zoom and that is not effective.  Young people need a one-to-one connection 
and I hope we can start to return to that in the coming weeks�

There are two major issues with Garda resources.  The first is that we do not have enough 
of them�  There were 88 community gardaí in Dublin West in 2010 and today there are 79�  The 
loss of nine gardaí may not sound like a lot but, in the context of Dublin West, that is a huge 
resource�

The second issue is that community gardaí do not feel as valued as other members of the 
Garda because when a crime takes place, whether a shooting, a robbery or another incident, and 
the Garda needs somebody to conduct door-to-door inquiries, community gardaí are the first 
group to be pulled away from their duties to do that type of work�  That stops them from engag-
ing with local communities and young people�  That needs to stop�  We need community gardaí 
to be completely valued like every other unit in the force�

Before I let my colleagues in, I wish to strike a good note�  Every year in Fingal and Dublin 
15, Foróige, the Blanchardstown community policing forum, Fingal County Council, the Garda 
and the community have all come together to provide wonderful community projects�  I hope 
they can be resourced even better this year�  We need these projects even more this year because 
of the events of recent months�  I hope the Minister listens and we get those extra resources for 
communities, youth services and the Garda to deal with this matter�  It can be done�

22/09/2020SS00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The remaining Sinn Féin speakers have a minute and a half 
each�

22/09/2020SS00300Deputy Martin Browne: I will keep my contribution short�  At this time of year, everyone 
in this House receives a stream of phone calls from their communities with reports of fireworks, 
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bangers and bonfires.  It is nothing new, but I have noticed that reports are coming in earlier 
every year.  It has now got to a stage where fireworks are being let off all year round and not 
just at Hallowe’en�  They are disruptive, dangerous and being purchased and used illegally�  The 
problem persists, so clearly there is something wrong with the efforts to combat it.

One of the problems is the lack of significant numbers of community gardaí.  This antisocial 
behaviour is happening at a time when the number of community gardaí in the State has fallen 
from 1,182 in 2010 to 710 in July 2020�  In the Tipperary division alone, the number has fallen 
from 108 to 79 in the same period�

I am conscious that I am running out of time�  Something needs to be done�  Families with 
elderly members, young children or children with special needs are affected at this time of the 
year�  I ask the House to support Deputy Ward’s motion, which is sensible and straight to the 
point�

22/09/2020SS00400Deputy Louise O’Reilly: I apologise for being a bit tardy in my attendance this evening�  
I heard the Minister’s backbench colleague tell us that we need to send a strong message and 
indeed we do�  I also heard him say that he has been dealing with this matter for years, which 
highlights the effectiveness of the measures taken to counter this problem.  Everywhere we go, 
the skies are lit up at night and pets, children with special needs and elderly people are terrified.  
People are afraid to go out�

The Minister said we have strong and robust laws in place to deal with this issue but, with 
the greatest of respect, we must not be using them because if they were strong, robust and ef-
fective, people would not have unlicensed fireworks.  Fireworks would not be going off in 
the Ballast Pit, beside where I live, or in Balbriggan, Swords, Lusk, Rush and right across my 
constituency if the law was being applied.  Part of the problem is that we do not have sufficient 
numbers of community gardaí�  Due to reassignments, there are only 11 community gardaí in 
my area in north Dublin�  That is the crux of this matter�

We must be careful not to demonise young people because they have been left without ser-
vices and with nothing to do�  Their schools were closed for a long time�  It is important that, 
instead of focusing on the trauma, damage and everything else, we focus on enforcing the law 
that is in place and resourcing the Garda to ensure it can do that�  With the greatest of respect to 
the Minister’s colleague, if the House wants to send a strong message, Deputies will back the 
motion�  That will send a clear message that gardaí must be resourced and our young people can 
be on the street and have the kind of fun they should have but not in a way that causes torture 
and torment to other people, including the elderly and other neighbours�

22/09/2020SS00500Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: I will be sharing time with my colleague, Deputy Duncan 
Smith�  The Labour Party will support Deputy Ward’s motion�

I have sympathy with what the previous speaker said about not demonising young people 
and, indeed, particular areas�  There is an area in my constituency which is having a particular 
issue at the moment�  The Minister knows that because I wrote to her, the Garda Commis-
sioner and the local Garda station about it�  I do not want to name the park in question but I 
met residents of the area on Friday evening to discuss the issue.  Concerns about fireworks and 
antisocial behaviour are so serious that local residents, who are proud of their area, feel they 
cannot go into the park after lunchtime�  That is a particularly distressing message to get as a 
public representative�  The park has been well resourced and people feel proud of it but it has 
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now come to a stage that residents feel they cannot go into it after lunchtime�  We are still in 
September and, as other speakers have said, this problem is only going to get worse�

A Garda station has been promised for Dublin 13 and Dublin 17�  It was announced by the 
assistant Garda commissioner in May 2019�  I raised a Topical Issue matter about it only last 
week and was not encouraged by the response I got�  Every time we speak about antisocial be-
haviour or policing, I am going to raise this issue�

A crime task force was also promised for the north side of Dublin during the general election 
campaign on the basis that, as is the case in the north inner city, we cannot police one’s way out 
of crime�  We must speak to young people and talk about youth development, oral language, 
literacy, employment and health�  A wide range of issues must be considered when we speak 
about crime, disadvantage and antisocial behaviour�  The Government cannot police its way 
out of the problem�  I have made this case every time there has been a shooting, gun crime or 
murder�  I have said that we need a Mulvey-style commission or task force on the north side of 
Dublin and another in Drogheda�  That was agreed when the general election was called�  I want 
delivery of those task forces and I do not accept that we must wait for the Covid-19 emergency 
to pass before we can start to move on it�  We can see that antisocial behaviour, disconnection 
and disengagement are still issues.  The incidence of firework crime and antisocial behaviour 
has increased in September and is likely to increase further in October�

I mean what I will say next with the greatest of respect to all speakers and am not in any way 
questioning the bona fides of anyone who has spoken on this motion from Government or Op-
position parties�  It is really not good enough to come into this Chamber and speak of resources 
that Dublin City Council needs for its work in community development and estate management 
and to adequately secure parks when members of parties in government and opposition last 
night joined together to cut €12 million of Dublin City Council funding which could have been 
used to tackle the very issues we are talking about.  Politics can be difficult and means making 
hard choices�  With the greatest of respect to those who have spoken about resources, develop-
ment and investing in communities, I ask them to speak to their councillors because yesterday 
at a Dublin City Council meeting, a number of parties in government and opposition voted to 
rob my city of €12 million that could have gone a long way towards addressing the issues that 
we are talking about today�

22/09/2020TT00200Deputy Paul Donnelly: That is taxpayers’ money, not yours�

22/09/2020TT00300Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: While the Minister is here I will recap-----

22/09/2020TT00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Let the Deputy speak�

22/09/2020TT00500Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: I did not interrupt Deputy Donnelly�

22/09/2020TT00600Deputy Paul Donnelly: Be truthful about it�

22/09/2020TT00700Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: I am being truthful�

22/09/2020TT00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Through the Chair�

22/09/2020TT00900Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: To recap the points I have made, I have written to the Minis-
ter regarding the particular park I have a concern about�  The crime commission on the northside 
is important�  The Garda station is important�  The funding of local communities is important�  
Members cannot come to the House and speak about a lack of funding when they are voting, 
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through their parties, to cut it at a local level�

22/09/2020TT01000Deputy Duncan Smith: I would like to echo our support for the motion�  It is really good, 
and could and should have gone unamended�  I welcome the Minister to the Chamber�

The Minister of State, Deputy Browne, who made the opening statement, referred to the 
awareness campaign that has been launched�  A number of Deputies and Ministers in the Cham-
ber are of my generation or are a few years younger or older than me�  The Minister of State 
and Deputies Gannon and Ward all grew up with awareness campaigns in the newspapers or on 
television.  Growing up, the message about the dangers of fireworks was hammered home for 
decades, including the fact they are illegal, etc�  To have this stated at the beginning and end of 
the opening remarks does not carry much weight in tackling this issue� 

I want to point to a reply to a parliamentary question received by my colleague, Deputy 
Sean Sherlock�  It refers to the amount that has been spent on these campaigns over the past 
four years.  It puts in context the lack of real effort and urgency that has been put into this issue 
over the past number of years�  In 2016, €34,680 was spent while in 2017, €36,676 was spent�  
In 2018, the figure dropped to €29,090.  In 2019, just €17,000 was spent, less than half of what 
was spent in 2017�  The money was mainly spent on newspaper ads, and in the past couple of 
years the spend moved towards social media�   Every Deputy will have experience of taking 
out newspaper ads and knows the cost of a quarter, half or even full-page advertisement in a 
local newspaper in their town or constituency�  I am not sure how far €36,000 would have gone 
in spreading awareness about the danger of illegal fireworks.  I am not convinced in any way, 
shape or form that there has been a shift in urgency, despite the very impassioned contribution 
by Deputy McAuliffe who I know feels strongly about this.  He is a Government backbencher 
and has done work locally on this�

The work locally is not being reflected in any kind of increase in Government action or 
funding on this issue�  We have never had an August or September like this in north county 
Dublin in terms of fireworks, and the same has been reflected all over the city and county of 
Dublin�  Fireworks were an issue when I was growing up�  They were around, but they were not 
easy to get�  They were not everywhere�  They would always make an appearance very close to 
Hallowe’en� 

All of the work that local authorities are doing, including the fireworks displays, organised 
events and costume events, do a great job in terms of reducing the number of illegal bonfires 
and other activities leading up to Hallowe’en�  That is now all being undone�  Other Depu-
ties referred to community Garda resources, which we have discussed in previous debates and 
will discuss again.  The proof will be in the pudding in five weeks in the budget.  We will see 
how much the Government really values increasing resources for gardaí and getting our gardaí 
where they need to be�

This is about more than just gardaí; it is about our customs�  It is about stopping the importa-
tion of fireworks at source.  Where are they coming from?  Are they coming from Europe or the 
UK?  We need more detail on where they are coming from so that we can stop them from com-
ing into the country�  It cannot just be down to community gardaí to deal with this issue�  What 
has been a problem for years has become a crisis�  I again thank Deputy Ward for bringing the 
motion forward�  I look forward to supporting it in the vote tomorrow�

22/09/2020TT01100Deputy Gary Gannon: The Social Democrats will support the motion and commend the 
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Sinn Féin Deputy for bringing it to the floor.  It is an eminently sensible motion and does not 
lend itself to a grandiose speech�

Most of us who live and operate within the city are brought to our senses several dozen 
times a day with the reverberations of fireworks and all that that entails.  We can feel lucky we 
are not those with sensory issues who have been really impacted by them�  As has been said 
several times, while fireworks have always been a feature of life in cities, this year they have 
appeared earlier and they are louder and more prevalent�  That suggests there is an underlying 
problem�

I would like to touch on some of the positive initiatives I know of that could be used to 
counter this but that have been eroded over the past couple of years�  I refer to policing in the 
north inner city and across Dublin as a whole�  Democracy is a forum and works best when State 
agencies, community leaders and the community that is impacted sit around a table to have 
discussions and look for solutions�  That has worked very well at times in Dublin, through the 
community policing initiatives and meetings that happened over the past couple of years�  They 
were running out of steam because things were getting more angry before now�  Covid is being 
used as an excuse not to have such meetings� 

Community policing meetings came to a complete stop during the Covid pandemic�  There 
has been no attempt to use innovation or hold Zoom meetings�  In the south inner city, for ex-
ample, the latest community policing meeting was held in October 2019�  In my constituency, 
Dublin Central, the community policing forum was one of the first of its kind in Europe and had 
good intentions at the start�  I was critical of how it developed, but its original intent was fantas-
tic in the sense that it had an office in the heart of a constituency, which had an often troubled 
relationship with the gardaí�  It was designed so that community leaders could be an interface 
between a community that was distrustful of the gardaí and the gardaí themselves�  It worked 
very well for a time�  Last year, for no apparent reason, it was defunded�  It closed up shop and 
was not replaced�

The meetings that were held in schools around the area where communities could get to-
gether with gardaí and thrash out problems simply stopped�  The pandemic exists, but if com-
munity leaders were organising Zoom meetings in residential areas to get together with the 
community gardaí, some of these issues would be dealt with�  It was never the case that young 
people attended the meetings, but community leaders, such as leaders of local boxing clubs, 
youth clubs and those who organised pool sessions and talked to young people, would attend�  

People would be able to rely the fact that when some people had a bit of craic and let off 
a banger that affected children with autism or sensory issues or increased anxiety in a woman 
whose dogs were going berserk, they could be spoken to�  We no longer have such meetings�  
We need to demonstrate a little leadership in getting those structures back because they have 
been lost�

There has also been a breakdown in the relationship between the gardaí in my constituency 
and, I am sure, the rest of Dublin�  We had community policing, which was about engaging 
with young people�  When that was at its best, gardaí knew the names of Johnny or whomever 
and could have a conversation with him or her�  As we have eroded community policing to the 
detriment of those relationships, those relationships are gone.  Fireworks are now going off 
and nobody knows the names of the young people who are doing it�  That is a recent departure 
because there was a time where if young people were at risk of getting into trouble and were 
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engaging in some sort of deviant behaviour, there was always somebody who knew their names 
and could call and have a chat with them�  We all canvassed in the past six months and one of 
the things candidates heard from older people was that they no longer saw local gardaí around�  
That is great shame in the sense that it increases anxiety among the older population and makes 
them feel less safe�  

There was a fantastic initiative, with an unfortunate acronym, in the north inner city called 
the small area policing initiative, which operated for a couple of years under a former Garda 
Commissioner�  It involved gardaí knocking on every single door and having a chat with resi-
dents, most of whom were older people�  That initiative is gone�  A modern police force is in a 
sad state when it cannot engage constructively with our constituents in a manner that we know 
works and has positive outcomes� 

With regard to those who let off bangers, I always ask who is benefiting from this noise and 
the infiltration of fireworks into our communities.  I promise that for every banger going off or 
rocket taking off, somebody is making a profit.  I do not believe there has been any moralising 
in the Chamber tonight�  I would not suggest there has been and previous speakers have been 
considerate in not doing that�  However, I have heard moralising in some of the conversations 
about this issue in the radio�  What we are not hearing about are the gangs that are clearly 
benefiting and making exorbitant amounts of money by smuggling in these fireworks.  I know 
Operation Tombola is taking place in communities and on the streets but is it effective and is it 
able to take the head off the snake?  I am not convinced that is the case.  

On an issue that has been raised several times in this debate, in the absence of the struc-
tures that have been put in place for Hallowe’en in communities across Dublin in recent years, 
Hallowe’en night this year will be like no other before it�  I am talking about people who or-
ganised parades and fancy dress and worked with kids in youth clubs for months in advance of 
Hallowe’en and helped them make up their costumes and build little warehouses that could be 
turned into fun factories�  If all of that stops, we will go back to the scenes we witnessed four or 
five years ago when communities were effectively under siege and there were running battles 
on the streets�  That was always a genuine fear on Hallowe’en night but, through extraordinary 
community leadership, we were able to combat it�  That is under threat this year�  Since July, we 
have seen a build-up, which will reach a crescendo if we do not take ownership of the problem 
now�  That must start in the Department and work its way down through all Deputies�   It must 
allow us to engage with the local authorities which are the funding mechanism for these initia-
tives�  We must try to ensure we can be positive, rather than waking up at the start of November 
realising that we have missed an opportunity and the community has suffered as a consequence.  
We still have time to solve this and I hope we can act up that�

22/09/2020UU00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Go raibh míle maith agat, a Theachta Gannon�  Táimid ag 
bogadh ar aghaidh anois go dtí an Teachta Brid Smith�

22/09/2020UU00300Deputy Bríd Smith: Gabhaim buíochas leis an Leas-Cheann Comhairle�

I will first acknowledge everything that Sinn Féin has set out in its motion, namely, the ter-
ror, fear and nuisance imposed on communities throughout the country, particularly working 
class communities, which have been flooded with fireworks.  I will say what many people are 
saying to me tonight and it is not based on prejudice�  It is very obvious that if this was happen-
ing in Foxrock or Dublin 4, it would have been sorted out by now�  That it is happening pre-
dominantly in working class communities speaks volumes�  It speaks of the sort of containment 
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policy inside working class areas that dominates every aspect of this Government’s, and previ-
ous Governments’, attitude to services that are needed at local level�  The Minister is shaking 
her head but she has to answer many questions as to why the Garda does not respond to calls 
by members of the community, gardaí are never seen on the streets and gardaí do not respond 
despite repeated calls to Garda stations, both physically and by telephone�  Communities need 
answers to those questions� 

I do not fully accept the argument made by Sinn Féin that this is all about community gardaí�  
The motion states that the number of gardaí assigned to the Dublin metropolitan region in Au-
gust 2020 was 4,059, which remains below the 2010 figure of 4,160.  That is a difference of just 
101�  If one balances that against the argument I will make about resources that do not go to 
young people and which have not been restored to our communities, we can focus on where this 
is happening.  We have a policy of containment in working class areas, which are being flooded 
with fireworks that were not bought and used for celebrations during the Covid-19 period.  In-
stead, now that the market insists that it must get rid of these fireworks, they are being dumped 
in working class areas�  There seems to be no attempt to address this problem�

Perhaps the Minister will explain Operation Tombola, which we keep hearing about, in 
greater detail�  The Minister of State said it is all about combating the importation and sale of 
fireworks.  We do not see the importation and sale of fireworks being combated.  They are being 
sold everywhere�  

Last night, I understand an 18-year-old man from Ballyfermot had a finger blown off.  The 
kids who are letting off fireworks are frequently much younger, with many of them ten, 12 or 
14 years of age.  The stuff is being sold to them for a song.  Despite that, somebody must be 
making money because they are not doing this for the good of their health�  Clearly, there is an 
abundance of explosives on the market�

The Garda make political decisions as to where they allocate resources�  The issue is not one 
of tabling a motion stating the Garda should be recruiting an extra 800 gardaí per year because 
we do not have enough of them�  Political decisions are being made�  This motion is imbalanced�  
Despite Deputies saying they were not having a go at young people, the motion read likes it is 
having a go at young people�  I will use this opportunity to address that issue�  I have tried at 
the Covid-19 committee to have special sessions on how Covid-19 has impacted on our youth�  
I also submitted a Topical Issue matter on this issue three times last week and each time I was 
refused, as were other Deputies�  It is about time we had a full and frank conversation about 
what is going on with young people in working class areas�  

A study by Amárach, a reputable research company, under the title, Generation Pandemic, 
surveyed youth workers in 700 youth groups, after-school and sports clubs�  It found that half of 
all youth workers believe the pandemic and lockdown will have a massive impact on the mental 
health of our young people�  Some 47% of respondents indicated that children are behind in 
their studies and 21% of children, they believe, will not return to normal schooling�  

Another survey carried out by the National Youth Council of Ireland found that 53% of 
children already have mental health issues, 35% are falling behind in school, 39% experience 
isolation, and one in five is living with family conflict.  We then have overcrowding in housing, 
with young boys and girls growing up sharing the same bedroom, not only with their sisters 
but sometimes with their aunts or mothers.  We have young children coach-surfing and home-
lessness among young people is growing, not to mention the youth unemployment rate, which 
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now stands at 45�4%�  The youth are particularly impacted by drastic and draconian measures, 
including the slashing of their unemployment payment which has never been restored�  

One has inequality in the way the social services deal with young people, and inequality in 
housing and education�  We then have the cuts to the youth services�  Funding was slashed by 
a third in 2010 by the then Fine Gael-Labour Party Government�  That cut has never been fully 
restored�  While some of it was restored, the catch is that this was done through a mechanism 
called value for money, which is basically a neoliberal economic measurement that could have 
a serious detrimental impact on youth services, and indeed all community and addiction servic-
es�  However, I am talking about the youth tonight�  This is about measuring everything through 
a neoliberal framework and not on the real actions and outcomes for young people�  There will 
be serious problems in trying to deliver these outcomes, particularly when one combines that 
with generation pandemic and the impact the pandemic is having on them�

The Government will receive a submission from the National Youth Council of Ireland�  It 
seeks serious engagement through more youth workers in our communities�  We really need 
them�  They cannot take young people inside�  Discos, dancing clubs, boxing clubs, youth clubs 
that would be open as drop-in centres and cafés are all shut because of the Covid-19 restric-
tions�  They do not have enough resources to do outreach with the young people in a meaningful 
way and yet we seem to be loading the blame on them�  I am not saying they are angels by no 
manner or means�  I know many of them who live around me but the solution is not to impose 
more gardaí on society; the solution is that the Garda and the Minister need to make decisions 
that do not have that class bias of containment in working class areas�  Fundamentally, the most 
important action to take right now is to deploy gardaí to stop the importation and sale of these 
fireworks.  If there was not the supply, there would not be the use.  That is a very obvious state-
ment to make�

The other issue I want to talk about is the huge amount of voluntarism in the youth services 
and only for that voluntarism and those magnificent workers who organise football and other 
activities with the children, there would be nothing available.  It is a serious deficit that needs 
time in this House to be examined, combined with the rise in youth unemployment levels and 
the overcrowding and lack of housing I mentioned earlier�

When I moved to Ballyfermot in the early 1990s, there was a very serious riot in a place 
called Gallanstown�  At that time, I do not believe Gallanstown did not have a youth centre, a 
school or a community centre�  Due to sensible intervention following the riot, we now have 
those facilities.  Mind you, the area still only has one shop.  It does not have a post office, café or 
pharmacy�  There are no community facilities in that area�  The containment issue is a real one 
and unless policy decisions are made to develop those on an equal level as with other areas, it 
will continue to happen�  The main point I want to make is that in those days when the riots hap-
pened Gallanstown was flooded with gardaí.  I never saw as many gardaí in my life.  There were 
gardaí, Saracens and all sorts of modern equipment but that did not solve the problem�  Gardaí 
in and of their own are not the solution�  Sinn Féin’s demand to increase the number of gardaí by 
800 a year will not be the solution.  The political decisions that are made by the Minister’s office 
in how it deploys gardaí has to be seriously questioned, and the Garda have a lot to answer for�

In conversation with a recently-appointed superintendent in my area he commented that the 
solution to this problem is investment in youth services�  Gardaí going in and arresting ten, 12 
and 14 year old children, throwing them in a cell and then bringing them home does not get rid 
of it.  Let us deal with the supply of these explosives and go after the bowsies who are flooding 
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the streets with them�  Let us interject in the communities where they need the resources and 
recognise that the severe austerity cuts have impacted disproportionately on working class areas 
and continue to do so�  The policies must change�

22/09/2020VV00200Deputy Noel Grealish: I am sharing my time with Deputy Seán Canney, although he is not 
here yet�

Fireworks are often at the centre of antisocial activity around Hallowe’en but what is shock-
ing is the fact that in Ireland today more than 500,000 people have their lives disrupted by 
antisocial behaviour throughout the year�  A report published recently by the Central Statistics 
Office, CSO, showed that one in eight adults in Ireland said their lives had been affected by such 
activity at some stage last year�  If we apply that to the adult population as a whole, it means 
that the lives of more than 400,000 people in our country aged 18 and over are being adversely 
affected by antisocial behaviour and for almost 70,000 of them it has made their lives a misery 
being affected to a greater extent, according to the CSO report.  It found that the greatest impact 
was on people in their 30s and 40s�  If we add their children to that whose lives are also being 
upset, the numbers of those affected would be more than 500,000.  It is happening in every 
county in Ireland, which means that in my home county of Galway, it could be having an impact 
on 30,000 people�

antisocial behaviour is a growing problem in many areas where a small majority of people, 
and I am not just talking about teenagers, make life hell for the rest of the community�  It can 
range from rows between neighbours and constant noise to vandalism, intimidation, drug deal-
ing and everything in between that has a detrimental effect on other people living nearby.  It 
is a problem that is enormously difficult to tackle, in part due to the fact that a lot of antisocial 
behaviour goes unreported because people are afraid of reprisals�

With regard to the greatest weakness in our current laws, our local councils and gardaí need 
more power to act quickly and effectively to stamp out antisocial behaviour.  Council officials 
can find their hands tied.  Current legislation is not an effective deterrent.  It can take years 
to bring misbehaving tenants, for instance, to court as there are so many hoops to be jumped 
through�  

Bad behaviour is not confined to local authority estates.  Landlords also need to be given 
greater scope under the law to act against tenants in private rented property who are engaging 
in antisocial activities.  There are laws in this area but they tend to be clunky and difficult to 
apply in an effective way.  

There is a major role to be played by the community gardaí if we had enough of them walk-
ing the beat in the areas worst affected.  Ten years ago, we had almost 1,200 community gardaí 
in Ireland�  Today, that number is down to 710�  Back then, in the county of Galway we had 22, 
most of whom were based in the city, but that number is down to just 13 today�

A community garda meeting people in their own neighbourhood day in, day out will have 
a great feel for what is going on in their area and be in a position to take steps when they see 
problems developing�  A garda who is a familiar face in an area can help nip small-level crime 
in the bud before it becomes something more serious and a youngster’s bit of devilment turns 
to crime�  They can talk directly to the young people and their parents and, for instance, try to 
stop easily-influenced children being led astray by criminals.  It is far more effective in many 
instances than bringing young offenders through the courts process where they barely get a slap 
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on the wrist and learn little of benefit from the experience.

To return to the main subject of this motion, the message is not getting through to people that 
fireworks, while exciting and entertaining, are dangerous explosives that should never be in the 
hands of anyone other than trained and licensed professionals�  Every year around Hallowe’en, 
and long before that in many cases, we read reports from across the country about young people 
losing fingers, the sight in an eye or suffering other serious and life-changing injuries as a result 
of handling fireworks.  Not only is that message about the danger not getting through to them, 
it is also not being taken seriously by their parents in many cases�  I refer to those adults who 
either know their children are playing with fireworks and do nothing about it or who set a bad 
example themselves by acquiring illegal and dangerous fireworks for use as a centre point of a 
Hallowe’en house party�

As I mentioned earlier, fireworks can also be at the centre of antisocial activities that leave 
people in fear around Hallowe’en�  If we can succeed in removing them from the festivities, it 
might also help stop the spread of antisocial behaviour throughout the rest of the year�

22/09/2020VV00300Deputy Seán Canney: I am delighted to speak to this very important issue�  I heard previ-
ous speakers talk about Dublin but antisocial behaviour and fireworks are not confined to the 
city�  Deputy Grealish mentioned Galway�  In my constituency of Galway East we have antiso-
cial behaviour through different strands.  We have it on local authority estates where the local 
authorities are not capable or do not have the resources to manage the estates properly�  We have 
it on private estates that have rental accommodation where a few people make life very difficult 
for a large number of people�

antisocial behaviour and all that goes with it, and the fireworks which are part of all of that, 
can destroy communities and housing estates, with very few involved in it�  It can also down-
grade the value of the homes of people who borrowed money to take out a mortgage only to find 
they may have the neighbours from hell living beside them�  It can also be soul-destroying for 
the residents on those estates who are trying to keep them in a well-kept manner�

8 o’clock

It goes back to one thing in my book: education�  It is a question of educating people on 
what is right and wrong and of their parents taking their responsibility seriously�  Unfortunately, 
not all families get this education�  There is a major downgrading of standards when people get 
away with antisocial behaviour.  Something than starts off in a very trivial way can snowball 
very fast, resulting in a major problem�  How do we deal with it?  To answer this, we should 
consider our approach to Covid.  When the gardaí are out trying to enforce regulations, they first 
engage with people and explain to them what is right and what they have done wrong�  They 
explain to them how they can move forward and do things right�  They provide enforcement if 
necessary�  From my experience, in the time between something happening and the taking of 
action, many barriers are put in the place of gardaí, local authorities and community groups�  
The law seems to be stacked in favour of the perpetrators of crimes�  The hands of the local 
authorities are, therefore, tied, as are the hands of the Garda.  Until people ask the difference 
between right and wrong, we will not deal with this�  It comes back to education�  We need to 
change people’s attitudes�  The one way of doing so is to ensure that those who do something 
wrong know they will be punished�  If those who are continually brought to court for antisocial 
behaviour or importing and using dangerous fireworks come out without any consequence for 
their lives, we must ask how we can improve the attitude�  One way we can do so is by increas-
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ing the resources of the gardaí�  We should have more community gardaí on the ground and 
walking the streets�  We must take preventative measures rather than try to enforce�

  I do not believe there is anyone in this House who would condone antisocial behaviour�  
In our constituencies, we all have had experiences of what can happen when something goes 
wrong�  The last thing we want is to come back here to talk again about somebody who got 
seriously injured by fireworks or who got seriously injured because of antisocial behaviour.  We 
need to ensure that those who engage in antisocial behaviour realise they will be subject to the 
rigour of the law and that they think before they do something�

  Deputy Grealish mentioned the issue of people living in fear, afraid to report activity to the 
Garda or social housing authority�  We must give these people courage and backup�

22/09/2020WW00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: I, too, support this motion�  I do not want to single out or demo-
nise young people�  “Mol an óige agus tiocfaidh sí,” is the old adage�  We should do this but I 
am aware there are major problems with antisocial behaviour�  Other Deputies have referred to 
it�  The only answer is community policing�  Ní neart go cur le chéile�  Community policing, 
Community Alert and Neighbourhood Watch are the answer.  People have the confidence to 
talk to gardaí who stand in their kitchens when they are rung�  No police force in the world can 
police without the support of the public�

I salute Superintendent Denis Whelan, Sergeant Ray Moloney, Garda Jenny Gough and 
others in Cahir Garda station�  I salute those in Clonmel, under Superintendent William Leahy�  
I salute Sergeant Kieran O’Regan, Garda Claire Murphy and others all over County Tipperary�  
They are in community policing sections and they do outstanding work�  They are on call nearly 
all the time�  Many people, including politicians, can contact them by mobile phone�  We try 
to work with the communities and bring them along�  Those I have mentioned do tremendous 
work�

Covid-19 has taught us one thing, that is, that in the middle of all the drama, grief and hor-
ror, community police have come into their own�  They may be found in people’s kitchens�  
They bring in firing for them and hang out clothes for people.  They have been bringing people 
messages from the shops�  They have proven themselves�  That is what real policing is all about�  
It is about earning the trust and confidence of the people, young and old.

Not only are fireworks going off but they are doing damage to guide dogs and all other dogs, 
as sheep farmers will confirm.  Sheepdogs are affected.  Everyone is frightened of fireworks.  
Reference was made to rockets and to the sale of many types of illegal products�  I wonder 
where they are coming from and what kind of illicit and illegal trade is taking place�  Who is 
importing the products?  They are plentiful and easily available�  The county councils do their 
business well with the environmental officers to try to have preventive measures in place for 
Hallowe’en and organised events�  This is happening in Thurles, where great work has been 
done�  I salute a former councillor there whose name eludes me�  Great work is done in the 
communities�

There are also issues with shooting ranges, the lamping of animals and guns being fired.  
The guns might be legally held, and some might be illegal�  There are shooting ranges not abid-
ing by the laws and they are trading and behaving recklessly and terrorising communities�  The 
Commissioner also needs to examine the legislation on this�

22/09/2020WW00300Deputy Michael Collins: The setting off of fireworks in and around a home must be terrify-
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ing for anyone who has to tolerate the behaviour of those who show scant regard for people and 
their property�  We must go back to the root of problems as it is mainly our youth who involve 
themselves in these mindless acts�  Not all youth are involved in disruptive behaviour, however�  
This can be seen from the Garda youth awards in west Cork�  Year after year, we see great young 
people win awards for their excellent work in their community, thanks to the encouragement 
given to them by great community gardaí such as Damian White and Brigid Hartnett�  All crime 
can be nipped in the bud by the deployment of more community gardaí�

Garda stations in every part of Ireland need to be manned, not closed, as was done by previ-
ous Governments.  Previous Governments saw fit to shut the doors of so many stations in west 
Cork�  This was a terribly bad decision�  I commend the people of Ballinspittle who fought the 
decision�  Their station was closed but they won the battle and it was reopened�  Many more 
should have been in the same situation�  The local gardaí saw dangers well in advance and 
talked to young people and their families�  In 99% of cases, potential problems were nipped 
in the bud and sorted�  The 1% who fell through the cracks in our community were blessed to 
have youth centres in west Cork, such as Cara Lodge, which caters for boys who have gone 
wrong in their lives and need help�  I have spoken to users of the lodge, which is located in 
Ahiohill, Clonakilty�  The assistance given to the youth and their families at such a crucial time 
represented a massive turning point in their lives.  Astonishingly, the HSE has now seen fit in 
the past few weeks to stop funding this vital service�  The centre faces closure, with the loss a 
vital service and 27 jobs�  I am told the reason for the closure of the excellent service, which is 
the only one of its kind in west Cork, is that the HSE wants to change to a new model of care�  
This may be a good idea but surely the new model of care can be rolled out in Ahiohill in west 
Cork in the same way that it would be in any other county�  I have asked the Minister of State 
at the Department of Health to intervene�  I have asked the Taoiseach, who opened the centre a 
number of years ago, to intervene, and now I ask the Minister for Justice and Equality to save 
it for the young people of west Cork who desperately need it and for the truly great staff, who 
have provided a top-quality service for so many years�

22/09/2020WW00400Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: I, too, support this important motion�  I wish to highlight the 
awful effects on young people - they are predominantly young - who engage in what we would 
call antisocial behaviour when fireworks they are using go wrong and they end up in one of our 
hospitals, perhaps facing a long, painful journey back to good health�  At that stage, they may 
have lost fingers or suffered other horrific injuries, such as injuries to their faces.  Nobody wants 
to see any child or other young person injured�  Our supporting this motion is important even if 
it stops only one young person from getting hurt by using fireworks, which should be used only 
by people who know what they are doing�

Fireworks are, of course, used at times of celebration.  I remember massive fireworks dis-
plays at the great Rose of Tralee International Festival�  As with everything else in Kerry, we do 
it better than anyone else in Ireland�

22/09/2020WW00500Deputy Michael Collins: Hear, hear�

22/09/2020XX00100Deputy Michael Healy-Rae: At the time of the Rose of Tralee festivals we would have a 
display that was second to none in the world�  It was done, however, by professional people in 
professional way with proper safety and everything being adhered to�  We do not want to see 
young people being hurt�  

Generally, whether it is coming from people being unruly in their neighbourhoods, the one 
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answer to antisocial behaviour, of course, is the community garda�  I compliment An Garda 
Síochána in County Kerry which I represent�  Whether it is from Castleisland to Cahersiveen, 
Listowel to Kenmare, or from east, south, west or mid-Kerry, our gardaí play a great role� The 
one thing they could do with, however, is more resources for community gardaí�  The Minister 
will appreciate the great work that is done by An Garda Síochána�  Having a local person - the 
local garda - working in the community is the answer�  I see it operating in places where the 
community garda knows all the different organisations.  Community gardaí attend meetings 
in community centres and community halls, listen closely and attentively to the issues and 
problems and are able to make a great difference.  I ask the Minister to support our community 
gardaí and do her best for our communities through that method�

22/09/2020XX00200Deputy Richard O’Donoghue: I thank Sinn Féin for bringing forward this timely motion�  
The Garda has the power to make arrests for possession of unlicensed fireworks.  Why does 
the Garda not take action?  Is it that the Garda is under-resourced or are gardaí fearful of going 
into hostile communities?  How do we control fireworks?  How do we protect the older com-
munity?  How do we protect our families, pets and farm animals?  An organised effort is needed 
around Hallowe’en events�  Perhaps a licence should be applied for�  If gardaí know when an 
event takes place in their community, they may become involved and controls can then be put 
in place�

I concur with everything the Deputies from the Rural Independent Group said�  The one 
thing we can take from their contributions is that the answer to everything in any community, 
city or county is community gardaí and resources�  The other thing that solves all problems 
is gardaí having local information and knowing where they are going, knowing families and 
knowing their surroundings�  How does one prevent crimes and children getting involved in the 
wrong activities?  It is not always the person who buys the fireworks who gets injured.  It is 
often the person who is easily led�  How can we help these people?  We can help them by pro-
viding community gardaí and by policing.  The Garda has made a serious effort in recent years 
to get involved in communities�  However, it is massively under-resourced�  Gardaí in local ar-
eas knowing the local businesses, children and everything about the locale is how one prevents 
crime�  That is how to get communities involved�  The community knows the gardaí and the 
gardaí know the community and they can help guide people through circumstances that may be 
outside their control�  We have all been wild�  We have all done things we were not supposed 
to do but we have got back on the straight and narrow with the help of gardaí and members of 
the community�  They put us on the right track�  Local gardaí, local representatives and local 
people are the answer�

22/09/2020XX00300Deputy Joan Collins: I thank Sinn Féín for bringing forward this Private Members’ motion 
on community safety and fireworks which I will be supporting.  I also support the call by the 
National Youth Council of Ireland for more investment in youth services�  That call is set out in 
the amendment tabled by Solidarity-People Before Profit.  This issue is not only one for now 
but is a general issue about youth services and how they are funded and supported�

I concur with the point made by many Deputies on the impact of illegal fireworks in the 
community.  Depending on who is using them, these fireworks are used to target houses, people, 
dogs and other animals.  It seems they are used differently depending on who gets their hands 
on them.  The widespread use of fireworks has created a general belief in communities that 
people are able to get and use them with impunity�

I have had reports about an incident in a local park at the beginning of September where 
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fireworks were used against families and children in a playground.  The families were forced to 
flee.  I am regularly contacted on social media by people who have been targeted with bangers 
while walking their dogs in the park�  Some of them believe these are attempts to disorientate 
the dogs and then entrap them if they run off.  We have animals, elderly people and people with 
sensory issues who are stressed in their homes�  That this is happening creates a general disquiet 
in the community�  That is the mood in communities and there is a view that this not being dealt 
with�  This is happening all over Dublin�  I have seen it in St� Anne’s Park, on the north side and 
south side, in the Liberties up to Rialto and Ballyfermot and into Drimnagh and Crumlin�  It is 
taking place all over my constituency where there is not one area that has not been impacted�

I recognise that Operation Tombola, which involves the local authorities and takes place be-
fore Hallowe’en every year, was brought forward to 4 September�  That was a positive develop-
ment but many people who contacted me are not positive that the Garda response team is deal-
ing with the situation because it continues night after night�  It has been going on every night 
since the second last week in August�  It is happening on an industrial scale�  The number of 
fireworks being set off in communities is quite staggering.  It has been said that many fireworks 
are being sold across the Border in Northern Ireland because there is an abundance of them left 
over from 12 July�  I support the call to establish a joint task force between An Garda Síochána 
and the Police Service of Northern Ireland, PSNI, under Operation Tombola to combat the dis-
tribution and sale of illegal fireworks and bangers if they are coming across the Border.  That 
is specifically mentioned in the Sinn Féin motion.  I was a bit concerned to read in the Minister 
of State, Deputy Brown’s, contribution that the Minister, Deputy McEntee, had been informed 
by the Garda Commissioner that this specific issue would be discussed at the strategic level at a 
forthcoming meeting of the cross-Border joint agency task force and strategic oversight group 
in the coming days�  I would have expected this matter to be discussed a month ago rather than 
in the coming days because it has been going on for so long�  I am disappointed it is only hap-
pening now�  

The distribution and sale of fireworks must be tackled.  That is how one stops it.  It must be 
interrupted and stopped and intelligence must be gathered on where fireworks are being stored.  
I contacted our superintendent in Kevin Street Garda station who said there had been arrests 
and follow-up.  Every night, however, we still hear fireworks and bangers going off at the same 
level�

I will make a particular point on the National Youth Council of Ireland and its pre-budget 
submission�  It makes the point there is youth employment of over 37�8% arising from the 
pandemic�  It points out that the numbers of young people aged between ten and 24 in the State 
continues to grow so demand for youth services grows�  The youth population is expected to 
grow by 4.6% by 2025 and reach more than 1 million.  That figure is taken from the census.  The 
submission states that while there have been limited increases an investment in recent years, 
funding for youth work in 2020 is 15% below what it was in 2008�  That is a terrible indictment 
of the austerity cuts over that period�  Funding amounts to just €1�23 per young person between 
the ages of ten and 24�  The submission further states that only 2% or €12 million of the ad-
ditional €574 million allocated to the Department of Children and Youth Affairs between 2014 
and 2020 has been provided for youth work�  It is calling for an additional €4�7 million to be 
provided for youth services in the budget for 2021�

The number of parents of young people who have contacted us over the past six months has 
been phenomenal�  These families are living in overcrowded conditions and the Covid restric-
tions, which tie them to their homes, have made living at home unbearable�  They are literally 
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begging to get a house from the housing list�  There is nothing we can do because houses are 
not being built in the numbers that are needed�  All these economic issues are coming to bear�

The Government must invest in youth services and youth workers to support young people�  
The Government must also invest in more community policing�  This is one of the areas of 
policing that has worked very well�  It is outrageous that only 710 gardaí are involved in com-
munity policing across the State now as compared with 1,180 in 2010 and in the Dublin metro-
politan region the number of community police has decreased by 45% from 508 in 2010 to 278 
now�  We are now seeing the consequences of not having that community policing working with 
the community and community groups, and not having the task forces allowing people to know 
what is happening locally in the area�  Community policing was probably the most successful 
part of the work of the Garda�

In Dublin South-Central, as has been mentioned already, we had 99 community gardaí ten 
years ago and we are down to 28�  We have a number of issues in the area with open drug deal-
ing along the canal, etc�  When we only have 28 community police in the whole Dublin South-
Central area, it does not work and we need those resources in the area�

The Government’s amendment states that under Operation Tombola, the Garda has put in 
place local operational plans to tackle the sale of fireworks, including through high-visibility 
policing and utilising the divisional public order units as appropriate�  The Minister is clearly 
not living in the community because that is not happening�  I live in Inchicore and I am not 
aware of visibility of police in the area�  I have not seen an increase over the last month�  It is 
not happening because the resources are not there; they are stretched on the ground�  That needs 
to be looked at�  The Sinn Féin motion makes the point that we need people moved from behind 
desks to being out in the community�  We need more community policing�  I support the motion, 
particularly the emphasis on what is needed in our youth services and the youth facilities in the 
communities which have been drastically reduced�

22/09/2020YY00200Minister for Justice and Equality (Deputy Helen McEntee): I thank all the Deputies who 
spoke for their contributions this evening�  Although I cannot support the Sinn Féin motion, I 
think we agree on several important issues�  Most of us agree that this is not just an issue that 
impacts on a certain area in Dublin; this is an issue that affects communities in towns and vil-
lages and in our rural communities�  I can attest to that as somebody who represents a constitu-
ency that is both urban and rural.  We can also agree that fireworks are much more dangerous 
than people seem to realise.  In particular our younger people do not seem to realise the signifi-
cant threat they can cause�  Those can even be life-altering threats�  This evening, Deputies have 
outlined some such incidents that have happened in the last 24 hours�

We all agree that the illegal use of fireworks and, in particular, the associated antisocial be-
haviour that accompanies it is causing considerable stress and anxiety across our communities 
much earlier than usual for some reason�  This is something that is happening not just in Ireland�  
There is an increase across Europe and we have seen this type of behaviour much earlier this 
year�  That is why today, with members of An Garda Síochána, the Dublin Fire Brigade, Ann 
Losty who is a member of the community in Dublin 15 and in association with the youth diver-
sion programme, we launched the Government’s annual fireworks awareness campaign.  This 
was done a month early, acknowledging that this is an issue we need to deal with now�

Through that campaign, we are asking people, who are thinking of buying, handling or us-
ing fireworks, not to add to the significant problems already faced by our emergency services 
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and front-line workers, who are battling against Covid-19�  As many Deputies have outlined 
this evening, we are also asking people to think of those in their community, including people 
who have rallied around together in recent months and elderly members of the community who 
are already anxious, and to think of the impact that can have on them and their pets�

Intensive efforts to spread our message will continue in the coming weeks coming up to 
Hallowe’en to encourage people to stay safe�  Many people have mentioned An Garda Síochána 
this evening and in particular Operation Tombola which was brought forward by a month, 
acknowledging that work needs to be done earlier this year�  It very much focuses on the in-
cremental deployment of resources�  This includes public order units to try to deal with issues 
locally, engaging with local councils and communities�  Some Deputies mentioned lack of en-
gagement with younger people�  There has been a challenge this year�  As the Garda acknowl-
edged this morning, gardaí cannot go into schools and talk face-to-face to young people as they 
would normally like to�  From next Monday, gardaí will engage through a Zoom programme�  
We all acknowledge that is not the same but they are trying to engage where possible with our 
younger people in schools to highlight the damage this can cause and encourage them to move 
away from engaging in any such activity�

Special attention will be paid, in particular, to the Dublin metropolitan region, acknowledg-
ing that is a particular issue in this area�  I am informed that throughout that region An Garda 
Síochána, the Dublin Fire Brigade and the crime prevention officers will work to raise aware-
ness� 

I share the view held by everybody in this House that the use of illegal fireworks, despite 
the extremely strict policy on the matter, continues to be a problem in certain areas�  However, 
we are committed to ensuring our towns, villages and communities are safe places to live�  The 
well-being of all our communities is a priority for the Government�  An antisocial behaviour 
committee to be chaired by the Minister of State, Deputy Browne, is being established�  A draft 
youth justice strategy was recently put out for consultation�  Submissions have been received 
from across the country and we will take them into account before bringing the strategy to Gov-
ernment by the end of the year�  A considerable amount of work is going on in my Department 
and obviously the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, Deputy O’Gorman, will do his own 
work in that area�

We are committed to combating the use of unlicensed fireworks.  The legislation governing 
their use is particularly strict with a penalty of a fine of up to €10,000 or imprisonment of up to 
five years if people are caught.  I engaged with the Garda Commissioner on this issue this week 
and was advised that a large number of seizures have been made already this year�  I assume that 
number will continue to increase�

The Garda has strong engagement with the PSNI�  Their co-operation goes across many ar-
eas.  People have asked how we can prevent the sale of fireworks and from where young people 
are getting them in the first place.  There are many measures, including a cross-Border policing 
strategy, an annual cross-Border seminar on organised crime and the joint agency task force, 
which was mentioned by one of the Deputies�  It does not meet monthly but will be meeting in 
coming days when this issue will be very much on the agenda�  Parallel investigations happen 
and joint investigation teams operate continually throughout the year.  There is significant en-
gagement by gardaí with their counterparts in the North to try to address this issue�

Several Deputies raised broader policing issues and have suggested that the resources are 
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not there�  I acknowledge the fantastic work done by our gardaí in engaging with our commu-
nities in recent weeks and months through the Covid pandemic�  We are being held up as an 
example and many countries are looking to us because of how our gardaí have engaged on the 
ground with communities�

I am not sure where the figures in the Sinn Féin motion came from.  In addition to the 4,059 
gardaí assigned to the Dublin metropolitan region at the end of August 2020, a total of 429 
Garda civilian staff were also assigned to this region.  This is an increase of 184 on the figure in 
2010�  There has been an increase in every county across the board of front-line gardaí working 
in our communities and the civilian staff supporting them in the background.

22/09/2020YY00300Deputy Emer Higgins: I thank the Minister for working with the Garda to commence Op-
eration Tombola one month earlier this year, which I welcome�  This move will have a positive 
impact in places like Clondalkin, Lucan and Palmerstown in my constituency�  We all love to 
watch a fireworks display but it should only be enjoyed under safe supervision and managed 
by professionals, not in gardens or greens with children just feet away from highly flammable 
products�  It is not news that hospital admissions increase year after year at Hallowe’en�  Both 
children and adults present with injuries, some minor but the vast majority presenting with 
severe burns.  The consequences of using fireworks and starting bonfires in unsupervised open 
public spaces are beyond dangerous, irresponsible and hazardous�  Now is not the time to be 
flooding emergency departments with patients with fireworks injuries.  It is not a time to add 
to the problem�  It is time to recognise and respect the people on the front line and to protect 
capacity in our health service�

A single spark from a bonfire on an item of clothing can set it alight in a matter of seconds, 
potentially causing lifelong and life-changing injuries.  In many cases, bangers and fireworks 
have blown up in people’s faces�  Just this evening, there were reports of a teenager in Palmer-
stown who suffered injuries to his fingers when a firework exploded in his hands.  Fireworks are 
being set off in many areas weeks and sometimes even months before Hallowe’en, terrorising 
neighbourhoods�  These mindless actions petrify vulnerable people, especially older people liv-
ing alone and people with special needs�  They also cause torment to animals�  They may leave 
commuters to walk home alone in fear when their bus is diverted because it is in the firing line 
of bangers or fireworks.

I welcome Operation Tombola’s objectives to increase public awareness of the dangers 
associated with fireworks and bonfires.  I also welcome the actions the Minister has taken to 
protect our communities�

22/09/2020ZZ00200Deputy Neale Richmond: I sincerely commend Deputy Ward on this motion�  There is 
a lot of agreement on its provisions across the House but not total agreement, which is why I 
will be supporting the Government amendment.  We can all agree that the scourge of fireworks 
has come earlier and to a greater extent this year than ever before�  This is clearly linked to the 
cancellation of many festivals, bonfires, parades and other celebrations throughout the island.  
I take issue with Deputy Bríd Smith, who is no longer in the Chamber, for trying to make this 
into a class issue�  I invite her to come any evening to Nutgrove, Sandyford or Leopardstown to 
see the devastating effect fireworks are having on pets, elderly people, those with sensory dif-
ficulties and newborn babies, the latter being a cohort in which I confess an interest.

I agree with Deputies Smith, Ó Ríordáin and others that it is vital that we do not demonise 
young people in this matter.  Even though those who are setting off the fireworks are probably 
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not watching this debate, their parents, grandparents, guardians or coaches may be�  I would 
ask them how those young people spent the €10 they were given�  What are their children doing 
in the local field?  Are they happy to have fireworks being sold outside their sports clubs and 
supermarkets?  Are they aware that to condone such activity is to be somewhat complicit in the 
criminality that drives those illegal sales?

It is important and welcome that Operation Tombola has started early�  As I said, there is 
potential for collective agreement in the House on this matter�  I commend the Minister and her 
Department on their actions in this regard�

22/09/2020ZZ00300Deputy Darren O’Rourke: I thank Deputy Ward for bringing this motion forward�  It is 
timely and important, particularly for the people living in the areas most affected.  It is fair to 
say that these issues present in different ways in different places, some at the more extreme end.  
The solution is the same in all cases and it is clearly outlined in the Sinn Féin motion�  It is 
about ensuring there are sufficient Garda numbers for prevention and deterrence and adequate 
community resources, both physical and human�

I am a Deputy for Meath East, as is the Minister�  Our county has the lowest number of 
gardaí per head of population in the State�  One of our new towns, Ratoath, is the largest town 
in Ireland without a Garda station�  We have the youngest small towns in the State in Stamul-
len, Enfield and Longwood and the youngest large towns in Navan and Ashbourne, according 
to census data�  These towns have it in common that they have grown rapidly in the past two 
decades and have been victims of the Celtic tiger�  It has been all about houses and more houses�  
County Meath has the lowest number of playgrounds, public green spaces, community centres 
and youth facilities�  In the case of the latter, if one does not play GAA or soccer, they are non-
existent�  There are residents in one particular area in Ashbourne who have spent years trying to 
protect the last remaining patch of green space for their children to play�  They have presented 
their case to Meath County Council and An Bord Pleanála time and again only to have the rug 
pulled from under them in the past week�  In trying to provide a decent environment for their 
families to live, they are doing the State’s work�  Instead of being supported, they are being 
impeded at every hand’s turn�

In ten years’ time, when the same issues are being debated again in this House, the Depu-
ties representing County Meath will, if they are honest, be saying that things have got worse�  
We will all know why that is the case�  I am contacted on a regular basis by residents in Kells, 
Stamullen, Ashbourne and Ratoath, among other places, about nuisance and antisocial behav-
iour�  The Minister knows well that such activity is regular and to an extent that warrants ad-
dress�  Some people are being terrorised in their own homes�  We see the evidence of it on every 
community Facebook page and it must be stopped�  I urge the Minister and all other Deputies 
to support the Sinn Féin motion�  The Minister must increase the Garda presence for prevention 
and deterrence and increase community infrastructure, both physical and human�  That is what 
is needed�

22/09/2020ZZ00400Deputy Mark Ward: I thank Deputies from all sides of the House for their contributions to 
the debate on this motion�  It has been a worthwhile discussion and there is a general consensus 
that there is a problem which must be addressed�  I am disappointed but not surprised that the 
Government does not propose to support the motion�

I have gone out and met people in my constituency who are experiencing these problems�  
The people I spoke to gave me a different take from what my constituency colleague, Deputy 
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Higgins, has presented�  I will take the opportunity to read out extracts from some of their tes-
timonies, as follows:

At night the bangers sounds like we live in a war-torn country���  My curtains were burnt 
by fireworks because I sleep with the window open...  It was 3 o’clock the other day when 
they started�  I might have to close my shop earlier���  I have a little son who is on the autism 
spectrum�  Hearing is one of the things for him that is very heightened�  He has an anxiety 
disorder as well, so things around noise and flashes and bangs really cause him anxiety.  
This causes sensory overload in my child�  I have to hold him at night-time on my sofa while 
the bangs and noises outside are going on, and this is on a nightly basis���  My dog has been 
frightened since July�  I can’t get him to walk in the park because he is that fearful���  This 
is going on since the end of July and it is not even Hallowe’en yet�  It is only going to get 
worse���  I can’t let my young fella play in our local playground���  This is beyond crazy�  
Where are the guards?

These are just some of the things said by the many people who have got in touch with me�

I would hate anybody to think I am being overcritical of An Garda Síochána in this matter�  
That is not the case whatsoever�  Community gardaí are not the heavy hand of the law�  They 
are there to build relationships within communities�  The gardaí know the community and 
people in the community know the gardaí.  I have seen at first hand how well this is working 
in Ronanstown, Lucan, Clondalkin and Rathcoole�  I commend the community gardaí in that 
station on doing the best they can, but they seem to be doing it with one hand tied behind their 
backs because of the lack of resources.  The Minister mentioned figures.  The figures I have in 
front in me are those I got in response to parliamentary questions I submitted to her Depart-
ment�  They show that since 2010, community garda numbers have dropped dramatically, with a 
45% decrease in Dublin�  Neither the Minister nor the Minister of State, Deputy James Browne, 
mentioned the decision by the Garda Commissioner to prevent community gardaí from working 
after 7 p�m�  It means that when all this activity is going on at night-time, there are no com-
munity gardaí around�  This leaves our communities abandoned and the people who live there 
vulnerable and at the mercy of crime and antisocial behaviour�  This decision must be reversed 
immediately and people must see gardaí back on the streets in their communities�

There was something the Minister of State, Deputy James Browne, said which shows how 
out of touch the Government is with what is happening in communities�  We have no commu-
nity gardaí on patrol after 7 p�m�, as I outlined�  The Minister of State said:

What we cannot agree with is the suggestion that the Government and An Garda Sío-
chána are not proactively addressing these issues�  It is not correct to infer that the increased 
use of fireworks is as a result of lacking resources or action on the part of Garda authorities...

It is hard for the Garda authorities to act at night-time when there are no or very few commu-
nity gardaí around�  I invite the Minister to walk around Clondalkin, Lucan, Rathcoole, Saggart, 
Palmerstown, Brittas or anywhere else in my neighbourhood at night-time to see the reality of 
what is happening there�

I have changed what I was about to say�  I will read out the motion and the Minister should 
feel free to stop me at any time if she disagrees with what we are putting forward�  I would wel-
come that�  We are calling on the Government to ensure that the frequency of Garda patrols in 
communities most affected by these actions is immediately increased and to commit to restor-
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ing the number of gardaí to 2010 levels by the end of 2021�  We are calling on the Government 
to increase the recruitment of Garda civilian staff to help facilitate an increased Garda presence 
in our communities, which the Minister herself mentioned�  We are also asking the Government 
to commit to a minimum recruitment of 800 gardaí per annum with priority deployment in the 
area of community safety�  We are calling on the Government to immediately establish a joint 
task force between An Garda Síochána and the PSNI under Operation Tombola to proactively 
work to combat the distribution, sale and use of illegal fireworks, which the Minister also men-
tioned.  We are also looking for the establishment of a confidential and dedicated telephone 
line to allow members of the public to report instances of the misuse of fireworks.  We call on 
the Government to immediately roll out a public and school awareness campaign incorporat-
ing Dublin Fire Brigade and the Garda, including engagements with schools, communities and 
youth organisations�  We are also asking the Government to commit to providing a report on 
Operation Tombola to the Houses of the Oireachtas before the end of the year, identifying areas 
for improvement in resourcing and making recommendations in that respect�

That is what our motion is calling for�  I would like to know what in that text the Minister 
does not agree with�  She can revert to me if she wants to�  As I said, this is a common-sense 
motion�  The communities that I, the Minister and all Members of the House represent want 
to see if Fine Gael, Fianna Fáil and the Green Party will take the common-sense approach and 
support this motion in its entirety without amending it or watering it down�

22/09/2020AAA00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: To be fair to the Minister, there is no provision for her to 
speak again�  Go raibh míle maith agaibh, sin deireadh leis an seisún�

Amendment put�

22/09/2020AAA00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: In accordance with Standing Order 70(2), the division is 
postponed until the weekly division time on Wednesday, 23 September 2020�

  Sitting suspended at 8.43 p.m. and resumed at 9.03 p.m.

22/09/2020CCC00050Saincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Debate

22/09/2020CCC000631970 Arms Crisis

22/09/2020CCC00100Deputy Seán Haughey: The events that became known as the Arms Trial convulsed the 
politics of this island 50 years ago�  Some people came to believe that certain Fianna Fáil Min-
isters, along with a cabal of Irish Army officers, attempted to import arms for the IRA through 
Dublin Airport�  A trial involving four defendants opened exactly 50 years ago today�  All were 
acquitted�  An account of these events, which was provided a decade later by the late Peter Ber-
ry, then Secretary General of the Department of Justice, made it clear that the Special Branch 
had a source inside the IRA who had access to the deliberations of the IRA’s army council�  
Colonel Michael Hefferon, the director of military intelligence in G2 in 1970, knew the Special 
Branch had two paramilitary sources, one in the IRA and the other in Saor Éire�

In his 2016 memoirs, the Minister for Justice in 1970, Des O’Malley, revealed that the 
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Special Branch had received a tip-off about the incoming arms flight at Dublin Airport that 
foreshadowed the arms crisis.  The informer has now been identified as Seán Mac Stíofáin, a 
member of the IRA army council, in a new book to be published tomorrow, Deception and Lies 
The Hidden History of the Arms Crisis by David Burke�  The author reveals that Mac Stíofáin 
exploited his position to create mischief for his arch rival, Cathal Goulding�

In August 1969, Mac Stíofáin convinced the Special Branch that the army council had 
struck a deal with the Government, led by the then Taoiseach, Jack Lynch, to assist a cam-
paign of violence in Northern Ireland�  This was untrue�  In October 1969, Captain Kelly of G2 
hosted a meeting of the citizen defence committees of Northern Ireland at a hotel in Bailiebor-
ough�  It was called to discuss the defence of Catholic communities and the possibility of arms 
being supplied to them by the Government�  The ranks of the defence committees including 
priests, lawyers, a former SDLP Minister, Paddy Devlin, as well as some IRA veterans�  Yet, 
Mac Stíofáin portrayed the Bailieborough gathering as a gathering of the IRA in furtherance 
of Goulding’s alleged links with Fianna Fáil�  During November and December 1969, Mac 
Stíofáin told the Special Branch that Fianna Fáil was channelling funds to Goulding via Captain 
Kelly�  This was also untrue�

As we know, the IRA split into the Provisional IRA and Official IRA in 1969.  In March 
1970, Mac Stíofáin, who joined the Provisional IRA, discovered that G2 was about to land an 
arms shipment at Dublin docks�  It was destined for a monastery in County Cavan and ear-
marked for release to the citizens defence committees - not the official IRA - in the event of a 
pogrom�  Even then, the guns were only to be released after a vote at Cabinet�  Mac Stíofáin 
sent a Provisional IRA unit to hijack the weapons�  In the event, the arms were not on the boat 
and the hijack was called off at the last minute.  This demonstrates that Mac Stíofáin was not a 
genuine informer and that the guns were not destined for the Provisional IRA�

By April 1970, the Provisional IRA had established its own arms supply from America and 
did not need the inferior arms that G2 was now arranging to fly into Dublin.  Deviously, Mac 
Stíofáin told the Special Branch that the guns were on their way to Goulding’s Official IRA.  
This sparked the arms crisis�  It is clear that the Special Branch had what it believed was a 
genuine source of information at the highest reaches of the IRA but that he was peddling mis-
information.  Des O’Malley, the then Minister for Justice, was aware of a tip-off to the Special 
Branch about the arms flight.  Regrettably, the House was misled about how the State came to 
learn of the imminent arrival of the arms flight.  It was told that it had been discovered by civil 
servants who were concerned about certain aspects of the paperwork associated with the flight.

22/09/2020CCC00200Minister for Justice and Equality (Deputy Helen McEntee): I thank the Deputy for sub-
mitting this matter for debate�  I understand, of course, that it is of particular importance to the 
families of those involved�  The period in 1970, and the arguments surrounding the Arms Trial, 
was an important time in our history, the repercussions of which continue to reverberate to this 
day.  It was one of the most significant political controversies in the history of the State and 
remains of abiding interest despite the passage of 50 years�

As the Deputy knows, the National Archives Act provides that departmental files are subject 
to consideration for release to the National Archives, where appropriate, and open to public in-
spection�  I understand that many of the records relating to the Arms Trial were released to the 
National Archives in 2000�  While the Deputy will appreciate that some of the records could 
not be released because they contain sensitive Garda reports or potentially defamatory informa-
tion, it should be noted that these files are subject to periodic review, including as to whether 
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they should be released�  As the Deputy is also aware, related matters were also the subject of 
reviews by the Attorney General and the then Minister for Justice in 2001�  They were also de-
bated in the House at that time�

Any fresh insights into the Arms Trial are bound to be not just of historical interest but of 
contemporary interest, particularly to the family members of those involved�  It is not surprising 
that these events have attracted considerable interest and, no doubt, they will continue to do so 
in the coming years�  This is all the more so when it is inevitable that as further accounts come 
to light explanations may be provided but further questions may also be posed�  At this stage, 
given the long passage of time, it is difficult to see how differing accounts can be validated or 
adjudicated on at this remove, particularly where most of those who were involved are no lon-
ger in a position to defend themselves�  As Minister for Justice and Equality, I cannot speculate 
on matters of that time�

22/09/2020CCC00300Deputy Seán Haughey: I call on the Minister to confirm that Mac Stíofáin was, in fact, an 
informer and to declassify all files relating to the information he provided to the Special Branch 
about the events to which I refer�  I appreciate what the Minister said regarding the sensitive 
nature of these files.  However, it seems that the House was given inaccurate information on 
8 May 1970 when it heard a version of events which purported to explain how the State had 
discovered the then forthcoming arms flight.  It was then claimed that the scheduled flight had 
been discovered by accident by civil servants who were concerned about certain paperwork is-
sues�  An incorrect version has remained on the record of the House since�  It is not satisfactory 
that the official record of any event, let alone one as important as this, should be misleading.

Crucially, the Dáil record can only be set straight if the State confirms that the tip-off about 
the flight came from Seán Mac Stíofáin.  I hope the Minister appreciates that the continued 
concealment of Mac Stíofáin’s tales as an informer is tantamount to endorsing and perpetuating 
his agenda, which was to disrupt and undermine democracy, assist the growth of the Provisional 
IRA, ensure that this House continued to be deceived and belittling and defaming the memory 
of Captain James Kelly, an honourable soldier, who should never have been put on trial�  The 
same also applies to the late Colonel Michael Hefferon, who was director of military intelli-
gence at the time�

These files could be looked at, perhaps by a High Court judge.  This informer was not serv-
ing the State.  These files can be redacted.  I hope the Minister will confirm the presence of these 
files because there has been a suggestion that there was a massive burning of these files in the 
Phoenix Park shortly after the events in question�  Will the Minister listen carefully to what I 
have just requested?  If there are files, 50 years later they can now be declassified in order that 
this saga can be brought to an end�  It would also allow various families to get justice at this 
stage�  I am not talking about my family but some of the public servants, particularly the Army 
officers, involved.

22/09/2020DDD00200Deputy Helen McEntee: The Arms Trial, along with the controversy surrounding it, is an 
important part of the past and is particularly important to the families involved, as the Deputy 
outlined, occurring as it did against a backdrop of civil disturbance in the North on an unparal-
leled scale.  While we are now, thankfully, in a different space, we are in a period of genuine 
hope that is based more on constructive work by many officeholders.  Peace has been embraced 
and violence rejected�  It is nevertheless the case that today, 50 years later, the legacy of the 
Troubles still resonates across the island of Ireland�
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I must stress that it is not appropriate for me, as Minister for Justice and Equality, to specu-
late as to the intentions or the activities of those at that time or to comment on the information 
that may have been made available to institutions�  The Deputy will appreciate, however, that it 
is not possible, given the current restrictions, to physically examine all of the remaining docu-
ments that exist in my Department to establish whether any records relevant to this case exist�  
I will give the Deputy a commitment that if any records exist, they will be reviewed and will be 
released as appropriate�

22/09/2020DDD00300Covid-19 Tests

22/09/2020DDD00400Deputy Fergus O’Dowd: Louth is under threat from the rampant infection of Covid�  From 
the mouth of the River Boyne to the county border in Carlingford, all citizens of County Louth 
are concerned about Covid because the infection rates are getting higher�  There is a dispropor-
tionate presence of Covid in the county�  For instance, in the Ardee electoral area, there have 
been fewer than five cases in the past 14 days whereas Dundalk has had over 60 and Drogheda 
almost 30�  We want to support the HSE to ensure testing continues to take place�  The fact that 
the testing centre is being moved from Dundalk to Ardee is a matter of concern which needs to 
be resolved, however�

Those doing the testing have done a fantastic job.  The doctors, nurses and medical staff 
involved cannot be praised highly enough�  They are now being supplemented by new trained 
swabbers which is important and welcome�  On Monday last, testing capacity in Dundalk was 
480 with 62 people to be tested�  There were no delays�  As numbers increase, however, concern 
also increases�  People in Drogheda want to know if they can have a testing centre there�  I ac-
cept that 37 full-time people will be working on testing in Ardee and it is not possible to have 
the same number working in Drogheda or Dundalk�  That decision has been made�  However, 
can we have a pop-up testing centre in Drogheda if the need arises?  In the past week, two new 
pop-up testing centres were introduced in Dublin, at Croke Park and in Castleknock, and these 
have capacity to accommodate tests for between 180 and 200 people�

22/09/2020DDD00500Deputy Ged Nash: Drogheda urgently needs a Covid-19 testing centre�  I thank the 1,307 
people who signed a petition on this matter that I launched several days ago�  That shows the 
depth of feeling in the area and the need for a testing centre in Ireland’s largest town�

It is a travesty that Ireland’s largest town does not have a Covid-19 testing centre�  The 
population of Drogheda town alone is in excess of 40,000�  With its hinterland included, its 
population is approximately 70,000�  The population of Drogheda is larger than the population 
of counties Leitrim and Longford and is close enough to the population of County Carlow�

Access to quick and safe testing is absolutely crucial for personal and public health, as well 
as to our economic need.  I first made the case for a Covid-19 testing centre in Drogheda back 
in April but, since then, those calls have fallen on deaf ears�  That is not good enough�  The sys-
tem seems to be obsessed with using county boundaries�  County boundaries are anachronisms 
when dealing with a challenge like this�  They are certainly an anachronism when one is dealing 
with a nascent city like Drogheda spread across two local authority areas�

I deal all the time with people in Drogheda being sent for tests in Dundalk�  I pay tribute to 
the medical and lab staff there for their tremendous work.  I deal with people in Drogheda who 
have no option other than to get on public transport to go up the motorway to have a test done 
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in Dundalk, putting themselves and their fellow passengers at risk�  They do not want to have 
to do that�  They want to have a safe and accessible test in their own area�  If the will is there, as 
we have seen with the pop-up Covid test centres elsewhere, then this can be done in Drogheda�  
The truth is that Drogheda needs a Covid-19 test centre and it needs it now�

22/09/2020DDD00600Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Frankie Feighan): I thank the 
Deputies for raising this important issue�

A comprehensive, reliable and responsive testing and tracing operation is central to our 
public health strategy for containing and slowing the spread of Covid-19�  Capacity has been in 
place since early summer to test 15,000 people a day�  While the system did come under pres-
sure in recent weeks, overall the system is working well and is proving 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 means we are proactively 
finding more cases than we would have previously.

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 85,000 tests completed in the past week�  
Community testing has increased in line with a steady increase in the prevalence of the disease�  
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, as well as 
significantly increased contact tracing teams and increased laboratory testing.

Community testing centres are fully operational seven days a week in Dundalk and in Slane, 
at the Slane health centre, to serve the population of Louth and Meath combined�  They have 
been offering in excess of 750 appointments on individual days.  Persons from Drogheda are 
currently being referred for testing in Dundalk and Slane�  At present, there are no plans for a 
pop-up testing centre in Drogheda�  However, referral demand in any area is subject to ongoing 
review by the HSE and evaluation against available capacity�  Actions are continuously evaluat-
ed by the HSE to ensure capacity meets demand, including the extension of opening hours and 
the addition of testing stations to existing sites�  The HSE advises that current demand nation-
ally and in the Dundalk and Slane centres is being met�  This is a clear example of action being 
taken in the form of a response to demand�  On 16 September, for example, 761 appointments 
were offered across the two facilities, whereas two weeks previously the two centres offered a 
combined 450 appointments per day, approximately�  Further actions, including the standing up 
of pop-up testing centres, have been initiated in other areas where the above actions were not 
deemed sufficient to meet demand.

The HSE is now finalising a future service model for testing and tracing.  This service model 
will aim to deliver a patient-centred, accessible, consistent and flexible service.  This plan in-
cludes 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 through the autumn�  As part of this, a comprehensive assessment 
of community testing and swabbing locations is being undertaken�  Criteria considered include 
suitability and sustainability of the location as a long-term testing centre as well as travel times 
to test centres�

As I said, we are constantly looking to improve further the responsiveness of the testing and 
tracing system and we will keep demand and capacity under review�  I appreciate that the two 
Deputies have raised the issue of a pop-up Covid-19 testing centre in Drogheda�  I will relay 



22 September 2020

803

those concerns to the Minister as soon as possible�

22/09/2020EEE00200Deputy Fergus O’Dowd: What is clear now is that the Slane centre is closing�  The deci-
sion has been made�  The Meath test centre is moving, I think, to Dunshaughlin or Ashbourne�  
The Dundalk centre is moving to Ardee�  That is what is happening on the ground�  The Dundalk 
centre is moving to an area equidistant from the two big towns of Drogheda and Dundalk, but 
that means more people will have to travel farther�  I accept that the investment is there, that we 
must follow it through and that there are 37 full-time jobs there�  It does not make sense to have 
a full-time testing centre in east Meath, one in Drogheda, one in Ardee and one in Dundalk�  We 
have to wear the county jersey�  I accept that that means the centre will be in Ardee�  That is the 
decision that has been made�  I welcome what the Minister of State is saying�  He said that as 
demand increases, referral demand will be reviewed�  I believe we will have - we deserve and 
must have - a pop-up centre in Drogheda, particularly in view of the fact of the closure of the 
one in Slane�

I congratulate all the HSE staff and officials on the fantastic work they are doing.  Together, 
all of us in the Houses of the Oireachtas, whether Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael, Labour, Sinn Féin or 
Independent, must work together to fight this disease.  It is not about more testing.  It is about 
less Covid and getting rid of Covid from our society�

22/09/2020EEE00300Deputy Ged Nash: The idea that a testing centre in Dundalk would be closed down and 
moved to Ardee misses the point entirely.  That is splitting the difference.  For the sake of good 
planning we should be making sure that the response is where the service is needed, which in 
this case is Drogheda�  Looking at it on population terms or need terms, an objective case can 
and should be made to locate a centre of some permanence in Drogheda�  The HSE facilities 
are there and it would not take huge initiative to try to ensure that the resources are allocated 
to those facilities�  Being quick on local testing is critical to beating this condition and making 
sure that our economy remains open, that people stay in work and that businesses continue to 
thrive under difficult circumstances.  Far too many people are waiting for days for tests while 
their families remain at home, not at school, and partners and so on have to absent themselves 
from the workplace�

Money has been no object in the fight against Covid-19.  We are borrowing eye-watering 
sums of money to tackle this condition and we will do the same next year�  It is better to plan in 
advance for a problem we know we will have rather than simply to react to it in a few months’ 
time, when the Minister of State will acknowledge in the House that perhaps we should have 
established a Covid-19 testing centre in Drogheda�  I implore him and the senior Minister to 
make the right decision now for Drogheda, a decision that makes policy sense�

22/09/2020EEE00400Deputy Frankie Feighan: I thank Deputies Nash and O’Dowd for their commitment to 
trying to get a pop-up centre to Drogheda�  They have made a very powerful case�  As I said, the 
HSE advises that we are meeting all testing demand nationally across the end-to-end testing and 
tracing process, with adequate swabbing and laboratory capacity�  I understand that these issues 
will be reviewed, and I will bring the Deputies’ concerns to the Minister’s attention�

Unlike many other European countries, our testing demand does not currently exceed sup-
ply�  We are one of a few countries that automatically test close contacts as well as conducting 
serial testing�  We are among the highest ranked in Europe on testing per million of population, 
having done more testing than Germany, France, Norway, Italy, etc�  As I said, the HSE last 
week did 85,000 tests, our largest number yet: 52,000 in the community, 20,000 acutes and 
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13,000 serial�  Starting in May, the HSE had capacity for 100,000 tests per week, about 30% of 
which was offshore capacity at the time.  Over the summer months, however, it built capacity 
to 100,000 on-island tests per week�  In addition, the HSE has added surge capacity of 2,000 
tests per day from our German laboratory partner, which we are very fortunate to have as there 
is a large and growing demand internationally for such capacity�  The HSE continues to forecast 
demand and is looking at additional kits, robots and methodologies that will increase onshore 
testing capacity across the winter months�  There are always improvements to be made, which 
we remain very focused on, to ensure consistency in the end-to-end testing process�  Referral 
demand in any area is subject to ongoing review by the HSE and evaluation against available 
capacity, whether that be in static or pop-up testing centres�

Again, I will bring the Deputies’ concerns to the Minister’s attention�  I thank them for their 
interest in this very important subject�

22/09/2020EEE00500Drug Treatment Programmes

22/09/2020EEE00600Deputy Louise O’Reilly: I will go briefly through the sequence of this matter if the Min-
ister of State, Deputy Feighan, does not mind�  On 20 August my colleague, an Teachta Gould, 
wrote to the Minister of State seeking information and an update on the status of drug and al-
cohol support group meetings�  I do not think anyone will dispute how important they are�  We 
know they are�  On 26 August an Teachta Gould received a reply�  In the intervening time he had 
to write to both the Minister for Health and the Taoiseach directly because no reply had been 
forthcoming from the Minister of State’s office.  The Minister of State advised at that stage that 
it may not be the time to introduce exceptions to the public health advice�  On 3 September a 
Fianna Fáil backbencher made a video announcing that the meetings would be restarted and put 
it up on social media, but on 4 September, curiously, National Public Health Emergency Team, 
NPHET, issued its advice�  That was a day later, so there is obviously some class of communi-
cation with the backbenches of Fianna Fáil that is not going directly into the Minister of State’s 
office.  I am sure he will wish to investigate that.  On 8 September we got the official announce-
ment, and now we hear that these vital meetings have been stopped from 19 September�

The people who go to these meetings do so because they need support�  The meetings are 
the very definition of an essential service.  These people rely wholeheartedly on this service.  I 
will read to the Minister of State some quotes�  We in Sinn Féin, an Teachta Gould in particular, 
have received a lot of correspondence from people�  I will anonymise it, obviously:

I was in shock and very angry as we had only started the meetings back up in July and 
now they are shut down again�  In the meetings everyone wears masks, adheres to all the 
safety regulations�  Before I started AA I was suicidal, and the people and programme in AA 
saved my life�

This is another quote:

The problem is most people only know an alcoholic in active addiction�  The alcoholic 
in recovery is a completely different person.  However, we are all tarred with the one brush.  
This we can understand because at one time all of us in recovery were also in active addic-
tion�  It is no exaggeration to say our continued recovery depends on meetings�

Here is a final quote:
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I am a recovering alcoholic and I go to meetings to stay sober�  When the meetings 
stopped it was a huge struggle�  Unfortunately, some people drank and some will never 
make it back to meetings�

This is very high-stakes, very important stuff and a really serious peer-to-peer support of the 
very best kind�

As the Minister of State can see from the testaments, this is the type of support that keeps 
people out of active addiction and in recovery�  It can keep them going and save their lives�  
That is what they said�  These meetings have saved lives�  If that does not qualify as an essential 
service, I am at a loss to know what does�

It is not lost on me or on anyone listening to this debate that bookmakers and off-licenses 
are open and yet these vital addiction and recovery support meetings have been forcibly closed�  
I urge the Minister of State to rethink this and to engage with the groups which organise these 
meetings and to proactively find a way to ensure the meetings can take place safely.  They are a 
lifeline�  We know there will be rolling restrictions and that this is an issue that will be faced not 
only by Dublin but by other counties as we try to get ahead of this virus�  The Minister of State 
is compounding the issue these people have in terms of dealing with their recovery and their 
addiction and moving on with their lives�  I urge the Minister of State to rethink the suspension 
of these vital meetings�

22/09/2020FFF00200Deputy Frankie Feighan: I thank the Deputy for her views�  We have found ourselves in 
a complex and difficult situation and I take this opportunity to update the House on the holding 
of drug and alcohol support group meetings in Dublin�  Last week, the Government published 
Resilience and Recovery 2020-2021: Plan for Living with Covid-19�  The framework states 
that no organised indoor gatherings should take place when level 3 restrictions are in place and 
Dublin moved to level 3 from midnight on 19 September for a period of three weeks�  The level 
3 restrictions apply to all indoor meetings�  However, organised outdoor gatherings of up to 15 
people are still permitted�

I acknowledge the importance of drugs and alcohol meetings for people in recovery from 
addiction problems�  The Covid-19 pandemic has created uncertainty and anxiety for everyone, 
particularly those affected by drug and alcohol addiction.  My full intention, as Minister of State 
with responsibility for this area, is to do all I can to ensure we achieve the restoration of these 
essential addiction treatment services in Dublin as quickly as possible�  Having spoken to the 
Minister for Health, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, about this issue on several occasions this week, 
I state for the record of the House that it is his full intention to ensure that these services are 
returned�  However, we must ensure they can be held in a safe environment for the majority of 
the users of the services in a level 3 restriction area�

Individuals affected by problem drug and alcohol use often have higher levels of physical 
comorbidity and alcohol may make an individual‘s immune system less effective.  As a result, 
this cohort of people are more vulnerable to the effects of respiratory disease and infection in 
general�  These risks to the health of participants in support group meetings cannot be ignored 
in the context of the serious danger of Covid-19, which is an enveloping respiratory disease�

I agree with Deputy O’Reilly and other elected representatives who have contacted me 
concerning the importance of this issue since Friday�  The drugs policy unit in my Department 
is currently actively working on developing safe solutions to enable the restoration of all drug 
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and alcohol treatment services nationwide�  I have asked the unit to make contact with the HSE, 
event organisers, such as Alcoholics Anonymous, AA, SMART Recovery, and other relevant 
stakeholders to develop a plan to achieve this outcome as quickly as possible�

The situation regarding Covid-19 is evolving and is having a major impact in Ireland and 
across the world�  The measures in place and public health advice have been adapted to the 
changing circumstances and this will continue to be the case for the foreseeable future�  We are 
dealing with changing circumstances on a daily basis�  Real progress has been made on sup-
pressing the virus due to the huge effort by our citizens.  By working together we have saved 
lives and limited the impact of the disease on society in Ireland�  We must all continue to do 
everything possible to avoid the virus spreading�  I assure anyone listening to this debate who is 
in recovery for addiction in Dublin that I and the Minister, Deputy Donnelly, are working hard 
to ensure services can reopen in a safe manner as quickly as possible�

22/09/2020FFF00300Deputy Louise O’Reilly: The Minister of State said that individuals affected by problem 
drug or alcohol use often have higher levels of physical comorbidity and that alcohol may make 
an individual‘s immune system less affective.  That is offensive.  These people are in recovery.  
Many of them have not had a drink for years�  The Minister is saying they will never be out of 
recovery because in his eyes they will always be in addiction�  That is what he is saying and 
that is grossly offensive.  I have brought it up with the Minister of State before.  That is not fair.  
These people are doing their best�

I have read out what we are hearing from these people�  The meetings are a lifeline�  We are 
here and we can have a meeting with more than 15 people�  We can manage it here and do it 
safely�  They want to do it safely and I welcome the fact that the Minister of State said he will 
engage but I am not sure if he gets the urgency of this or grasps how important these meetings 
are in order for people to keep their recovery going�  These are not only people with drug and 
alcohol addiction but people with gambling and other addictions�  They have no comorbidity�  
What is the excuse for gamblers?  They are not at greater risk.  They are not under the influence 
of alcohol or damaged by alcohol misuse�  

The Minister of State said he will look at this proactively and will instruct people in his 
Department to work on it, and I welcome that.  However, when he comes out with offensive 
language, it makes me wonder how sincere and committed he is�  These meetings are a lifeline 
to people struggling to stay in recovery and out of addiction�

It is no less than the Minister of State’s job to make sure these meetings can happen�  They 
are, as described by the Minister for Health, essentially, a public health service�  They are an 
essential service and I urge the Minister of State to treat them as such and to look around�  It is 
possible, with a bit of imagination, for people to meet in a room�  I ask the Minister of State to 
be more proactive�

22/09/2020FFF00400Deputy Frankie Feighan: I reiterate that it is my full intention, as Minister of State with 
responsibility for this area, to do all I can to ensure we can achieve the restoration of these 
essential addiction treatment services in Dublin�  We all have compassion; it is not only the 
preserve of one party�  Every Deputy, Minister and Senator in the Oireachtas and people across 
the country have compassion and we are working extremely hard�  People in my area of the 
north west have come to me with addiction problems related to alcohol, drugs and gambling 
and I have fully understood�  That is why we are working in the Department to get a resolution 
to this complex and difficult situation.  I can advise the House that the drugs policy unit in my 
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Department is currently actively working on developing safe solutions to help us achieve this 
outcome�  We want safe solutions�  I have asked the unit to make contact with the HSE and 
event organisers, such as AA and SMART Recovery�

These efforts will be supported by the work which is under way.  For example, the Depart-
ment of Health is already in the process of developing a framework for the restoration of drug 
and alcohol services�  It has set up a working group involving a drug and alcohol task force and 
voluntary drug and alcohol service providers�  To support the resumption of drug and alcohol 
services nationwide, I have also approved the provision of funding for adaptation of services, 
including premises, online meetings and personal protective equipment�  It is my hope that the 
work already under way will help ensure this specific issue in Dublin under level 3 restrictions 
can be resolved quickly�  I appreciate the Deputy’s concern�  We want to get these meetings 
open as quickly as possible, but they must be done in as safe a way as possible�  I hope we will 
have a more constructive answer in the next few days and get these meetings up and running, 
because that is what we all want�

22/09/2020GGG00200Telecommunications Services

22/09/2020GGG00300Deputy Mattie McGrath: I am glad the Minister for Communications, Climate Action and 
Environment, Deputy Ryan, is here for this Topical Issue matter�  This debate on the issue I am 
raising has been a long time coming�  I refer to people trying to report faults having an average 
waiting time of 57 minutes�  That is the average waiting time�  I am not raising this issue to 
complain, but as we face into the winter and the dark nights, na hoícheanta fada geimhridh, I 
am worried about people’s mental health and their safety and security�

The situation at the moment is an unmitigated shambles and a disaster�  I am not blaming the 
Minister.  I differ with him regarding many opinions, including on green issues, but I do not on 
this issue�  This has been a whole-of-government abandonment of the people, rural and urban�  I 
refer to people with pendant alarms and other types of alarm connected to the telephone, as well 
as those who do not use mobile phones, especially the elderly and the vulnerable�  They are all 
abandoned, because if the line goes off, they are out of contact.

I salute the founders of Eir, and its predecessors, Eircom and Telecom Éireann�  I remember 
when the former Taoiseach, the late Albert Reynolds, waved a phone in the Fianna Fáil Ard-
Fheis and stated that every phone would be fitted within a month, and it was.  Now it is impos-
sible to get a phone disconnected�  It might take a year�  It is also impossible to get a phone 
repaired�  This is communications we are talking about�  People can be waiting up to 60 minutes 
and still not be able to get through�  I received a message from a man on Facebook this evening�  
He wrote:

I am a constituent of yours�  I have been trying to contact Eir every day since 20 July, 
and been on hold every day for up to 60 minutes, without ever actually getting through to 
anyone�  This company needs to be closed down�

  This is a shocking situation in 2020�  It was better back in the dark ages, when we had 
pigeons to deliver messages, than it is now�  This is an outrageous situation and this company 
must be taken to task and closed down�

I salute the workmen who were there when the lines were put up and the phones installed, 
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and especially the care and attention that was provided to the customers�  I refer to the dignity 
of the work and the respect that those workmen had for that work�  Now, however, poles are 
falling out on the road, hitting buses and lorries and breaking mirrors�  A constituent contacted 
me today because he cannot cut his hedges�  He has got hedge cutters from the county council to 
cut his hedges, but it cannot be done because wires were lying on the ditch�  Wires are lying on 
roads and in the bogs�  It is a Third World service, and above all there are no communications�

Constituents contact my office because their efforts have been futile and they are weary of 
being on the phone with Eir for so long�  When those constituents have been unable to contact 
Eir themselves, they see us as the only last hope they have.  They contact many other offices, 
besides mine�  Eir often insists on those constituents getting an email address�  Those people do 
not have email, they do not do Google and they do not even have broadband�  It is shocking and 
disgraceful treatment, and it should be brought before the European Court of Human Rights�  
People are entitled to get a service for which they pay�  Those people pay dearly for a connec-
tion and rent, yet they cannot use the telephones�

What about children going back to school and young people going back to college?  Classes 
and exams are often online now�  We talk about options for education, but those people cannot 
get broadband and do not have that service�  What about farmers trying to do applications for 
grants?  What about the CAO courses?  People in rural Ireland have been especially discrimi-
nated against, but people in urban Ireland have also been affected by the situation.

It is time the new Government sorted out this issue and stopped the blackguarding, the 
plundering and the rape of good communities by this company, Eir, which should be ashamed 
of itself�  It does not represent anything anymore�  A gentleman contacted me recently who was 
trying to get disconnected from Eir for six months.  Another man, Paul Lafford from Cahir, 
contacted me and he had an ordeal and a half in trying to deal with Eir�  The company accused 
him of not paying his bills�  When he then produced his bank statements, the company did not 
apologise, but it had to accept that he had paid�  The company did not apologise�  The Com-
mission for Communications Regulation, ComReg, is toothless, useless and fruitless�  We have 
many such institutions and boards that similarly do nothing for the public�  They just have nice 
fancy names, fancy jobs and to hell with the people�  It is a sad indictment in 2020 that such 
behaviour is being allowed to continue.  I appeal to the Minister to use his good offices within 
the Government to deal with this shambolic and disgraceful company�

22/09/2020GGG00400Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Environment (Deputy Eamon 
Ryan): I thank Deputy McGrath for raising this important issue�  As he is aware, the provi-
sion of electronic communications services, including the repair and restoration of telephone 
services, occurs within a liberalised market, regulated by the independent regulator, ComReg�  
As the Deputy referred to, it is responsible for the regulation of the electronic communications 
sector under European and national legislation�

I recognise, as the Deputy said, how vital telecommunications services are to citizens for 
so many aspects of their daily lives, especially during the current Covid-19 pandemic�  I and 
officials from my Department are focused on the need to ensure that telecommunications cus-
tomers are sympathetically treated at this challenging time.  In this regard, officials from my 
Department have been engaging intensively with ComReg and with the telecommunications 
industry during this period�  Since Covid-19 began, ComReg has been monitoring consumer 
issues reported to it regarding outages and, in particular, those outages for vulnerable customers 
that may need to be escalated.  ComReg advises customers experiencing difficulties to contact 
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their service provider in the first instance.  Following this, the customer is advised to contact 
ComReg and, depending on the particular circumstances, the issues may be escalated by Com-
Reg�

One of ComReg’s functions is to determine the scope of the universal service obligations, 
USO, for the Irish market and to decide which undertaking should be designated as the uni-
versal service provider, USP�  The USO is designed to ensure that every person who makes a 
reasonable request for access for a connection and a phone service at a fixed location can have 
access to a basic set of telecommunications services, no matter where he or she lives�  On 29 
July 2016, ComReg designated Eir as the USP until June 2021�  That designation as the USP 
of basic telecommunication services includes a requirement, among others, to clear line faults 
within timelines set in the USO�  As the designated USP, Eir is also required to publish informa-
tion on its performance regarding the provision of the USO�  ComReg publishes this informa-
tion quarterly� Legally binding annual quality of service performance targets for Eir are also 
set by ComReg, as the independent regulator for telecommunications operators, in respect of 
connections and service availability targets at a national level�

Eir provides a customer guarantee scheme for repairs�  It provides two months’ telephone 
exchange line rental credit where faults are not repaired within two working days from the 
date the fault was reported�  Any complaint that Eir is failing to provide such basic services, or 
failing to restore lines within a reasonable period, should be forwarded to ComReg for further 
examination�

I reiterate that ensuring the performance of the requirements of this USO by Eir is a statu-
tory function of ComReg�  As Minister, I have no role or function in this area�  ComReg is di-
rectly accountable “for the performance of its functions to a Committee of one or both Houses 
of the Oireachtas”, as provided for in section 34(2) of the Communications Regulation Act 
2002�  ComReg has a dedicated consumer helpline and I urge consumers who feel they have 
not received an appropriate response from service providers to make contact with the regulator�

As the Deputy has raised the issue here, I will ensure that his question and associated con-
cerns will be raised directly with ComReg and ensure it is aware of the debate we have had 
tonight�  It is deeply annoying and frustrating to be in situations such as those described by the 
Deputy�  That is especially the case for people who have been left on a phone for 60 minutes 
waiting for a customer service operation to answer, particularly one in telecommunications�  It 
is maddening for customers that a telecommunications company cannot answer the phone after 
an hour�  I know that basic services that one would expect, such as quick response and contact, 
not being provided is a matter of real concern and I will ensure that the details of this debate are 
forwarded to ComReg�

22/09/2020GGG00500Deputy Mattie McGrath: I have written to Carolan Lennon, the CEO of Eir�  We might 
as well be writing to Santa Claus�  The company has no respect for its customers�  I again pay 
tribute to its workers�  A good friend and neighbour of mine, Pádraig O’Ceallaigh, who retired 
recently after 42 years, and his colleagues, have been travelling around the country in vans�  
Those workers are travelling 100 miles and more to do repairs.  Eir does not have the staff on 
the ground and it does not have the interest�

The Minister read out his reply and I know he is a decent man�  I thank him for agreeing to 
come to Tipperary where I will show him some of the conditions of the network�  It is the land 
of his forebears as well�  The reply that he read, however, is patronising, insulting and it is toilet 
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paper�  It is disgraceful�  The Minister referred to waiting an hour on a call, but it is not possible 
for people to get through, sometimes for months�  They ring every day for months�  They do not 
get through to staff in Eir and they do not get a call back.  Customers find it impossible to get 
their lines disconnected, and it is equally impossible to get a phone put in.  People are flocking 
away from the company, and it is faltering and about to fail�  It will fail�

Then there is the issue of Eir broadband�  I know of people living 50 yards and 100 yards 
away from where it stops and they cannot get it.  Those affected include sick people who want 
appointments�  

There is a listening service called Good Morning South Tipperary in the small village of 
Newcastle in south Tipperary�  Wonderful volunteers go in every Monday and ring elderly, 
vulnerable and lonely people�  Alone has also come on board and I salute that�  That service is 
no good if people do not have, and cannot get, phone lines�  Those people cannot make com-
plaints.  Some of those people do not have computers and are not able to do that kind of stuff.  
Our elderly people who looked after this country and built it up are being blackguarded, not to 
mention business people, farmers and young people�  It is a shame�

To see the state of the network now would make one sad�  Wires and poles are hanging into 
fields from the road.  The poles are rotten and dangerous.  I was in a council yard yesterday 
morning and servicemen from a private contractor had to come in to look for signs before they 
attempted a road job to fix a pole that was hanging over the road and posing a danger to the 
public.  It is like “Dad’s Army”.  It is crazy stuff and if the Minister and the Government do not 
do something about this, more shame on them�  The Government is going to abandon its citizens 
during this time of Covid-19 when they are feeling lonely and isolated and the only contact they 
have is the guthán in their hand to have a chat and caint with their friends�  It is a shame�  Those 
people are prisoners in their own houses and have no communication with the outside world�

I am depending on the Minister�  This matter has been raised several times and has got 
worse�  The phone companies have no interest in serving the public because all they want is the 
money and to hell with the people�  ComReg should be disbanded because it is useless, tooth-
less and fruitless�  It provides jobs for the boys, that is all�  ComReg states that its representa-
tives have talked to the phone companies but it is a waste of time�

22/09/2020HHH00200Deputy Eamon Ryan: I hope the new national broadband scheme that we are rolling out, 
and about which I will be answering questions later, will close the gap where there is a short-
age of service and an inability for customers, particularly in rural areas, to get broadband�  We 
will ensure that not a single house is left out.  That roll-out may also have knock-on benefits 
for building up the pole network and other infrastructure networks.  I hope that will benefit and 
help other customers as the backhaul and other parts of the network are enhanced to provide 
that coverage�

Where that is not possible, there is competition�  Rival services such as SIRO are rolling 
out high-quality broadband to tens of thousands of houses�  Competition is a way to make sure 
that other operators which are not providing the sort of customer service we expect face con-
sequences�  Customers will be able to use their power to move to other operators from which 
they are getting proper service and responses�  In areas where there is no service, the State will 
step in to close the gap but where there is competition, I believe that will be an impetus for 
companies to improve�
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At the same time, and as I said in my original response, there is a universal service obligation 
on Eir�  It is ComReg’s job to monitor, manage and, where appropriate, reprimand companies if 
they are not meeting the basic service requirements set out�  I will forward the Deputy’s com-
plaints to ComReg to get the message across that what he is seeing on the ground in Tipperary 
is not up to the standard expected of a universal service provider�  I will ensure that is brought to 
ComReg’s attention and it will then be its responsibility to take whatever action must be taken�

22/09/2020HHH00300Ceisteanna (Atógáil) - Questions (Resumed)

22/09/2020HHH00400Ceisteanna ar Sonraíodh Uain Dóibh - Priority Questions

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.

22/09/2020HHH00500Electricity Generation

22/09/2020HHH0060061� Deputy Darren O’Rourke asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communication 
Networks the actions he will take to remove the barriers blocking the growth of rooftop solar 
panels here, including the lack of a long-term payment system for excess electricity sold back 
to the grid, the roll-out of smart meters and planning issues; and if he will make a statement on 
the matter�  [25603/20]

22/09/2020HHH00700Deputy Darren O’Rourke: If we are to achieve 70% renewable electricity by 2030, a key 
component will be ordinary people and community groups generating their own electricity and 
selling the excess back to the grid�  Solar photovoltaics, PV, can play an important part in this 
but blockages in the system are preventing that becoming a reality�  Can the Minister outline 
the steps he will take to remove these barriers and increase the amount of electricity generated 
from solar PV?

22/09/2020HHH00800Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Environment (Deputy Eamon 
Ryan): The programme for Government commits to the development of microgeneration and 
to letting people sell excess power back to the grid by June 2021�  The climate action plan that 
my predecessor introduced included the delivery of a framework for microgeneration, whilst 
ensuring principles of equity, self-consumption and energy efficiency first are incorporated.  
There are a range of measures in place to deliver on these commitments�

A microgeneration working group, chaired by my Department, is examining an enabling 
framework which tackles existing barriers and establishes suitable supports within relevant 
market segments�  This work is an integral part of our emerging photovoltaic solar strategy�

My Department has engaged with ESB Networks on grid capacity and connection issues, 
and with the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland, SEAI, on a review of the solar PV scheme 
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in order to capture the lessons learned�

The Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government is reviewing the planning 
exemptions for solar installations in consultation with my Department, and has agreed in prin-
ciple to provide for exemptions to new building types, including apartments, community and 
educational buildings�  I further understand an aviation safety mapping exercise is under way by 
that Department, which will inform the finalisation of the relevant regulations.  It is anticipated 
that this will be completed by the end of this year�

My Department has also engaged external advisors to identify possible support options for 
microgeneration�  A proposed support mechanism will be outlined in a public consultation in 
the coming months�  A suitable support payment for excess electricity generated on site and ex-
ported to the grid will be available to all microgenerators by 2021 in line with the transposition 
of the recast renewable energy directive into Irish law�

The SEAI launched a pilot microgeneration scheme in July 2018 for domestic customers�  
To date, 3,691 applications have received grant support totalling €9 million, saving approxi-
mately 3 kt of carbon dioxide per annum�

In September 2019, ESB Networks commenced the roll-out of the smart meter pro-
gramme for all domestic and business premises which is due for completion in 2024�  To date, 
120,000 smart meters have been installed�

22/09/2020HHH00900Deputy Darren O’Rourke: Paying people for the excess electricity produced by their solar 
panels will result in their installation becoming much more appealing to many more people�  
At the moment, excess electricity produced by privately installed solar panels is spilling onto 
the grid for free�  It is not fair on those who have paid thousands for them and does not make 
a compelling financial case for those considering investing in solar panels.  One can do it in 
Newry or Strabane but cannot in Lifford or Dundalk.  I have a sister in Belfast and her housing 
estate has recently begun to allow people to contribute to the grid�  An important piece of work 
was done by Noteworthy�ie, a group related to Thejournal�ie�  It read like a charge sheet�  Did 
the Minister see the piece of research done by Noteworthy�ie?  Does he have a response to it?  
It details, line by line, the missed opportunities and failures of Government policy in delivering 
on this important matter�

22/09/2020HHH01000Deputy Eamon Ryan: I have not seen that research but I will read it if the Deputy could 
forward it on to me�  I will happily respond to the Deputy once I have read and reviewed it�  I 
agree with the Deputy�  Roof after roof in the North has solar PV panels and it is not exactly the 
sunniest place on the planet�  We have failed to do that in the South�  During my previous term 
in this office, 12 years ago, we introduced a microgeneration support price scheme of 19 cent 
per kWh�  That was at the start of the solar revolution�  Unfortunately, the succeeding Govern-
ment removed that scheme�  In fairness to my predecessor, he introduced such a proposal in the 
climate action plan that he developed and we will see it introduced early next year�

I have seen it in action�  Yesterday, I was fortunate enough to visit the Fair Play café in 
Ringsend, one of the community energy projects that have just received support of €29 million�  
The café has installed 12 kW of solar panels�  Their experience has been fantastic because it 
works, integrates with their business and was easy to introduce�  They can see the level of power 
that they are using and to which customers can connect�  There is considerable potential in the 
development of solar power�
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EirGrid provided me with analysis a year or two ago when I was an Opposition spokesper-
son, as the Deputy is now�  I asked what level of solar power could be generated on roofs�

10 o’clock

I am going on memory, but I understand if we had 700,000 houses with solar panels on 
their roofs and 45,000 businesses that would provide 5% of our total power supply�  That may 
not sound significant, but one of the attractive things about solar power is that it would be very 
much complementary to other renewable power supplies, such as wind and so on�  It would pro-
vide a very stable local power supply source which, contrary to the original arguments against 
solar power, would strengthen and complement rather than undermine the grid� 

  We will be using a lot of power at a distributed level as we move towards electrifying the 
transport and heating systems�  We will need every source of power and I am committed to the 
development of solar power not just on houses or smaller rooftops but for larger business ap-
plications where rooftop solar could be introduced and become an integral part of the overall 
switch to 100% renewables which is where we are going�

22/09/2020JJJ00200Deputy Darren O’Rourke: In the interest of time I will commend noteworthy.ie and the-
journal.ie�  They have come in for some pressure in recent days which is probably not unrelated 
to the important work they are doing in terms of analysis, evidence, transparency and account-
ability�  I would be happy to send the information to the Minister�

There is some concern about smart meters and the nature of the information they will col-
lect.  Has the planned roll-out of smart meters been affected by Covid-19?  What assurances 
can the Minister give to people about the nature and type of information that they will collect 
and manage?

22/09/2020JJJ00300Deputy Eamon Ryan: The roll-out is starting�  While everything in this country has been 
somewhat delayed by Covid, I do not think it has been particularly badly affected.  The initial 
delivery comprised 250,000 meters in the latter half of last year and the start of this year�  We 
expect 500,000 meters to be installed in each of the next four years�

The Commission for Energy Regulation, the Commission for Regulation of Utilities and the 
Data Protection Commissioner have strong and stringent rules around the use of any data and 
the purpose for which data is collected, and it must not infringe on personal privacy rights or in-
volve the improper use of that data other than for the benefit of the householder.  It is critical-----

22/09/2020JJJ00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I went overboard earlier�

22/09/2020JJJ00450National Broadband Plan

22/09/2020JJJ0050062� Deputy Verona Murphy asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communication 
Networks his plans on the fast-tracking of the Nation Broadband Plan; and if he will make a 
statement on the matter� [25252/20]

22/09/2020JJJ00600Deputy Verona Murphy: The pandemic has highlighted the importance of good and reli-
able broadband to ensure that all citizens, in all parts of Ireland, can avail of remote working, 
education and other essential online services�  Can the Minister outline the plans and the fast-
tracking of the national broadband plan, and can he make a statement on the matter?
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22/09/2020JJJ00700Deputy Eamon Ryan: The Covid 19 pandemic has highlighted the importance of good 
reliable broadband to ensure that citizens across Ireland can avail of remote working, education 
and other essential online facilities.  This is reflected in the commitments in the programme for 
Government where delivery of the national broadband plan will be a key enabler to many of 
the policies envisaged particularly around increased levels of remote working� The programme 
for Government has also committed to seek to accelerate the roll-out of the national broadband 
plan�

The national broadband plan State-led intervention will be delivered by National Broadband 
Ireland, NBI, under a contract signed last November�  The national broadband plan network will 
offer users a high-speed broadband service with a minimum download speed of 500Mbps from 
the outset�  This represents an increase from the 150Mbps committed to under the contract�  The 
deployment plan forecasts premises passed in all counties within the first two years and over 
90% of premises in the State having access to high-speed broadband within the next four years�  
As of 15 September, design work is complete or ongoing in target townlands across 21 coun-
ties and steady progress is being made with over 91,000 premises surveyed to date�  By year 
end, NBI expects to have completed some 120,000 surveys�  This survey work is feeding into 
detailed designs for each deployment area and laying fibre should commence shortly with the 
first fibre to the home connections expected around December this year.

While substantial progress has been made to date, the Covid 19 pandemic has had an impact 
on the delivery of the fibre network.  The extent of this impact is currently being assessed and 
NBI has committed to put in place measures to mitigate the impact in as far as possible�

My Department is engaging with NBI to explore the feasibility of accelerating aspects of the 
national broadband plan roll-out to establish the possibility of bringing forward premises which 
are currently scheduled in years 6 and 7 of the plan to an earlier date�  These discussions are on-
going. Any changes proposed will require detailed technical, commercial and financial analysis.

Exploring the potential to accelerate the network roll-out is being undertaken in parallel 
with the measures required to mitigate delays arising as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic 
which must be the primary focus at this juncture�

22/09/2020JJJ00800Deputy Verona Murphy: I have the reply�

22/09/2020JJJ00900Deputy Eamon Ryan: I will discuss local matters in County Wexford�  I will happily put 
the rest of the reply on the record for the benefit of other Deputies.

The national broadband plan is seeking to accelerate the development of this scheme�  It has 
been delayed somewhat, as I said in my previous reply, due to Covid.  Part of the difficulty is 
that some contractors from the UK have not been able to come to Ireland and the ability to pro-
vide a safe environment in which people can carry out work is a challenge�  There are extensive 
plans to accelerate the plan�

To bring it back to the Deputy’s county, some 22,000 houses out of the 82,900 premises in 
Wexford are in an area which will be provided with high-speed broadband through State-led 
intervention�  Over 3,745 of those premises have already been surveyed to date�  That involves 
people mapping exactly which poles and infrastructure in local areas could be used�  I could list 
a range of townlands which have been surveyed in that way� 

Deputy Murphy will also be aware that part of the plan involves the development of broad-
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band connection points as the first phase.  That involves the fast-tracking of the delivery of ser-
vices.  In Wexford, five sites have been located: Hook Head Lighthouse; Ballyfad Community 
Centre; Askamore Community Childcare Centre; Marshalstown GAA Club; and St� Mary’s 
GAA Club�  Four have already been connected as part of the national broadband plan and will 
be connected by the retail service provider shortly�

22/09/2020JJJ01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I ask for co-operation so that we can get through the ques-
tions with as many Deputies as possible�

22/09/2020JJJ01100Deputy Verona Murphy: As I said, I received the Minister’s written response but I found 
the answer was vague on timelines and the worst affected areas.  I could also name many town-
lands in Wexford�  When a statement includes the phrases “explore the feasibility of acceler-
ating aspects of the national broadband plan roll out” or the “possibility of bringing forward 
premises currently scheduled for year six or seven to an earlier date”, those words mean one 
thing to me, namely, that it will never happen�

I know children who will have left the education system by the time we are at year six or 
seven�  How does the Government propose to tell colleges that they should educate children at 
home to safeguard them from Covid when they do not even have the elearning facilities to do 
so?  It is devastating for their educational outcomes�  A local Wexford website, Wexfordtoday�
com, reported today that 51% of those working from home had experienced technical issues 
due to poor quality broadband�

22/09/2020JJJ01200Deputy Eamon Ryan: The Deputy is correct�  The reason we are looking to accelerate and 
explore the national broadband operators is because the Covid pandemic showed the impor-
tance of remote working and the urgency of us providing that at this time�

We are considering accelerating aspects of the plan�  It has been scheduled, after several 
years of preparation, to be a six and seven year process�  Those discussions are very serious and 
have been committed to on the basis of us wanting to see the project accelerated�  It requires 
detailed technical, commercial and financial analysis.  If it was easy in the first place, it would 
not have been set out as a six or seven year contract� 

It will require a lot of analysis to accelerate any elements of it�  I will not promise that until 
we know that it can be delivered in real time.  The Covid pandemic has created difficulties in 
terms of getting access to contractors who would do the actual work�  It brings the imperative 
to accelerate but also difficulties in that regard at the same time.

22/09/2020JJJ01300Deputy Verona Murphy: We want the businesses in rural Ireland to stay there�  If 51% 
have said that they are being impeded in their ability to work at home that is a huge problem�  
The written response stated that the pandemic has had an impact on the delivery of the fibre net-
work�  The Minister has explained that is because we cannot get people to install it and people 
cannot travel from England�  People are beginning to see that excuse as worse than GDPR�  
There are now three sets of excuses being used when it comes to Government contracts, GDPR, 
Covid and, I assume, Brexit�

Any changes that are proposed would require detailed technical, commercial and financial 
analysis�  Will the cost of not having broadband for those who require it be included?  Those 
affected may include a business that is trying to complete customs documentation for Brexit or 
a student who may feel his or her life hangs in the balance if he or she cannot receive online 
tuition�
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22/09/2020JJJ01400Deputy Eamon Ryan: Such cases are the reason the State is putting money into this proj-
ect.  We have had differences in the House in terms of how it should be delivered and what the 
exact contact arrangements should be�  I did not hear that and in my role in opposition I was 
always in support of the need for the plan at significant cost, but I believe it is worthwhile.  The 
excuses the Deputy has mentioned as to Covid-19 were a reality�  We all know that the working 
world did in many instances come to a halt because protecting workers’ safety came first.  That 
is not an excuse, it is a reality�

The commitment and the desire to meet the objectives of the national broadband plan are ab-
solutely concrete and clear�  The desire to try to accelerate it, in part by what has happened with 
Covid-19 and the importance of having connectivity for people working remotely, is very real�  
I am committed to doing everything I can to try to do that, in Wexford and everywhere else�

  Additional information not given on the floor of the House

The Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the importance of good, reliable broadband to en-
sure that citizens across Ireland can avail of remote working, education and other essential 
online facilities.  This is reflected in the commitments in the programme for Government where 
delivery of the national broadband plan will be a key enabler to many of the policies envisaged 
particularly around increased levels of remote working�  The programme for Government has 
also committed to seek to accelerate the roll-out of the national broadband plan�

The national broadband plan State-led intervention will be delivered by National Broadband 
Ireland, NBI, under a contract signed last November.  The network will offer users a high speed 
broadband service with a minimum download speed of 500 Mbps from the outset and repre-
sents an increase from the 150 Mbps committed to under the contract�  The deployment plan 
forecasts premises passed in all counties within the first two years and over 90% of premises 
in the State having access to high speed broadband within the next four years�  As of 15 Sep-
tember, design work is complete or ongoing in target townlands across 21 counties and steady 
progress is being made with more than 91,000 premises surveyed to date�  By year end, NBI 
expects to have completed some 120,000 surveys�  This survey work is feeding into detailed 
designs for each deployment area and laying fibre should commence shortly with the first fibre 
to the home connections expected around December this year�

While substantial progress has been made to date, the Covid-19 pandemic has had an impact 
on the delivery of the fibre network.  The extent of this impact is currently being assessed and 
NBI has committed to put in place measures to mitigate the impact in as far as possible�

My Department is engaging with NBI to explore the feasibility of accelerating aspects of 
the NBP roll out to establish the possibility of bringing forward premises which are currently 
scheduled in years six and seven of the plan to an earlier date�  These discussions are ongoing�  
Any changes proposed will require detailed technical, commercial and financial analysis.

Exploring the potential to accelerate the network roll-out is being undertaken in parallel 
with the measures required to mitigate delays arising as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic 
which must be the primary focus at this juncture�
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22/09/2020KKK00200North-South Interconnector

22/09/2020KKK0030063� Deputy Darren O’Rourke asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communication 
Networks the estimated cost of undergrounding the North-South Interconnector compared to 
the current plan; the date on which the cost comparisons were calculated; and if he will make a 
statement on the matter� [25604/20]

22/09/2020KKK00400Deputy Darren O’Rourke: Gabhaim buíochas leis an Leas-Cheann Comhairle�  This is an 
issue that I have already raised but will continue to raise with the Minister as this Government 
looks set to repeat the mistakes of the past�  The need to connect our two grids on the island is 
vital, even for the solar improvements we spoke of earlier�  The current plan however for the 
North-South interconnector is putting this crucial piece of infrastructure in jeopardy�  What are 
the up-to-date differences in cost of overgrounding versus undergrounding?

22/09/2020KKK00500Deputy Eamon Ryan: The North-South Interconnector is critical to improving the efficient 
operation of the single electricity market and increasing security of electricity supply across the 
island of Ireland�  It will also help us to move towards 70% renewable electricity, a commitment 
made in the Programme for Government - Our Shared Future�  A resilient and well-connected 
energy infrastructure is vital for Ireland’s economic well-being and the ability to respond to the 
future needs of energy consumers�

The option of undergrounding the line has been assessed on several occasions over the 
years�  Most recently, my Department published an independent study in October 2018 on un-
dergrounding the interconnector which found that an overhead line remained the most appropri-
ate option for the proposed interconnector�  The estimated cost, to answer the Deputy’s question 
directly, of undergrounding the line was €680 million versus an estimated cost of €230 million 
for the overhead option�  This study, available on my Department’s website, was the latest in a 
series of studies that reached the same conclusion� 

The decision last week by the Minister for Infrastructure in Northern Ireland to grant full 
planning permission to the project means that the project has now been fully consented both 
North and South�  I expect Eirgrid and ESB Networks to engage openly and extensively with 
those living closest to the route of the interconnector�  In that regard I note that EirGrid has 
already set in place a variety of engagements locally, including the appointment of community 
liaison officers and a mobile information unit active in the area.  I expect such engagements to 
intensify in the coming weeks and months, subject of course to national public health guidelines 
on Covid-19� 

I believe that this important new cross-Border infrastructure will significantly facilitate the 
integration of renewable energy into the power system, will bring economic benefits to the re-
gion and can address our climate objectives on an all-island basis�

22/09/2020KKK00600Deputy Darren O’Rourke: Gabhaim buíochas leis an Aire�  The Minister raised the report 
of 2018.  He must know that the community has no confidence in this report.  It never did and I 
understand why�  It is not the case that the community saw the report, did not like it, and walked 
away from it.  They said from the very outset that they did not have confidence in the inquiry 
team, in the terms of reference, or in the methodology that was applied�  Essentially it was de-
signed, in their opinion, to give an outcome which it duly did�  That is fundamentally what is 
at play and is at the very crux here.  There is no confidence in the process thus far.  There are 
legitimate, strongly-held opinions that are grounded in evidence�  Will the Minister ensure that 
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there is an independent assessment of the undergrounding option?  It never happened in a clear 
and transparent way�

22/09/2020KKK00700Deputy Eamon Ryan: This is a real issue of concern for the Deputy’s constituents and for 
many of the people in this House and the people they represent�  It is an issue that goes back 
a long time.  I first engaged on this issue in 2003 or 2004 when, in the Oireachtas committee 
of which I was then a member - Deputy Durkan will remember that period, the vital strategic 
nature of this project and the optimal nature of the infrastructure that was recommended at that 
time was made very clear to us�  That was 16 or 17 years ago�  In that interim period we have 
seen a variety of different studies, as this has been an issue of real seriousness and concern 
and one that many Deputies have raised�  In 2008, in my time as Minister, we commissioned a 
Dutch energy consultancy, Ecofys, to produce a study of the comparative merits of overhead 
electricity transmission versus underground cables�  In 2009, EirGrid published a report by 
industry experts, PB Power, on the same subject�  I could go on; there have been many indepen-
dent and other studies�  Will I be able to come back in to make a further intervention, a Leas-
Cheann Comhairle?

22/09/2020KKK00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Minister will have one more minute�

22/09/2020KKK00900Deputy Darren O’Rourke: The solution here, and I want to contribute to finding a solu-
tion, is to co-design an independent review of the undergrounding option involving all of the 
stakeholders, with the identification of a suitable panel of inquiry and independent consultants, 
where the terms of reference and the methodology to be employed will be co-designed with the 
stakeholders�  We have never had that�  In fairness to the community group they engaged with 
the 2011 report, but subsequent to that in their opinion, which I share, there have been desktop 
exercises and far more comprehensive reviews of other projects that have ended up in a very 
different place to the North-South Interconnector.  We are going to stay at an impasse unless we 
adopt the approach I am recommending here�

22/09/2020KKK01000Deputy Eamon Ryan: This is a technically complex issue when one looks into it but I 
would have to say that the Deputy’s colleagues in the administration in Northern Ireland, where 
Sinn Féin are in power, have agreed with the assessment that I have come to, which is that this 
infrastructure is absolutely vital�  We are all agreed on that�  We need an all-island market and, 
with the granting of the planning commission up North, they clearly see that this is the approach 
that should be taken�  Rather than looking at the political aspect of it, of all of the series of re-
ports that been done over the years, the one report done on a statutory basis which is indepen-
dent and has to look at all of the evidence and to take into account all of the international studies 
that have been done on this -  I only started to list out all of the series of independent studies 
which have been conducted on this - is done by the person with responsibility for assessing 
this evidence, the An Bord Pleanála inspector�  The inspector’s report came to the opinion that 
this is a critical element of the transmission system between Ireland and Northern Ireland and 
it has been demonstrated that an overhead line represents less risk as to security, reliability and 
availability than the DC option�  There is an issue as to the security of the energy systems on the 
island, North and South�  This is not an easy issue and EirGrid will have to be very careful on 
how the work with communities on both sides of the Border on this project�  I believe having 
planning permission in the North and the South is such that-----

22/09/2020KKK01100An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I thank the Minister but I have to stop him as we are way 
over our time�
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22/09/2020KKK01200Deputy Eamon Ryan: I will conclude on that�

22/09/2020KKK01300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I do not mean to be rude to the Minister but we will not get 
to the other questions otherwise�

22/09/2020KKK01400Deputy Eamon Ryan: By all means, a Leas-Cheann Comhairle�

22/09/2020KKK01500Renewable Energy Generation

22/09/2020KKK0160064� Deputy Darren O’Rourke asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communication 
Networks the way in which he plans to grow the number of community owned renewable en-
ergy projects in view of the recently approved results of the RESS auction; and if he will make 
a statement on the matter� [25605/20]

22/09/2020KKK01700Deputy Darren O’Rourke: I know and I am sure that the Minister is aware that he mis-
represented Sinn Fein’s position on the North-South interconnector in his last contribution but 
we will have time to come back to that, hopefully, in oral questions, where I can state the case 
clearly�

On the recent renewable electricity support scheme, RESS, auction, can the Minister outline 
how he intends to increase the numbers and welcome the community groups who are contribut-
ing?

22/09/2020KKK01800Deputy Eamon Ryan: I did not mean to misinterpret Sinn Fein’s position and I am happy 
to come back to discuss the North-South interconnector if I did�

The programme for Government recognises the importance of community involve-
ment as new energy infrastructure is installed.  Specifically, the programme for Government 
commits to ensuring that community energy can play a role in reaching at least 70% renew-
able electricity target.  That target includes the introduction of a community benefit fund and a 
community category within the renewable electricity support scheme, RESS, auction�   We are 
continuing to work with the EU to agree community participation as an integral part of install-
ing new renewable energy and a route for community participation in the projects�  It is my 
intention that communities all over the country should be able to generate electricity and reap 
the benefits in their own localities from the sale of that electricity.  In that regard, I aim to ensure 
the delivery of approximately 100 community electricity generation projects by 2030�

The RESS, will drive the delivery of this objective�  Earlier this month I announced that 
seven community projects had filled the allocated community capacity in the first commercial 
auction under the scheme.  Two of them are 100% community-owned and the remaining five 
are at least 51% owned by the relevant local communities�  In future onshore RESS auctions, 
there will be additional capacity allocated to the community category and I expect that only 
fully community-owned projects will be eligible�

In order to ensure an adequate pipeline of such projects, an enabling framework of capacity-
building supports is being developed by my Department and the Sustainable Energy Authority 
of Ireland, SEAI�  It includes information dissemination, trusted intermediary and adviser ser-
vices, enabling grants, soft development loans and a simplified grid connection process.

The SEAI has commenced assessing the next wave of community projects through the 
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sustainable energy community network.  The initial call has identified already 20 of the more 
mature projects for immediate support.  This first support takes the form of high level feasibility 
assessment with a view to preparing them for the next RESS auction� A further wave of projects 
has been identified for later support.  A dedicated telephone number and email address, along 
with web pages from SEAI, can be accessed to facilitate further community engagement�

22/09/2020LLL00200Deputy Darren O’Rourke: The Minister will be aware of the international comparisons 
with Scotland, for example, and many parts of Scandinavia in terms of the state infrastructure 
that is available to facilitate communities which want to connect to the grid�  The Minister might 
outline his plans to build that infrastructure�  All of this contributes to the price of electricity in 
Ireland, which we know is among the highest in Europe�  Is the Minister in contact with energy 
providers to address the proposed hike in energy prices, particularly electricity prices?  This is 
an issue that has been raised time and again with me by constituents�  It has also been raised by 
my party leader�

22/09/2020LLL00300Deputy Eamon Ryan: The answer is “Yes”�  I am in contact with the energy regulator be-
cause if we go back to a position where Ministers or politicians are directly regulating the price 
of electricity, it would lead to higher prices as there would be less confidence in the system and 
more political interference�  It would not work�  The key way to bring down electricity prices in 
the long run is to switch to renewables�  Our exposure to high fossil fuel prices is the greatest 
risk and the greatest cost.  There are many other reasons for prices increasing.  The benefit of 
renewables is that they would constitute our own power supply and keep money in the country�  
Use of renewables also brings down the wholesale price�  While the renewable auction brings 
in an element of public service obligation payments, it was 20% cheaper than the previous re-
newable support scheme because the cost of wind and solar energy is coming down, slowly but 
surely�  The best way of reducing electricity prices in the long term is to continue this path of 
relying on renewable power, turn our comparative advantage in wind power particularly, and 
also now the ability to deliver solar power as a way of protecting consumers�

22/09/2020LLL00400Deputy Darren O’Rourke: On the price of electricity, does the Minister believe, on the 
basis of his exchanges with them, that providers are still intent on increasing prices?  Are they 
still on that trajectory or will the Minister’s intervention or that of the energy regulator provide 
some relief for customers?  I am sure the latter would very much welcome an update on that�

Regarding the community infrastructure, Templederry is a very good example and we wel-
come the other projects that have been long held up as exemplars but the opportunity is there 
to scale up those projects and increase the level of penetration relating to them far more than is 
currently the case�  What plans does the Minister have to tap into that potential?  I know there 
is a good resource available to the Minister in his office.

22/09/2020LLL00500Deputy Eamon Ryan: The Deputy is absolutely right�  Templederry is a great example�  
However, it is only an early example�  As I said, I would like to see 100 Templederrys and if 
we got that we would look at the next 100.  I believe there is huge benefit to this country in the 
development of community ownership of renewable energy�  It is a power supply that lends 
itself towards more distributed ownership systems�  The current constraint is at the community 
level�  That is why the resourcing of the SEAI to support communities and give them the sup-
port measures I set out in the reply in terms of being able to get the planning, finance and the 
technical expertise is so important�  The limit on ambition will not be in this House�  I believe 
there will be nothing but support for widespread community ownership, particularly in the type 
of project we saw in Templederry, which is 100% community-owned�  We are also starting to 
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see new projects where it is not just about the generation but the use of the power at the other 
end�  I am of the view that there can also be community development in respect of the supply 
side�  That is what I will be encouraging�

22/09/2020LLL00600Ceisteanna Eile - Other Questions

22/09/2020LLL00650Electric Vehicles

22/09/2020LLL0070065� Deputy Neale Richmond asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communication 
Networks the status of the electric vehicle strategy, promised in the programme for Govern-
ment, which will ensure that charging infrastructure stays ahead of demand; and if he will make 
a statement on the matter� [24987/20]

22/09/2020LLL00800Deputy Neale Richmond: The programme for Government contains a commitment to an 
electric vehicle strategy to ensure that infrastructure stays ahead of demand�  This is badly 
needed to ensure that all of those who have the means to purchase an electric vehicle are not 
constrained by a lack of charging facilities�  I ask the Minister for an update on the status of this 
strategy and what it will cover�

22/09/2020LLL00900(Deputy Eamon Ryan): The programme for Government published in June this year com-
mits to publishing an electric vehicles strategy which will ensure charging infrastructure stays 
ahead of demand�  Preliminary work has already been undertaken to inform the electric vehicle, 
EV, charging infrastructure strategy with the completion, in June this year, of an updated needs 
analysis for fast chargers�  This analysis had regard to the 2019 climate action plan projection 
of having 75,000 EVs on the road by 2022� 

The needs analysis took into account a range of considerations including the importance 
of ensuring adequate charging infrastructure along the main commuting routes; the location of 
charging infrastructure in areas of high traffic volume along primary routes; the concentration 
of traffic in certain areas; and the importance of placing EV infrastructure across rural and urban 
areas�

The analysis estimated that there will be a sufficient number of fast chargers in place to 
meet the needs of 75,000 EVs by 2022�  However, it is critical that we continue to monitor this 
capacity as the roll-out of charging infrastructure continues nationwide so as to ensure we stay 
ahead of demand�

My Department is also working closely with local government, including the Local Govern-
ment Management Agency and the County and City Management Association, to ensure we can 
address the key issues that arise for transport and land use planning at both local and regional 
level�

Additional work on the strategy is currently being planned to address key strategic consid-
erations, including regulatory and legislative requirements, the need for geospatial analyses, the 
financing of infrastructure and managing future electricity demand.
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It is my intention to publish the strategy as early as possible in Quarter 1 2021�

Once completed, the strategy will provide a key framework for ensuring we continue to 
have sufficient infrastructure in place to keep ahead of demand, while also ensuring that appro-
priate planning and development guidelines are followed in providing the necessary capacity�

22/09/2020LLL01000Deputy Neale Richmond: I welcome the Minister’s comments�  There is much that can be 
gleaned from them but there are a number of challenges that require urgent address�  While EVs 
are becoming increasingly affordable, the geographic spread of the infrastructure needs to be 
addressed�  Currently, there are 152 charging points in Dublin but only four in Leitrim and eight 
in Cavan�  When we look at the speed the Minister mentioned, there are 742 charging points but 
only 80 of those are fast charging points�

One key aspect that is being raised frequently in my constituency is the installation of home 
chargers�  The grants available from the SEAI, and much else, are welcome, but people who 
live in developments like my own, which are under the control of management companies 
and where one is going across a public road or public footpaths from the charging point to the 
vehicle, are facing many obstacles�  When will they be able to put it chargers and make use of 
wanting to do what is best for the environment and modern transport?

22/09/2020LLL01100Deputy Eamon Ryan: The Deputy is absolutely right�  The development of chargers right 
across the country is critical because even if a person living in south Dublin wants to go to 
Leitrim, he or she would want to make sure that he or she can get there and back and that there 
is infrastructure at every point along the way�  A scheme to support the installation of on-street 
charging points for EVs opened for applications from local authorities in September 2019�  The 
funding supports the rolling out by local authorities of up to 1,000 on-street public charging 
points for EVs over the next five years, including up to 400 such points this year.  The scheme 
is administered by the SEAI and caters mainly for electric vehicle owners who rely on on-
street car parking as their primary means of parking near home�  I am referring not only to the 
Deputy’s case; I refer also to where charging is not yet possible, such as along a row of terraced 
houses�

So far, I have been disappointed with the level of uptake by local authorities�  I only dis-
covered these figures yesterday in preparing to answer this question.  All Deputies should be 
contacting their local authorities to ensure that they are aware of what they can do�  The level 
of uptake by and the number of applications from local authorities to date have been very low�  
One way to see an improvement would be to get the local authorities to avail of the funding that 
exists but that is not being utilised�

22/09/2020MMM00200Deputy Neale Richmond: I want to take the Minister up on the challenge of engaging with 
Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council�  We rightly look to local authorities but we must 
also consider the community example�  One of the great successes in recent years has involved 
communities�  An example, which may seem trivial by comparison with some initiatives associ-
ated with the Department, concerns the way local communities have been able to come together 
to provide defibrillators across towns and villages, not just in rural areas.  I refer, in particular, to 
my own area.  A defibrillator was used to save a life not too long ago in Stepaside village, as the 
Minister may be aware�  Is there a facility for communities to come together to consider electric 
charging points without necessarily relying on the local authority?  It could involve business 
groups that share a car parking facility, for example�  It is matter of making sure that as many 
charging points as possible are made available�
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22/09/2020MMM00300Deputy Eamon Ryan: This refers to the earlier question on solar power�  Under the SEAI 
sustainable communities programme, a range of communities around the country are consider-
ing innovative mechanisms to develop clean energy supplies�  That would be a mechanism for 
the Deputy’s community, or any other, in seeking to develop solutions�

EV sales to date have been relatively slow by comparison with what we expected but the 
period of slow uptake will come to an end�  We are going to see all the car companies starting 
to deliver a variety of EV choices in the coming year�  EVs are better cars and the costs of fuel 
and maintenance are a fraction of those associated with other cars�  Electric cars are going to be 
the future of motoring.  Local communities, particularly those that find it difficult to get charg-
ing infrastructure, which are very often in urban areas, will best tap into the system through the 
community responses�  It is through the SEAI community schemes that we can best manage 
that�

22/09/2020MMM00400Electric Vehicles

22/09/2020MMM0050066� Deputy Jennifer Whitmore asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communication 
Networks if he will report on the implementation of EV charging points nationwide since fund-
ing was announced in 2019; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [25148/20]

22/09/2020MMM00600Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: In 2019, the then Minister with responsibility for communi-
cations announced expenditure of €20 million to upgrade EV charging points across the country 
and stated that this was to give confidence to people such that if they were to buy an EV, the 
relevant infrastructure would be available when needed�  Will the current Minister provide an 
update on the implementation of the programme for upgrading EV charging points nationwide 
since the funding was announced, and could he make a statement on the matter?

22/09/2020MMM00700Deputy Eamon Ryan: I thank the Deputy for the question�  She is correct that the Govern-
ment is fully committed to supporting the significant expansion and modernisation of the EV 
charging network over the coming years as part of an overall suite of measures to deliver the 
programme for Government goal of significantly decarbonising our transport fleet.

We have committed €10 million from the climate action fund to promote the charging net-
work, and this has leveraged a further €10 million investment from ESB to reach the €20 mil-
lion fund the Deputy mentioned�  This intervention will result in: 90 additional high-power 150 
kW chargers, each capable of charging two vehicles; 52 additional fast chargers, which may re-
place existing 22 kW standard chargers; and 264 replacement standard chargers, powered to the 
level of 22 kW, with more modern technology and with each consisting of two charge points�

To date, 159 of the 22 kW chargers have been replaced, and the programme to upgrade 22 
kW chargers to 50 kW chargers has commenced, with ten installations in place�  In addition, 
the first three multi-charger sites have been delivered, one each in Galway, on the M6, Kildare, 
on the M9, and Laois, on the M7�  A number of other multi-charger sites are at planning and 
design stage�  Details of these network upgrades and an interactive map showing ESB charger 
locations can be found on the ESB website�

In addition to the ESB project, my Department provides support through the SEAI public 
charge point scheme�  This scheme has been in place since September 2019 to provide funding 
to local authorities for the development of on-street chargers, as I stated in my response to the 
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preceding question�  The primary focus of this scheme is to provide support for the installation 
of infrastructure that will facilitate owners of EVs who do not have access to a private parking 
space, but who rely on parking on public streets, so they charge their EVs near their homes�

With regard to Wicklow Council, to date the response from local authorities has been very 
low�  This is a well-supported and well-funded project and it is designed to make it easy for the 
councils to do the right thing�  If the Deputy could encourage Wicklow County Council to take 
part, it would be a big help�

22/09/2020MMM00800Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: In the 18 months since the announcement of the EV upgrade 
proposal, out of the target 264 charging points that were to be upgraded to 22 kW, only 159 have 
been delivered�  On the target of having 52 charging points upgraded to 50 kW points, only ten 
have been delivered�  As far as I can see, none of the 90 high-power charging points has been 
delivered so far�  That is in 18 months�  Even given the delays that inevitably happened because 
of Covid, this demonstrates that the rolling out of the programme has been painfully slow and 
not adequate enough�

In countries where there is a high uptake of EVs, the infrastructure was in place before the 
cars�  In Ireland, we are doing it the other way round�  We expect people to buy cars without 
having the infrastructure in place for them�  I ask that the Minister provide additional resources 
to ensure the speedy implementation of this programme�  It is important that it be implemented�

22/09/2020MMM00900Deputy Eamon Ryan: I have full confidence in the ESB to deliver on its commitments in 
this regard.  Ireland was actually one of the first countries in the world to get a national network.  
To go back ten or 12 years, the ESB was one of the first companies in this area with real ex-
pertise�  Back in 2009, we signed an agreement with Renault-Nissan, I believe, and developed 
genuine expertise in the ESB in respect of charging networks and infrastructure, to the extent 
that when Transport for London sought a company to commission to roll out its network of fast 
chargers for the London electric taxi fleet, the ESB won the contract.  As a result, I have every 
confidence in the ESB that it will be able to deliver on this and more.  The restriction here will 
not concern funding; the restriction, as I stated, is more administrative in terms of getting plan-
ning permission and getting the local authorities and others involved�  The ESB is well up for 
this and well able to do it�  I believe it will deliver�

22/09/2020MMM01000Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I am not sure what is causing it, but there is a delay in getting 
this rolled out�  There is approximately the same number of charging points now as when the 
ESB first rolled out these points, yet there are many more cars on the road.  Therefore, there is 
a problem�  It would be worthwhile determining what the barriers are�

In the context of local authorities, I have spoken to Wicklow County Council about this 
matter�  Only 75% of the cost of installing the charging points is met by the Government so the 
council has to find the remaining 25%.  Councils are struggling because of Covid, the reduction 
in rates and the position regarding rent.  They are experiencing major financial difficulties and 
I do not believe they will have the resources to do what is desired�  We are not staying ahead of 
demand�  There is no charging point in the whole Greystones district, which has 20,000 people, 
or in west Wicklow�  This is an area that we should really focus on�

22/09/2020MMM01100Deputy Eamon Ryan: The Government has been supportive of local authorities through 
this most difficult time.  Regarding the loss of commercial rates, the Government is guarantee-
ing to step in and offer support.  The grant provided by the Government, of 75%, is significant 
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in terms meeting the overall cost.  The benefits to local community in this regard will be signifi-
cant�  That is why I have drawn attention to the fact that local authorities would be representing 
their communities by availing of that 75% grant, and even to test in County Wicklow, as the 
Deputy said, and to start putting in the first of the local networks where they are not otherwise 
available�  We will review it if no local authorities are willing to take up the 75% grant�  If they 
do not put priority on the development of that type of infrastructure and avail of that benefit for 
their communities, then we will come back to it, and look at it�  I believe, however, a 75% grant 
is appropriate and that is a political decision for each council�  As I said, I would encourage 
councillors to perhaps consider this as a good investment for their communities�

22/09/2020NNN00200National Broadband Plan

22/09/2020NNN0030067� Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communication 
Networks the expected progress that will be made with the roll-out of the national broadband 
plan in 2020; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [25015/20]

22/09/2020NNN00400Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: The Minister knows I am a great proponent of the levelling effect 
rural broadband will have�  It is important to rural areas�  What progress has been made about 
the roll-out of the national broadband plan in 2020?  Is it really up and running?  How many 
houses will be connected this year, how many will be surveyed, how many will be connected 
next year, and so forth?

22/09/2020NNN00500Deputy Eamon Ryan: The national broadband plan, NBP, State-led intervention will be 
delivered by National Broadband Ireland, NBI, under a contract signed last November�  As I 
outlined in my reply to Deputy Murphy earlier, the national broadband plan network offers a 
high-speed broadband service with a minimum download speed of 500 Mbps from the outset�  
This represents an increase from the 150 Mbps committed to under the contract�  The deploy-
ment plan forecasts premises passed in all counties within the first two years and more than 
90% of premises in the State having access to high-speed broadband within the next four years�

As of 15 September, design work is complete or ongoing in target townlands across 21 
counties and steady progress is being made with more than 91,000 premises surveyed to date�  
This activity is increasing week on week and by year end, National Broadband Ireland expects 
to have completed some 120,000 surveys�  This activity involves physically walking the routes 
and documenting the images, notes and measurements of the poles, cables and underground 
ducts in each area.  This is informing design solutions for provision of the fibre network.  This 
detailed design is then used to initiate the “make ready” project with Eir for the area, where Eir 
ensures any poles and ducts being reused are fit for purpose.  It is also used to initiate works 
with the subcontractors deploying the actual fibre in the area.  The laying of the fibre should 
commence shortly with the first fibre to the home connections expected around December this 
year�

The national broadband plan has delivered significant employment opportunities with Na-
tional Broadband Ireland directly employing some 140 staff and more than 500 people are now 
working on the plan either directly or indirectly�

Broadband connection points, BCPs, are a key element of the national broadband plan pro-
viding high-speed broadband in every county in advance of the roll-out of the fibre to the home 
network�  Some 144 BCP sites have been installed by National Broadband Ireland and the high-
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speed broadband service will be switched on in these locations through service provider con-
tracts managed by the Department of Rural and Community Development for publicly avail-
able sites, such as those owned by the Department of Education and Skills for schools�

22/09/2020NNN00600Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: Am I correct in thinking that the way this is being rolled out by 
National Broadband Ireland is from the centre outwards?  It is starting at the periphery of towns 
and cities and working outwards from the densely populated urban areas�  Therefore, the least-
populated areas will have to wait until the end.  The Minister said that, so he might confirm it.

The Minister said that 10% will not be done within five years.  I take it that 10% is in the 
mountains and hills or the kind of place I live in�  Is there any way that could be expedited?  
Otherwise, we are always going to be the end of the line for everything.  It is hugely beneficial 
to rural areas to have it.  Are the islands off the coast of Ireland in the last 10% because we 
would like to ensure that when a person goes on his or her holidays that he or she will have 
good broadband?

22/09/2020NNN00700Deputy Eamon Ryan: My understanding is that there is not a decision to go from the 
centre out to the periphery�  In fact, the whole nature of the broadband plan is that it will have 
to jump over most villages and towns where Eir, under its previous arrangement, agreed to 
provide high-speed broadband to that area�  This whole project goes straight into the heartland 
of rural Ireland and there will not be any one county, or any one area in one county, that should 
be disadvantaged in that.  I understand the first areas where it will be rolled out include areas in 
County Cavan and in rural Cork, or perhaps rural Carrigaline-----

22/09/2020NNN00800Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: Rural Carrigaline or rural Bushypark, perhaps�

22/09/2020NNN00900Deputy Eamon Ryan: The surveying work being done at the moment is to make sure we 
get the design right and that will determine the choice�  It is not on the basis of which is closest 
to the centre or which is further out�  It is designed to make it the easiest possible delivery�  In-
cluded in that could be the use of ESB poles instead of Eir poles or looking at different options 
of delivery�  This whole project, however, is designed to support rural Ireland�  To my mind, the 
most rural areas have just as much priority as anywhere else�

To answer the Deputy’s question, wherever that 10% may be, the whole purpose, as I said 
in response to an earlier question, is to try to accelerate the programme so they are delivered 
within five years and not thereafter.

22/09/2020NNN01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Minister, my role is to accelerate the time, so we get as many 
questions as possible in�  An Teachta Ó Cuív has one minute�

22/09/2020NNN01100Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: Is it possible for the Department, in consultation with National 
Broadband Ireland, which has got this fantastic State contract, to perhaps get an outline of how 
it plans on rolling out this particular project and how it intends carrying out the surveying?  That 
will then answer the question as whether it is doing the easy pickings and the more densely 
populated areas first and that the people out on the hills and the mountains will be left until last.  
Is it possible for the Minister to get National Broadband Ireland to brief us on these since it is 
a totally funded scheme?

Has the Minister any information on the growth in connections of fibre to a house where 
it already passes the house under the Eir scheme.  In recent times, has there been a significant 
pick-up per hundred houses passed of people actually taking fibre to the house?
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22/09/2020NNN01200Deputy Eamon Ryan: One of the few positives, if there are any-----

22/09/2020NNN01300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I beg your pardon, Minister�  Deputy Ó Murchú wishes to 
come in�

22/09/2020NNN01400Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: It is just a follow-up with regard to the plan�  Obviously, I 
agree with what Deputy Ó Cuív said on about a statement on this roll-out, particularly from a 
point of view of what surveys need to be done and the timeline�  I accept there is an issue in 
respect to the most difficult 10%.  How much fluidity is there in the plan with regard to being 
able to piggyback on previous technology that has already been put in place and looking at new 
technological solutions that may arise during this period?  We need, however, a straightforward 
scenario�  We need to have a breakdown on the particular areas, the number of surveys and the 
plan in regard to the surveys and how we get from the surveys to actually delivering a service 
to people�

22/09/2020NNN01500Deputy Eamon Ryan: To answer those two questions first, there was a strategic decision in 
the application of fibre that the vast majority would be delivered in this manner.  It is only the 
very last percentage most distant from an accessible pole where fixed wireless may be used.  I 
believe that is the technology of the future and the technology we will need for the highest pos-
sible standards, so I do not see technological developments around that�

Unfortunately, the reason these areas are selected and are in the amber region is because 
there was not existing infrastructure other than the existence of telegraph poles, wooden poles, 
Eir poles and-or other ESB poles�  It uses that existing infrastructure but does not avail of the 
other fixed wireless or other wireless technologies that may be in those areas.  The strategic 
decision was made to use fibre.

To answer Deputy Ó Cuív’s questions, it is my understanding that there has been an increase 
in the uptake of broadband in those areas which is being provided with the SIRO network, the 
Eir network or other suppliers�  As a result of Covid-19, there has been an increase in the uptake 
and in the level of demand in terms of remote working and the level of application�  That will 
strengthen the case and accelerate the roll-out of the national broadband plan because the need 
for it is ever clearer by the day�

  Questions Nos. 68 and 69 replied to with Written Answers.

22/09/2020OOO00300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Question No� 70 is in my name, but I will leave it until 
Deputy Durkan is in the Chair�

  Question No. 71 replied to with Written Answers.

22/09/2020OOO00500North-South Interconnector

22/09/2020OOO0060072� Deputy Darren O’Rourke asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communication 
Networks the recent representations he has received on the need to underground the North-
South interconnector in view of the recent decision in Northern Ireland to grant planning per-
mission for the North-South interconnector, including representations from elected representa-
tives; and if he will make a statement on the matter�  [25172/20]

22/09/2020OOO00700Deputy Darren O’Rourke: I will not repeat my concerns on this topic from earlier�  Has 
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the Minister met or will he meet representatives of North East Pylon Pressure and Monaghan 
Anti-Pylon who have been campaigning on this issue for years?  Sinn Féin, North and South, 
has been very clear and upfront in our position on the North-South interconnector�

22/09/2020OOO00800Deputy Eamon Ryan: As I said earlier, the North-South interconnector is critical to im-
proving the efficient operation of the single electricity market and increasing security of elec-
tricity supply across the island of Ireland�  It will also help us to move towards 70% renewable 
electricity, and other commitments that I mentioned earlier and will not repeat�

The decision last week by the Minister for Infrastructure in Northern Ireland to grant full 
planning permission to the project means that the project is now fully consented North and 
South�  Since my appointment as Minister I have received a small number of representations 
on the project�

I now expect EirGrid and ESB Networks to engage openly and extensively with those living 
closest to the route of the interconnector�  In that regard I note that EirGrid has already set in 
place a variety of engagements locally, including the appointment of community liaison officers 
and a mobile information unit active in the area�  I expect such engagements to intensify in the 
coming weeks and months, subject of course to national public health guidelines on Covid-19� 

I believe that this important infrastructure will meet the objectives I mentioned earlier�  
While EirGrid and ESB Networks are engaging with the community, it would not be appropri-
ate for me to be involved in that process�

22/09/2020OOO00900Deputy Darren O’Rourke: The Minister mentioned EirGrid’s engagement involving com-
munity liaison officers and a mobile information unit.  I would like the Minister to meet people 
in the community to see what those words mean in those communities�  The way EirGrid has 
handled this project and how it is perceived have the opposite effect to that presented by Eir-
Grid�  The same is said of the sponsorship of local groups, organisations and events�  It is not 
well received in the community.  There needs to be a third way to find a solution to this.  I be-
lieve an accommodation can be reached but it will be through real engagement�

22/09/2020OOO01000Deputy Eamon Ryan: The Deputy is representing the concerns of his constituents here, as 
he is absolutely right to do.  This has been a highly difficult process for everyone.  As well as 
the planning process and the other reports I have mentioned, there have been cases brought to 
the High Court and the Supreme Court, which held a two-day hearing on October 2018�  That 
has not been an easy process for those involved�  Irrespective of the history, which goes back 
17 years, I have confidence that EirGrid is absolutely committed to carrying out a community 
engagement with the best of intentions to the highest standard with proper respect for local 
landowners and others who may live close to the projected lines�  Complicating that further 
when it is EirGrid’s responsibility to manage that would not help or benefit anyone.

22/09/2020OOO01100Deputy Darren O’Rourke: The Minister in the North - not the Executive in the North - 
granted planning permission for the project in the North�  My colleagues have called for the 
Minister to come before the Assembly and explain that decision�  In February 2017 the Dáil 
passed a Fianna Fáil motion calling for no further work to be done on the North-South inter-
connector until a fresh analysis and a full community consultation were completed�  That never 
happened�  Fianna Fáil is leading the Government at this time�  Does the Minister have the sup-
port of Fianna Fáil on this project?  Is there cross-Government support for the project or is the 
Minister standing on his own, as Minister?
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22/09/2020OOO01200Deputy Matt Carthy: Based on the Minister’s utterances and his attitude on this issue, I 
can tell him that in ten years’ time the North-South interconnector will not be built�  Today I 
read transcripts from the previous time the Minister was in government when he then refused to 
listen to Deputies in this House, including Caoimhghín Ó Caoláin and others, who pointed out 
to him that without the principle of public acceptance being considered at least by EirGrid, this 
matter would not progress�  At that time it was felt that the delays would involve legal actions 
and the planning process, but crucially the delays would be starting in real terms in relation to 
the construction phase�  Therefore, it will not happen�

Deputy O’Rourke rightly pointed out some of the deficiencies with the report the Minister 
mentioned earlier�  It went so far as to describe undergrounding of the North-South intercon-
nector as a credible option.  The figures the Minister quoted are spurious because they relate to 
undergrounding along the exact same route as proposed for the overhead lines�

22/09/2020OOO01300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Deputy�

22/09/2020OOO01400Deputy Matt Carthy: That is not how undergrounding works�

22/09/2020OOO01500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy, please-----

22/09/2020OOO01600Deputy Matt Carthy: The local community has zero confidence in EirGrid.

22/09/2020OOO01700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy-----

22/09/2020OOO01800Deputy Matt Carthy: The local community will not engage with it�

22/09/2020OOO01900An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy Carthy-----

22/09/2020OOO02000Deputy Matt Carthy: The Minister has a responsibility to engage with the local communi-
ties because otherwise this project simply will not happen and it will be his fault�

22/09/2020OOO02100An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: It is difficult to let in an extra speaker if Deputy Carthy does 
not comply with the time requirements�  I have discretion and have used that discretion to let 
him in�  I ask him to please comply with the time�  I have been very strict with the Minister�  The 
Minister has one minute to reply�

22/09/2020OOO02200Deputy Eamon Ryan: I will answer Deputy O’Rourke’s questions first.  I stand here on 
behalf of the Irish Government in all its elements, just as the Minister, Ms Mallon, is representa-
tive of the Administration up North�  I imagine she made her decision in consultation with her 
colleagues in the same way that I consult with my colleagues regularly-----

22/09/2020OOO02300Deputy Matt Carthy: No, she did not�

22/09/2020OOO02400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Let the Minister reply�

22/09/2020OOO02500Deputy Eamon Ryan: -----on the basis that this is a critical project for maintaining an all-
island approach to energy�  If we break that and lose an all-island approach to energy, it will be 
very expensive for householders here�  We earlier mentioned the high cost of electricity�  Failing 
to maintain an all-island approach and failing to have a united approach to the matter would 
bring considerable expense to Irish householders.  It will bring severe difficulties in the long 
run and jeopardise security, the creation of employment and developing our island on a united 
connected basis�  I presume it was on that basis that she made the decision�  That is the same 
basis on which I stand here to answer the questions as best I can�
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22/09/2020OOO02600Greenhouse Gas Emissions

22/09/2020OOO0270073� Deputy Bernard J. Durkan asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communica-
tion Networks the extent to which progress is being made towards the reduction of emissions 
in line with EU and international targets without negative impact on the agrifood sector; if it is 
possible at this stage to identify enhanced progress in the area; and if he will make a statement 
on the matter�  [25026/20]

22/09/2020OOO02800Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: This question is self-explanatory�  It seeks to identify the 
extent of the progress towards emission-reduction targets in line with EU and global targets 
without damaging the agrifood sector�

22/09/2020OOO02900Deputy Eamon Ryan: The next ten years will be critical if we are to address the climate 
and biodiversity crisis which threatens our safe future on this planet�  The programme for Gov-
ernment commits to an average 7% per annum reduction in overall greenhouse gas emissions 
from 2021 to 2030, a 51% reduction over the decade, and to achieving net zero emissions by 
2050�  It also recognises the special economic and social role of agriculture and the distinct 
characteristics of biogenic methane, as described by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change, in terms of plans and strategies to achieve these targets�

On Ireland’s existing 2030 EU target to reduce greenhouse gases in the non-ETS sector 
by 30%, the climate action plan written by my predecessor sets out the policies and measures 
to achieve this, including setting an emissions reduction range for agriculture�  This is un-
derpinned by actions aimed at: reducing emissions on our farms by vigorously adopting the 
abatement opportunities identified by Teagasc; promoting diversification of land use as part 
of a gradual transition; harnessing opportunities in the bioeconomy; realising the potential of 
sustainable bioenergy supply opportunities; better management of our peatlands and soils; and 
developing clusters of exemplar practice�

11 o’clock

  The European Commission has just presented its plan to increase its ambition to reduce EU 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2030, from its existing target of 40% to at least 55% compared 
with 1990 levels�  This level of ambition for the next decade will put the EU on a balanced path-
way to reaching climate neutrality by 2050�  It is intended that the 2030 target will be enshrined 
in EU climate law.  The European Parliament and Council have been invited to confirm this 
55% 2030 target as the EU’s new nationally determined contribution under the Paris Agreement 
and to submit it to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, UNFCCC, 
by the end of this year�  Legislative proposals to implement the new EU 2030 target will be pre-
sented by June 2021, and additional effort will be asked of all member states, including Ireland, 
to meet that target�

  These developments at EU level, along with the step change in climate ambition set out in 
the programme for Government, will need to be reflected appropriately in the next iteration of 
the climate action plan, which we hope to develop next year�

22/09/2020PPP00200Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: I thank the Minister for his reply�  Will he indicate whether he 
intends to review progress towards these targets regularly?  One of the mistakes we have often 
made in trying to meet targets has been the reluctance, inability or lack of opportunity to review 
progress regularly�  That was often not done even on a biannual basis�
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22/09/2020PPP00300Deputy Eamon Ryan: Absolutely�  I hope we will shortly be able to consider such a review 
mechanism in the context of a new climate action Bill which will amend the 2015 Act�  We hope 
to put in place a framework of three successive five-year budgets which will cover the coming 
years and further iterations of the climate action plan�  These can be reviewed on a rolling basis, 
just as the Deputy suggests, with reporting mechanisms that allow us to look at how targets are 
being reached at a sectoral level�  This iterative, long-term process, which sets out targets for 
the next five, ten and 15 years, is where we need to go.  It is the framework within which the 
new economy is going to arise�  As I said earlier, we have comparative competitive advantage 
in many areas�  In the case of agriculture, in particular, we have the potential to develop a more 
environmentally friendly approach and to secure a premium for our agriculture produce which 
will allow us to pay our farmers better and to retain and restore the family farm�

22/09/2020PPP00400Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: We must remember that the Irish agrifood sector feeds almost 
42 million people, something no other agrifood-producing country in the world is capable of 
doing in proportional terms�  I ask that special attention be given to the amount of food pro-
duced by the agrifood sector in this country and the contribution it makes to feeding other na-
tions as well as our own�  That must be borne in mind with a view to ensuring the industry is 
not impeded while, at the same time, seeking to achieve our targets for emissions reductions�  I 
believe both can be done�

22/09/2020PPP00500Deputy Eamon Ryan: A prosperous and secure future for Irish agriculture is best served 
under our new climate plan.  Central to that plan will be a new land use plan which starts, first 
and foremost, with a vision for the future prosperity of rural Ireland and the family farm�  That 
will be achieved at the same time as we store carbon in the land using some of the mechanisms 
Teagasc has suggested, as I outlined, and many more�  It will also look at the restoration of 
biodiversity as central to the future role of farmers in helping to achieve key objectives such as 
the management of flood waters and improvements in water quality.  The latter is probably one 
of the most serious environmental problems we have on this island�  We need to see a reduction 
in ammonia, nitrogen and other pollutants�  In doing that, we will reduce the costs to farmers, 
which will, in turn, help them to achieve the prosperous future to which the Deputy alluded�  All 
of this must be done in an integrated way�  It is not about telling farmers what to do or remov-
ing their business capability and instinct or their management skills in looking after the land�  
Farmers will be the front-line heroes in our climate response�  I look forward to working with 
them on delivering a low-carbon, high-value future for farming�

22/09/2020PPP00550Just Transition Commissioner

22/09/2020PPP0060074� Deputy Barry Cowen asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communication Net-
works the actions he has taken to date to implement the recommendations of the report by the 
just transition commissioner�  [25132/20]

22/09/2020PPP00700Deputy Barry Cowen: Will the Minister update us on the implementation of the recom-
mendations of the report by the just transition commissioner?

22/09/2020PPP00800(Deputy Eamon Ryan): The first progress report of the just transition commissioner, Mr. 
Kieran Mulvey, was published on 22 May.  The report reflects a comprehensive engagement 
with relevant stakeholders in the midlands, setting out an analysis of the challenges facing the 
region, Bord na Móna workers, their families and communities arising from an accelerated exit 
from peat harvesting�  The report contains important recommendations�  The Government is 
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already acting on a number of these and is committed to preparing an implementation plan to 
address the remainder, which I intend to publish in the coming weeks�

The recommendations and associated actions will support job creation efforts and create 
new opportunities for Bord na Móna workers in the midlands�  A number of actions are under 
way that will support job creation�  They include an allocation of €20 million for a new energy 
efficiency retrofitting scheme in the midlands and €5 million for peatland rehabilitation outside 
of the Bord na Móna estate�  A dedicated just transition fund is making available up to €11 
million in 2020 to fund innovative projects that contribute to the economic, social and environ-
mental sustainability of the wider midlands region and which have employment and enterprise 
potential�  On foot of its recent call for proposals under this fund, my Department published an 
initial list of 16 successful projects on 9 September and additional projects will be approved in 
the next few weeks�

The Government has also committed €15 million, as part of the July stimulus plan, to com-
mence a multi-year programme to rehabilitate 33,000 ha of Bord na Móna peatlands�  This 
additional funding will support a just transition by maintaining jobs in the midlands and laying 
the foundation for more substantial and sustainable job creation into the future�  The enhanced 
rehabilitation scheme will reduce greenhouse gas emissions by significantly increasing the area 
of wetland habitats in post-production peatlands.  Further additional benefits include increasing 
biodiversity, improving water quality and supporting bog ecosystem services�

In addition, following on from the recommendation in the first report of the just transition 
commissioner and the commitment in the programme for Government, a feasibility study into 
the establishment of a green energy hub using the existing infrastructure at the west Offaly and 
Lough Ree power plants will commence shortly�  A steering group is being established which 
will be chaired by the ESB and include representatives of my Department, Bord na Móna, rel-
evant local authorities and other stakeholders�  I expect the work of the group to be completed 
this year�

22/09/2020PPP00900Deputy Barry Cowen: I thank the Minister for his response and acknowledge the prog-
ress that has been made to date on foot of the arrangements emanating from last year’s budget�  
Other commitments contained in the programme for Government will build upon that progress�  
We look forward to seeing commitments in the forthcoming budget in addition to the funding 
that has been provided to date, as outlined by the Minister�

I want to focus specifically on the final part of the Minister’s answer concerning the explor-
atory process for providing green energy hubs using the existing infrastructure of the power 
plants in Lough Ree and west Offaly, namely, Lanesborough and Shannonbridge.  On 22 July, 
I raised with the Minister the prospect of the ESB seeking tenders for the demolition of those 
plants�  Unfortunately, that prospect has now come to fruition, with the ESB publishing those 
tender documents last week.  This flies in the face of the commitment we had understood was in 
place in respect of the plants�  It jeopardises the potential for alternative industry, employment 
and prospects for the two locations and the wider region if the ESB is allowed to proceed with 
its plans�

Following on from the same plea I made in July, will the Minister indicate what prospect 
there is on the part of Government, insofar as it has dealings with the ESB, to ask the company 
to refrain from its present course of action, to allow a window of opportunity whereby a compe-
tition might be forthcoming from private or public sector interests and to ascertain what best use 
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might evolve from such a process to ensure alternative job prospects and alternative prospects 
for the well-being of the communities involved?

22/09/2020PPP01000Deputy Eamon Ryan: Since the Deputy and I discussed this matter, I have had meetings 
with Mr. Mulvey, the ESB and the manager of Offaly County Council to discuss it.  I am fully 
aware of the concerns in this matter, particularly in respect of the two plants to which the Dep-
uty referred�  I am sure the Deputy is fully aware that the only reason tenders for removal of the 
existing plant had to be advertised was that it was a condition of the original planning permis-
sion�  The European tendering process in that regard does not commit the ESB to any course of 
action regarding the future use of the site and does not prejudge the outcome of the feasibility 
study into the possible establishment of a green or renewable energy hub on either site�  Given 
the grid connections that exist on site and the expertise that exists in Bórd na Mona and IN the 
region in logistics and energy management it is obviously preferable that alternative uses be 
found rather than simply decommissioning the sites�  We should not prejudge what they may 
be or preclude things.  I have heard a variety of different suggestions not just in energy but also 
in waste management and other areas�  As such my instinct is that it is better for us to see what 
proposals arise out of that, to let the working group do its work and to not rule out any option�  
In our discussion on the climate fund, I believe I said that if there are good applications coming 
through, I am sure funding would arise to support them�

22/09/2020QQQ00200Deputy Barry Cowen: Obviously applications for such funding cannot be forthcoming 
because there is no potential for a legal interest in the applicant while the present situation con-
tinues.  While I accept the bona fides of the Minister’s response, I would have thought it would 
be impossible for the ESB to make an application for permission to retain the structures which 
would supersede the previous permission and the conditions associated with it�  If I am to take 
it at face value, the Minister is telling me that despite the publication and the seeking of tenders 
for its demolition publicised last week, ESB may well not act upon any such submissions it 
might receive and it would be folly on the part of any commercial operation to seek to tender, 
in the knowledge that the Minister has today informed the House that the prospect of a green 
energy hub remains alive�  This raises the prospect of a potential open competition from the 
wider public for the Minister or the ESB to ascertain the benefit to the community of offering 
alternatives that might well benefit the region.  This would be preferable to a semi-State body 
demolishing something that cost many hundreds of millions of euro in the past ten to 20 years, 
but more to the point, demolishing prospective alternatives which might well yield a much bet-
ter result�

22/09/2020QQQ00300Deputy Eamon Ryan: The ESB was required to put that advert in as a condition of a plan-
ning permission and it has to operate within the law�  Yes, we should be open to alternative uses�  
The reality with the plant itself is the question of what other applications or uses there are for a 
plant which was very specifically designed, built and has been operated for 18 years for one use.  
How that very specific infrastructure can be repurposed or reconditioned for another use is not 
something I have a clear example of elsewhere�  However the sites have, as I said, other char-
acteristics, including grid connection and if a use can be found, be it for the boiler or the other 
equipment on the site, which could be part of a new energy hub, then we should certainly look 
at that�  We should not restrict the options though, because applications other than the reintro-
duction of the exact same power plants are far more likely�  It will have to be something which 
provides a much more secure long-term future�  Investing in something which is not going to be 
viable or does not make best use of the sites would not serve the local community�

22/09/2020QQQ00400Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): We are way over time�  Question No� 70 
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is in the name of Deputy Catherine Connolly�

22/09/2020QQQ00450Climate Action Plan

22/09/2020QQQ0050070� Deputy Catherine Connolly asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communica-
tion Networks the engagement he has had to date with the North Atlantic Seaboard Climate 
Action Regional Office particularly in relation to climate adaptation at local level; and if he will 
make a statement on the matter� [25145/20]

22/09/2020QQQ00600Deputy Catherine Connolly: What interaction have the Minister or his Department had 
with the Climate Action Regional Office, CARO, which deals with c##ounties Mayo, Galway 
and Donegal?

22/09/2020QQQ00700Deputy Eamon Ryan: In January 2018, my Department entered into a five year financial 
commitment of €10 million to establish four Climate Action Regional Offices, CAROs.  One 
of these CAROs covers the Atlantic seaboard north region, encompassing the local authorities 
of Galway city and counties Galway, Mayo, Sligo, and Donegal�  Mayo County Council is the 
lead local authority for Atlantic Seaboard North CARO�  While I have had no direct interaction 
to date with the North Atlantic Seaboard CARO, my Department engages with all four CAROs 
on a regular basis, in particular through participation in the National Local Authority Climate 
Action Steering Group, and the CARO Steering Group, at which all aspects of the CARO work 
programme are discussed�  My Department approves the CARO work programmes and is in 
frequent contact with each CARO to monitor progress in delivery�  Under the National Adap-
tation Framework each local authority developed an adaptation strategy�  These strategies are 
now being implemented, and each CARO is working with the local authorities in its region to 
both facilitate and monitor implementation of the local climate adaptation actions within the 
strategies�

22/09/2020QQQ00800Deputy Catherine Connolly: I left out County Sligo; there are four counties in the region�  
I have been looking at the local newspaper which has the headline: “Council coffers Covid col-
lapse”�  There is no money in Galway city�  That is one local authority and I am sure it is going 
to be repeated.  A briefing document issued last Monday by Galway County Council set out 
its strategic projects�  There was one little paragraph on climate change in the whole 20-page 
document.  It referred to the regional office, but did so in the context of the need for dedicated 
staff on the ground and dedicated resources.  It set it out absolutely clearly.  I am fully on the 
Minister’s side where the need for urgent steps on climate change is concerned - we have no 
choice about it�  Using these words and giving me an answer like that without any recognition 
that on the ground there are no staff and no resources to implement any plan, not to mention the 
National Adaptation Framework to which he referred and which was passed by Galway County 
Council back in 2019, is disappointing�

22/09/2020QQQ00900Deputy Eamon Ryan: It is my intention to try to provide the resources to ensure local au-
thorities can serve their communities by preparing for the climate future that is ahead of us�  The 
Bill I referred to earlier, which will amend the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development 
Act 2015, will include provisions about the role of local authorities and strengthening them in 
the delivery of new climate action plans�  As I said, I have not yet had any direct dealings with 
the CARO representing the Atlantic seaboard north region�  However I have had a series of 
meetings with Galway County Council, Galway Chamber, and environmental and community 
groups in Galway on a number of related issues�  These were partly about the adaptation side 
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but were focused in particular on transport issues in Galway�  In those meetings I said we need 
to transform our vision for development for the region�  To be honest, I was shocked when I saw 
the likes of the Connemara greenway, which was funded by €2 million several years ago and 
on which there has been no progression to date�  Similarly, there was a decision to not progress 
with the greenway along the Salthill route�  Those two routes could connect�  Those are two 
examples of projects which are climate projects in a way, in the sense that they are mitigation 
projects but they also have potential for providing a really improved local environment, which 
is what we need to do with climate�  As such I encouraged the city manager, the mayor, coun-
cillors, chamber of commerce and others to have Galway come forward with applications for 
projects which will help either with climate mitigation or adaptation�  I do not believe lack of 
funding is the key constraint, but probably a lack of resources at the local level or some other 
reason local ambition has not yet been as significant as it should be.

22/09/2020QQQ01000Deputy Catherine Connolly: I appreciate the Minister’s goodwill, but the newspaper is 
telling us that Galway will not balance its budget next year�  The report from Galway County 
Council is telling us it has the mitigation plan in place but it has no resources�  I cannot help 
but think that this is a huge doubling-up of levels of bureaucracy now that we have regional 
offices as well.  I gather they do good work in collecting data but one wonders why we needed 
that when we should have just resourced the local authority which is crying out for resources, 
because it has the plan and everything else�

On the amendment to the 2015 Act, perhaps the Minister will clarify what his response is 
to the quashing of the National Mitigation Plan by the Supreme Court�  Will he be bringing 
forward another such plan as a matter of urgency?  It is not part of my question but now that the 
Minister has mentioned the amendment of the 2015 Act I will ask where is the mitigation plan 
that has been quashed�  What assessment has been done of the resources needed on the ground 
to make climate action a reality?

22/09/2020RRR00200Deputy Eamon Ryan: I welcomed the Supreme Court judgment at the time and I still do�  
The amendments we will make to the Act will, I hope, reflect the judgment and set in place, as 
I said earlier, the graduated budgeting process that would allow us to deliver a step by step ap-
proach to meeting our climate targets�

Without being critical of any one council, I should reflect that in the series of meetings I had 
throughout the country, particularly on the July economic stimulus, I encouraged councils to 
make as many applications as they could to allow for investment in these climate projects and 
I said directly at the meetings, and it is on the record, that Galway did not have the most ambi-
tious response�  There was no shortage of funds available from central level but, unfortunately, 
other counties and cities throughout the country were far more ambitious in the applications 
for funding they made�  I cited the example of the Connemara greenway where funding was 
provided but has not been spent�  In many instances I do not believe it is just a lack of funding�  
There must be some other obstacles that are preventing the development of projects that would 
be of benefit to the local community and the climate.  I raise this because I believe Galway 
needs to start investing significantly in this.  It is not always a lack of central funds that is the 
obstacle or the problem�

Questions Nos. 75 to 77, inclusive, replied to with Written Answers.

22/09/2020RRR00400Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): As just a minute and a half remains, I 
will take a written reply to Question No� 78 and perhaps Deputy Ó Murchú might forego his 
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introduction to Question No� 79�

Question No. 78 replied to with Written Answers.

22/09/2020RRR00550National Broadband Plan

22/09/2020RRR0060079� Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú asked the Minister for Climate Action and Communication 
Networks the number of premises surveyed to date within the amber area, by county, as part of 
the national fibre network roll-out; and if he will make a statement on the matter.  [25161/20]

22/09/2020RRR00700Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: I apologise for renaming the national broadband plan in the 
question�  I will forego an introduction if the Minister can go straight into a reply�  I do not 
expect a county by county breakdown�  If the Minister has information on County Louth I will 
be happy enough�

22/09/2020RRR00800Deputy Eamon Ryan: The Deputy does not expect a county by county breakdown but I 
will give the figure for County Louth of the number of houses surveyed so far.  Based on the in-
formation available on 15 September, I can advise that the following is the number of premises 
per county that have been surveyed to date: the figure for County Galway is 6,809, for County 
Louth it is 5,825 and for County Kildare it is 2,818�  I am afraid that County Meath is not on my 
list.  I will have to check for Deputy O’Rourke as to the whereabouts of that figure.

22/09/2020RRR00900Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: How many are left to do?

22/09/2020RRR01000Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): The Deputy will get a very extensive 
written reply I have no doubt�

  Written Answers are published on the Oireachtas website.

The Dáil adjourned at 11�25 p�m� until 10 a�m� on Wednesday, 23 September 2020�


