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Chuaigh an Ceann Comhairle i gceannas ar 9 a�m�

Paidir.
Prayer.

k10/12/2020A00100Ceisteanna - Questions

10/12/2020A00200Ceisteanna ar Sonraíodh Uain Dóibh - Priority Questions

10/12/2020A00300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Before the first question I wish to congratulate the Minister.  
I did not get the chance to do so on my own behalf.

10/12/2020A00400Judicial Appointments

10/12/2020A005001� Deputy Martin Kenny asked the Minister for Justice the number of vacant positions cur-
rently in the Judiciary on all courts; and if she will make a statement on the matter.  [42653/20]

10/12/2020A00600Deputy Martin Kenny: I would also like to congratulate the Minister on her pregnancy.  
It is always good to have children coming into the world, particularly here in the Oireachtas.  
Hopefully she will set a trend.

I wish to discuss the number of vacant positions in the Judiciary, including on the Supreme 
Court, the Court of Appeal, the Circuit Courts and the District Courts.  I ask the Minister to 
make a statement on the matter.  This question has had great traction in recent weeks and has 
been the source of great tension.  It is clear that we need to do something to make our system 
better�

10/12/2020A00700Minister for Justice (Deputy Helen McEntee): There are currently three vacancies on the 
national courts; one on the Supreme Court, one on a Circuit Court and one on a District Court.

As I outlined to the House on 26 November, it has been the practice to maintain a vacancy 
on the Supreme Court due to the reduction in waiting times achieved in that court in recent 
years.  However, this arrangement is always kept under review, having regard to emerging pres-
sures, planned retirements or any other issues.  When I met with the Chief Justice last week, 
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he restated to me that there is no urgent need for this vacancy to be filled. 

The vacancies on the Circuit and District Courts will be filled as soon as possible.  The Gov-
ernment is committed to ensuring adequate resources for the courts to provide access to justice 
for all citizens and to filling judicial vacancies at the earliest opportunity generally.  Judicial 
appointments are made by the President acting on the advice of the Government, in accordance 
with Articles 13.9 and 35.1 of the Constitution.  As with all judicial vacancies, a request is made 
to the Judicial Appointments Advisory Board, JAAB, for a list of suitable candidates for ap-
pointment and the names of all those who applied.  The JAAB recommendations are considered 
along with any expressions of interest from serving judges and all judges eligible for appoint-
ment.  As Minister for Justice, I then submit a memorandum for Government to the Cabinet 
agenda, at which point the Cabinet agrees on a nominee for appointment by the President. 

The programme for Government contains a commitment to reforming the judicial appoint-
ments process and I intend to bring forward new legislation to do this very quickly.  I will 
shortly seek the approval of the Government for the general scheme of a judicial appointments 
commission Bill providing for the establishment of a new commission to replace the JAAB.  

The programme for Government commits to the establishment of a working group to con-
sider the numbers and types of judges required to ensure the efficient administration of justice 
over the next five years.  Preparatory work is under way within my Department and I anticipate 
that this group will be established very soon.

10/12/2020A00900Deputy Martin Kenny: I thank the Minister�  One issue that has clearly come to the fore is 
the difficulty we have in ensuring a clear and transparent process.  I welcome the new commis-
sion and I hope it will bring clarity.  For any position in the private sector, the public sector or 
anywhere else, there is generally a clear process.  People can understand why a person gets the 
position he or she gets over the heads of others�  That is appropriate and proper�  It should be the 
case in the judicial system as well.  We know that a former member of the Government, Shane 
Ross, made a great effort to do something about all this and, unfortunately, did not get very far.  
I hope we can do something that can actually deliver for people.  I am aware that High Court 
judges feel that they are under pressure and are continually seconded to do other work such as 
preparing reports or overseeing certain bodies or commissions.  They then find they do not have 
the time and energy to deliver the type of judicial system they want.

10/12/2020A01000Deputy Helen McEntee: I reassure the Deputy that bringing forward legislation to establish 
a new commission to replace the JAAB is a commitment of the programme for Government.  I 
have committed to doing this as quickly as possible.  It is important that we have a very clear 
process and that people understand it�  I have just outlined the current process�  I have adhered 
to that process at every stage of the six appointments that have been made since I became Min-
ister, but it needs reform.  As the Deputy said, there has been a lengthy debate in recent years.  
I hope the debate will not be of similar length when I introduce new legislation.  It is important 
that we pass it as quickly as possible, but people must have confidence in this process.  I assure 
the House that a process has been adhered to in appointments in recent years.  Everybody who 
has been appointed has done their job well.  That is reflected in the work of our courts.

10/12/2020A01100Deputy Martin Kenny: I thank the Minister.  It would be useful if she could give us a date 
by which she expects to introduce that legislation.  Will it be in the first quarter of the coming 
year?  When does she expect us to get it through the Oireachtas?  This has become an urgent 
issue of grave public interest and concern.  The sooner we can get down to brass tacks and deal 
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with this issue, the better.

10/12/2020A01200Deputy Helen McEntee: I do not want to pre-empt this process but I hope to bring the 
legislation forward before the end of this term.  If that does not happen, I will introduce it very 
early in the new year.  I would like to see the legislation enacted in the first half of next year and 
avoid allowing the debate to go on throughout 2021.

10/12/2020A01300Commemorative Events

10/12/2020A014002� Deputy Cathal Berry asked the Minister for Justice the plans in place to mark the cen-
tenary of the foundation of An Garda Síochána in 2022; and if she will make a statement on the 
matter� [41671/20]

10/12/2020A01500Deputy Cathal Berry: I congratulate the Minister on her very good news and offer my very 
best wishes to her family.

My question pertains to An Garda Síochána, an organisation that has played a pivotal role 
in the life of this State�  The centenary of the foundation of An Garda Síochána is coming up in 
2022�  Can the Minister outline the State’s plans to commemorate this historic occasion? 

10/12/2020A01600Minister of State at the Department of Justice(Deputy James Browne): As the Deputy 
stated, 2022 will mark the centenary year of An Garda Síochána.  The foundation of the organi-
sation is one of the key events recommended for appropriate commemoration by the expert 
advisory group on commemorations as part of phase 2 of the decade of centenaries programme�

A centenary committee, chaired by a senior garda, has been established to co-ordinate the 
commemorations within the organisation.  To date, two significant events have been planned. 

The first, which will take place on 7 February 2022, will commemorate the meeting at 
the Gresham Hotel in Dublin of a committee which decided to form the Civic Guard, which 
would later be renamed An Gárda Síochána under section 22 of the Gárda Síochána (Temporary 
Provisions) Act 1923.  The second event, which is due to take place on 21 August 2022, will 
commemorate the “storming of Dublin Castle” by the then Garda Commissioner on 17 August 
1922, when the Civic Guard took control of Dublin Castle.

I understand that further plans are currently under consideration�  These include digitisation 
of historic Garda materials to make them publicly available online, including a photographic 
exhibition; localised exhibitions and events to commemorate the centenary of An Garda Sío-
chána throughout 2022; the issuing of a commemorative ribbon and coin for personnel working 
during the centenary year; the extension of the Garda Museum for additional exhibitions; and 
the publication of a commemorative book�

10/12/2020A01800Deputy Cathal Berry: I thank the Minister of State for that very detailed and comprehen-
sive reply.  I have a few suggestions.  The Association of Garda Sergeants and Inspectors is of 
the view that a commemorative medal could be struck and presented to every serving member 
of An Garda Síochána.  I am of that view myself.  A very similar suggestion was made in 2016 
for members of the Defence Forces�  Every serving member received a commemorative medal 
marking the Defence Forces’ centenary.  Is this something the Minister of State might wish to 
consider?  What are his thoughts on it?
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10/12/2020B00200Deputy James Browne: I understand that An Garda Síochána is considering the issuing of 
a commemorative ribbon and coin for personnel working during the centenary year but I will 
certainly bring the matter of a medal to the attention of An Garda Síochána as well as something 
to take note of and take into account.  A lot of this is still open for review and consideration, and 
any ideas of merit would certainly be given consideration.

10/12/2020B00300Deputy Cathal Berry: I have another suggestion�  The Garda Síochána Retired Members 
Association is of the view that an oral history project could be considered.  A very similar 
project for Defence Forces personnel is taking place in the Military Archives in Cathal Brugha 
Barracks.  There is a large volume of testimony and eyewitness accounts from Garda Síochána 
operations over past decades so, again, we should probably consider an oral history-type proj-
ect.  I am not sure what the Minister of State’s thoughts on this would be or where funding for 
it would come from.  Would the project come under the remit of the Department with responsi-
bility for heritage or the Department of Justice?  I would be keen to hear the Minister of State’s 
and the Minister’s thoughts on this.  Would they be willing to consider it?

10/12/2020B00400Deputy James Browne: I know this is an area in which the Deputy has a real and genuine 
interest.  I will certainly bring his idea to the attention of An Garda Síochána.  I think the De-
fence Forces oral history project was carried out in the late 1940s and early 1950s.  It is through 
those records that I know about the actions of my great-grandfather in 1916.  We know that 
oral histories can be extremely important, especially for generations to come, so I will certainly 
bring the Deputy’s very worthy idea to the attention of An Garda Síochána.

10/12/2020B00500Courts Service

10/12/2020B006003� Deputy Martin Kenny asked the Minister for Justice if the Courts Service has the re-
sources required to deal with the backlog of cases in courts due to Covid-19 restrictions; and if 
she will make a statement on the matter. [42654/20]

10/12/2020B00700Deputy Martin Kenny: I wish to ask the Minister about the resources to deal with the 
backlog of court cases.  As we know, the pandemic has created a situation where an awful lot of 
court summonses have been delayed and backlogged.  Up to 95,000 summonses are now in a 
backlog, with approximately 4,500 summonses being generated every week on top of that.  The 
Courts Service, naturally, is doing its best to deal with this but it really needs more resources.  
It needs to be able to up its capacity considerably, and for it to do so, the Minister will need to 
put more resources in place to ensure adequate staff levels to deal with this.

10/12/2020B00800Deputy Helen McEntee: I am committed, as is the Government, to ensuring adequate 
resources for the courts to maintain access to justice for all citizens, not just throughout this 
pandemic but at all times.  This commitment was reinforced recently with the highest ever 
budgetary allocation for the justice sector, including €158.8 million for the Courts Service.  
This included €8 million for the new courts modernisation programme along with an additional 
provision of €5.7 million for Covid measures to enable court sittings to take place in a socially 
distanced and safe environment.  A significant priority for my Department and the Courts Ser-
vice in the years ahead will be to invest significantly in digital technology in order to transform 
the experience of practitioners and court users�

Furthermore, the July stimulus package had previously assigned €5 million to the Courts 
Service, with €1.7 million of the funds to be invested before year end in ICT to install video 
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technology systems to support the holding of remote court proceedings�  As of 27 November 
2020, 1,941 hearings have been conducted remotely across all jurisdictions and, thankfully, this 
will continue to increase.

The Government endeavours to ensure that courts continue to operate as effectively and as 
efficiently as possible.  My Department is in constant contact with the Courts Service.  We have 
maintained a schedule of regular interactions with the service throughout the pandemic to try 
to support it in addressing the issues the Deputy has outlined that have arisen during this crisis, 
including where backlogs have arisen.

I am pleased that, even during the first period of the pandemic, the courts continued to sit 
on priority matters in the areas of family law and criminal matters, especially cases involving 
people in custody, bail, urgent injunctions and domestic violence.  In past weeks, even though 
the entire country was under level 5 lockdown restrictions, the courts remained open and dealt 
with a wider level of business.

Meanwhile, the Courts Service continues to work with the Judiciary to prioritise business 
and the holding of court proceedings to address areas of concern�  The Courts Service has 
shown impressive innovation and adaptability during the Covid-19 pandemic and in maintain-
ing vital front-line services for those who need them, including the most vulnerable victims of 
domestic abuse, as I mentioned.

There are plans to install remote hearing equipment in 43 more courtrooms over the next 
few months and to bring even further venues on stream, which will enable more cases to be 
heard in a safe manner and further reduce backlogs�  The ultimate aim is to reduce the backlog 
levels to pre-Covid numbers�

10/12/2020B00900Deputy Martin Kenny: We understand and appreciate the work that has been done and 
that many of the courts are doing their best in difficult circumstances.  I agree with the Minis-
ter, however, that a greater level of new technology needs to be brought into play, particularly 
video links between the courts and the prisons and so on to try to resolve many of these issues 
whereby people are going for short sittings, which basically get the nod and go back again.  
All this can be done remotely and using technology if possible, but an awful lot of our courts 
around the country do not have that technology in place, and that investment needs to be put 
in place as quickly as possible.  Apart from that, because of the large backlog that has built up, 
there will be a necessity to have more cases dealt with more quickly and the time allocated and 
the number of sittings per month may need to be expanded.  The Minister will have to see what 
resources will be needed to do that.  The argument has often been made that justice delayed is 
justice denied, and certainly some people would make that argument very strongly from an ac-
cused’s perspective.  The level of attention that this needs has to be brought to bear on it, and 
the Minister needs to ensure there will be adequate resources to pay the additional staff because 
it will take many additional staff to do this.

10/12/2020B01000Deputy Helen McEntee: I fully agree with the Deputy.  We all heard this morning the fig-
ure of 122,000 as the initial backlog of summonses.  Significant work has been done to clear 
that.  There have been 97,000 cases heard since July alone in this particular area, but there 
was a backlog before Covid-19 started.  That is why we need to make sure we have additional 
resources.  It is why we need to look at the overall spaces we have, and that work has been 
happening through Covid-19, particularly for criminal trials.  It is why we need to look at the 
number of judges we have to see if it is enough.  It is why we need to continue to invest in digi-
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tal technology, and I am very pleased about the 1,941 cases I have outlined.  It might seem like 
a small number but it is multiples of what was heard this time last year.  With 34 new venues 
getting digital technology, we hope those numbers will continue to increase.  Part of my overall 
plan within the Department is to digitalise the justice sector in general.  The courts are a huge 
part of that, and the more we can move into that space, as the Deputy says, the more quickly we 
can hear these cases and get through these kinds of backlogs�

10/12/2020B01100Deputy Martin Kenny: We need as much pressure as possible brought to bear on this to 
ensure we can deliver as quickly as possible.  I fully appreciate that the Courts Service has done 
a lot of work and done its best in the context of the pandemic.  However, there are people out 
there who find themselves before the courts, and I have spoken to a number of them.  For some 
it is a family issue and for others it is a small case, a criminal matter that normally would not 
be overbearing on anyone.  This has gone on for so long, and these people have these cases 
hanging over them that cannot be dealt with and continue to be deferred.  It is putting a lot of 
pressure on people.  In the context of a pandemic, when people already feel under pressure, it is 
important that the Courts Service is seen to be an area where we can deliver for people.  There 
is also pressure on solicitors and the entire legal profession as to how they find they are able to 
deal with this situation.  Sometimes they are very frustrated on behalf of their clients in trying 
to ensure they get access to the courts and get minor enough matters dealt with quickly and ap-
propriately�

We have an opportunity here.  As the Minister said, before there was a pandemic there was 
a backlog, which tells us there was a problem even pre pandemic, so we need to be able to deal 
with that as quickly as possible.

10/12/2020B01200Deputy Helen McEntee: Unfortunately, Covid-19 has impacted all our lives, and it is no 
different for the Courts Service, those who work in it and those who avail of its services.  It is 
important to thank those who work in the Courts Service, our legal professions and An Garda 
Síochána because, while they have had to put a lot of cases on hold particularly since the sum-
mer, there have been meetings every week to try to come together to address these backlogs and 
move things along.  As I said, even as far as the summonses are concerned, 97,000 cases have 
been heard since July, which just shows the huge amount of work that has happened.  There 
are also conversations taking place on expanding the hours, which the Deputy mentioned in his 
initial comment on sittings of the District Court.  An effort is being made to make sure that as 
many cases are heard as is possible�  It is unfortunate that from the middle of March a lot of 
the non-serious cases, as they were deemed, although they were extremely important to those 
involved, had to be put on hold and the courts have only been listening to or hearing family law 
cases, domestic violence cases and other serious and criminal cases.  I am glad, however, that 
most of the hearings in the various courts have resumed and the numbers of cases heard have 
increased.  We will continue to work with the courts in order that they may continue to clear 
those backlogs as quickly as possible.

10/12/2020C00050Rural Crime

10/12/2020C001004� Deputy Carol Nolan asked the Minister for Justice the strategic measures her Depart-
ment is taking to tackle and prevent burglaries in rural Ireland; and if she will make a statement 
on the matter� [41657/20]

10/12/2020C00200Deputy Carol Nolan: I too congratulate the Minister on her good news.  It is lovely to hear 
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some positive news for a change during this pandemic.  It is great news.

What strategic measures is the Department taking to tackle and prevent crime in rural Ire-
land, particularly burglaries?

10/12/2020C00300Deputy James Browne: I thank the Deputy for raising this important matter�  A key pillar 
of the Programme for Government - Our Shared Future is building stronger and safer commu-
nities.  I can assure the Deputy that the Government is committed to ensuring there is strong, 
visible community policing right across Ireland, both rural and urban.

To this end, the Department has secured an unprecedented budget of €1.952 billion for An 
Garda Síochána for 2021�  This level of funding is enabling sustained and ongoing recruitment 
of Garda members and staff.  There are now some 14,600 Garda members and more than 3,000 
Garda staff nationwide.  Budget 2021 will allow for the recruitment of up to 620 new gardaí and 
an extra 500 Garda staff.  There will be continued investment in the Garda fleet of €8 million 
in addition to the highest ever investment, of approximately €15 million, in the Garda transport 
fleet in 2020, a proportion of which relates to the Garda Covid response.

Although An Garda Síochána has provided very dedicated service by assisting in the na-
tional effort to combat the threat of Covid-19, ordinary policing has, of course, also continued 
throughout the period.  The Deputy will be aware of Operation Thor, which is designed specifi-
cally to tackle the increase in the number of burglaries and associated criminal activity that usu-
ally occurs in the winter months by undertaking targeted enforcement and preventative activity.  
This year’s winter phase of Operation Thor began on 1 October 2020 and will run until the end 
of March 2021.  This initiative, which also features the Lock Up and Light Up public awareness 
campaign encouraging homeowners to protect their homes through the winter months when 
burglaries tend to increase, has led to a very significant and sustained decline in burglaries and 
property-related crime since its introduction in 2015�  I am pleased to state that I have been 
informed by the Garda authorities that incidents of residential burglary have been reduced by 
41%, to 52,816 incidents, while non-residential burglary is down 31%, to 19,672 incidents, in 
comparison with the equivalent period before the operation began.

  Additional information not given on the floor of the House

The Deputy may be interested in the work of the national rural safety forum, which brings 
together An Garda Síochána, my Department and the Department of Rural and Community De-
velopment, alongside national and local organisations including the Irish Farmers Association, 
Muintir na Tíre and the GAA.  The purpose of the forum is to develop a nationwide network for 
the distribution of crime prevention advice, to increase engagement within communities and to 
prevent and reduce opportunities for crime.  This year, the Department has committed in the re-
gion of €150,000 to local communities that wish to apply for a rebate towards the costs associ-
ated with running their local text alert scheme, which is administered by Muintir na Tíre. This is 
a continuation of the annual funding made available by my Department for the text alert rebate 
scheme each year since 2016.  More generally, I can advise the Deputy that the Department has 
for many years provided funding for the employment and associated costs of the national com-
munity alert programme, including the employment of regional development officers.  These 
development officers provide support to community and text alert schemes and offer advice on 
how to establish new schemes.

As the Deputy may be aware, on 13 November the Minister, Deputy McEntee, announced 
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that the Department will pilot three local community safety partnerships in Dublin’s north inner 
city, Longford and Waterford.  These partnerships are the structures proposed under the new 
community safety policy of my Department to take a holistic approach to safety issues in part-
nership with the community.  The pilot schemes will operate at local authority administrative 
level and will be made up of local representatives, a range of local services, community repre-
sentatives and residents.  Local community safety partnerships will take a strategic approach to 
their work in order that issues arising can be dealt with in a co-ordinated manner and addressed 
collectively by relevant service providers in partnership with the community.

It is welcome that the pandemic itself has had a notable impact on rates of burglary over the 
course of this year.  Residential burglary has fallen in 2020, with a sharp reduction observed in 
March and April in response to the public health restrictions on work, travel, school and busi-
ness.  From March to August, inclusive, there were 43% fewer residential burglaries reported 
compared with the same period in 2019. 

10/12/2020C00400Deputy Carol Nolan: I thank the Minister of State for his reply�  I accept that Operation 
Thor has certainly led to a decrease.  My question relates to other preventative aspects of the 
problem.  I and many others believe that one of the key deficits is the lack of community polic-
ing�  That has been raised in the Chamber on several occasions�  The Minister of State referred 
to extra recruits but is community policing in particular being considered?  Are there plans to 
increase the number of community gardaí?  For example, community policing levels in Laois-
Offaly have dropped dramatically in recent years.  Data that I obtained from the Department in 
response to a parliamentary question show that the number of such gardaí in the Laois-Offaly 
division in 2009 was 44, whereas the current figure is just seven.  That represents a 500% drop 
in little more than a decade.  It is very concerning for communities that feel isolated, particu-
larly rural communities�

I have continually called on the Government to conduct an immediate review of the trespass 
laws, with the aim of strengthening the rights of farmers and landowners to protect their prop-
erty and person�  That is another issue of concern�

10/12/2020C00500Deputy James Browne: The Deputy may wish to note that as of 31 October 2020, there 
were 384 gardaí assigned to the Laois-Offaly division.  This represents an increase of 38% 
since 2015, when there were 278 gardaí assigned to the division.  On the same date, there were 
38 Garda staff civilians assigned to the division, an increase of almost 73% since 2015, when 
22 staff members were assigned to the division.  The increase in Garda staff is allowing mem-
bers of the Garda to return to front-line duties.  The Deputy is correct that there were seven 
community gardaí in Laois-Offaly at the end of October when her parliamentary question was 
replied to, but I am pleased to inform her that, since then, the number has doubled to 14.  This 
represents a significant increase on the 2015 figure, which stood at four community gardaí.  
There has since been a significant increase, which I hope will alleviate the Deputy’s concerns 
regarding community policing�

10/12/2020C00600Deputy Carol Nolan: I acknowledge that the number has increased.  An increase is an 
increase but there were 44 community gardaí in the division in 2009 and there are currently 
14�  There is a need for more gardaí�  There have been more instances of anti-social behaviour 
in estates.  The issue was discussed by Offaly county councillors during the week.  There is a 
desperate and urgent need for more community gardaí.  I would like to see the number triple 
by next year because for the number to decrease from 44 in 2009 to seven currently is just not 
acceptable.  The figure needs to increase in order to help to prevent burglaries and to tackle the 
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scourge of anti-social behaviour, which is affecting many communities, both urban and rural.  It 
seemed to escalate during the lockdown in particular.  The community policing models needs 
to be prioritised above all else.  I acknowledge there has been an increase from seven to 14.  An 
increase is an increase.  I hope that will continue and that there will be genuine efforts to get 
the figure back up to where it needs to be.  There needs to be more than 44 community gardaí 
in the area�

10/12/2020C00700Deputy James Browne: I absolutely agree with the Deputy.  I too wish to see a greater 
emphasis on community policing�  Community gardaí play a very important role in communi-
ties.  I expect to publish the youth justice strategy in the next month or two.  It will provide a 
comprehensive approach to dealing with young people who are coming into the network of the 
Courts Service and the criminal justice system.  I have set up the anti-social behaviour forum, 
which met recently for the first time and will meet again at the end of January or in early Febru-
ary�  A number of rural groups are represented on it�  We are seeking to comprehensively tackle 
the whole issue of anti-social behaviour from both a Department of Justice perspective and that 
of an An Garda Síochána�

10/12/2020C00750European Court of Justice Rulings

10/12/2020C008005� Deputy Martin Kenny asked the Minister for Justice when legislation will be brought 
forward to deal with the 2014 ruling by the European Union Court of Justice, ECJ, which held 
that legislation relating to the retention of phone records and other personal data amounted to 
mass state surveillance; and if she will make a statement on the matter. [42655/20]

10/12/2020C00900Deputy Martin Kenny: I wish to raise the issue of the retention of phone records and other 
personal data, the ruling of the European Court of Justice in 2014 and the need for legislation 
to deal with this issue.  As all present are aware, there have been appeals on these grounds in 
several cases before the courts.  It is a difficult situation that needs to be addressed as quickly 
as possible�  It is clear these issues could put some convictions in jeopardy�  Several conviction 
appeals currently before the courts and other cases to come are looking at the ruling of the ECJ 
as a possible get-out clause.  The matter needs to be dealt with urgently.

10/12/2020C01000Deputy Helen McEntee: As the Deputy will be aware, the Court of Justice of the Euro-
pean Union struck down the EU data retention directive in 2014 on the basis that it constituted 
a disproportionate interference with the rights to privacy and data protection enshrined in the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights.  Since that time, the court has continued to deal with a range of 
cases referred to it in what is a complex and continually evolving area of law.

The implication of the judgments of the court with regard to data retention regimes presents 
significant challenges not just for Ireland, but also for other EU member states that are grap-
pling with the implications for law enforcement services in the investigation of crime.  Ireland 
is fully engaged in that work.  Conscious of the role played by telecommunications data in the 
investigation of serious crime and in safeguarding national security, a large number of member 
states, as well as the European Commission, have intervened in European court cases which 
were challenging national data retention regimes.

 Although criminal investigations are multifaceted and involve many avenues of inquiry 
and investigation, access to telecommunications data has become ever more important for all 
authorities responsible for the detection, investigation and prosecution of crime and for safe-
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guarding the security of the State�  Ireland has intervened robustly before the European Court 
of Justice to highlight the potential implications of the court judgments and to defend the need 
for such information to be made available to law enforcement through appropriate national data 
retention regimes.  However, it is important to note that Garda authorities continue to investi-
gate all forms of serious crime, utilising the available legislative powers.

It is intended that a revised general scheme of the communications (data retention and dis-
closure) Bill, drafting of which is well advanced, will replace the Communications (Retention 
of Data) Act 2011, taking account of the 2014 ECJ ruling, as well as more recent rulings.  Our 
intention will be to provide the most effective crime prevention and investigative regime pos-
sible, having regard to the changing legal environment.  The judgment of the Supreme Court, 
following its referral to the ECJ, which is expected early in 2021 will be examined carefully by 
officials in my Department in conjunction with the Office of the Attorney General.

10/12/2020D00100Deputy Martin Kenny: I understand that there is a level of delicacy with this and that we 
must wait and see what emerges from the Supreme Court, but I am glad to hear that work is be-
ing done and preparations are being made to make some advance in this regard�  It is a serious 
issue for many cases around the country and, indeed, for the Garda when it is trying to trace 
where people have been or what has happened in regard to serious crime.  We are all aware 
of some cases historically in which this was not, perhaps, the evidence that led to convictions 
but it certainly put people in the places where gardaí were able to look at them in more detail 
and to prosecute the case in a way that secured a conviction.  Some of them were very serious 
cases.  The need to ensure that the Garda would have access to such records when appropriate, 
and that is the important point, is vital.  We all know people have a right to privacy and a right 
to go about their daily business without the fear that some type of big brother is watching them.  
There is a balance to be struck here and the balance clearly has to take account of the rights of 
people to ensure they are safe in their communities.  Having adequate legislation on this would 
be vital to ensure that happens�

10/12/2020D00200Deputy Helen McEntee: There is a fine line.  Obviously, we want to ensure we protect 
people’s privacy, but also that An Garda Síochána has the powers to do its work.  It is important 
that we provide the Garda with the technical expertise, the financial support and the legislative 
underpinning it needs to do its work.  The Garda is continuing to do that work.  I have some of 
the figures relating to that Act.  The Garda made 13,545 data access requests to telecommunica-
tions companies in 2018 and 8,110 were made in 2019.  While the Garda might not be able to 
do this in as easy a manner as, perhaps, previously it is continuing to do its work.  The priority 
now is to ensure we have the best possible legislation to underpin the work of the Garda.

The biggest challenge has been that since the ruling in 2014 there have been a number 
of clarification requests not just from this country but also from other member states and the 
responses to those requests have created more questions.  The initial ruling was quite wide-
ranging so the requests and the responses have created more questions, which has made it dif-
ficult to draft this legislation.  However, it is at an advanced stage and the ruling early next year 
will be important.

10/12/2020D00300Deputy Martin Kenny: I appreciate that.  It is vital that the Garda Síochána has access, 
when appropriate, to carry out its work.  The other aspect of this that must be examined is so-
cial media and what happens there.  I know there is some preparation to examine the possibility 
of hate crime, hate speech and so forth.  Again, we have to be very careful about this because 
people have a right to freedom of speech�  We certainly must be very cautious about this and I 
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understand that�

To return to the issue of data retention and being able to access data, particularly in cases of 
serious crime, it is vital that we have the legislative underpinning to ensure it is there and that it 
can happen, when appropriate.  Equally, people must not feel that they are in some way under 
surveillance for no reason�  That is the balance that must be struck�  When the Supreme Court 
brings forward its judgment, it is important that we move into a position where we can strike 
that balance and come to a conclusion on this matter�

10/12/2020D00400Deputy Helen McEntee: We all regret that this has taken so long and has been ongoing for 
a number of years�  Other member states that have already introduced legislation in their juris-
dictions based on the clarifications I just mentioned have had to change that legislation again.  
It is important that when we introduce and pass our legislation, it is the best it can be and that 
it provides absolute clarity for An Garda Síochána to allow it to do its work.  That is our inten-
tion.  The Bill is well advanced at this stage.  The ruling next year will be important and we will 
incorporate it in the legislation.  We have asked for this particular clarification so, hopefully, it 
will answer our questions to allow us to finalise this work.

The Deputy mentioned social media and other areas.  One of the other parliamentary ques-
tions is about white-collar crime and other powers for An Garda Síochána.  We are bringing for-
ward other legislative measures which allow for arrest warrants, especially for digital devices, 
and other supports to allow the Garda to do its job to the best of its ability.  It is important that 
we introduce and implement this legislation as quickly as possible and provide support to the 
Garda.  It already does wonderful work, but it would benefit from this additional support.

10/12/2020D00500Ceisteanna Eile - Other Questions

10/12/2020D00600Crime Prevention

10/12/2020D007006� Deputy Colm Burke asked the Minister for Justice her plans to deal with white-collar 
crime including the resourcing of State agencies; and if she will make a statement on the mat-
ter�  [41561/20]

10/12/2020D00800Deputy Colm Burke: I congratulate the Minister and wish her well over the next number 
of months.  My question relates to dealing with white-collar crime and the plans the Minister 
has to resource State agencies and the Garda Síochána properly to deal with this growing issue.

10/12/2020D00900Deputy Helen McEntee: I am strongly committed to tackling all forms of corruption and 
white-collar crime.  The Deputy will be aware that last week I announced my intention to lead 
a new cross-Government plan to tackle these issues, following publication of the Review of 
Structures and Strategies to Prevent, Investigate and Penalise Economic Crime and Corruption.  
I intend to publish and start to implement an action plan to tackle economic crime and corrup-
tion early in the new year, which I have secured Government approval to do.  I thank the former 
Director of Public Prosecutions, DPP, Mr. James Hamilton, and the members of his review 
group for their meticulous work in preparing this detailed report, on which I am determined to 
act�

Corruption and white-collar crime damage our economy, breed cynicism in our society and 
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are a threat to our international reputation.  As noted in the detailed report recently published, 
Ireland is a relatively small country with a population approaching 5 million.  However, Ireland 
is listed as the fifth largest provider of wholesale financial services in the EU, with more than 
400 international financial institutions located here and almost 100,000 people working in the 
sector.  The State and its agencies must have all the powers available to clamp down on and 
prevent this type of crime.  Ireland has a hard-won reputation as an attractive destination for 
foreign direct investment and as an international business hub and stepping up our efforts to 
tackle white-collar crime shows we are serious about maintaining and building that reputation.  
Businesses large and small must be confident they can operate safely and securely, particularly 
as more economic activity goes online�  This trend has accelerated during the Covid-19 pan-
demic.  However, it is not just about businesses.  Consumers should know they can safely pay 
their bills and shop online and that they will not be subject to the threat of fraud.

The recommendations in the Hamilton review focus primarily on legislative and structural 
change and resourcing measures to enhance agency and multi-agency enforcement, as well as 
increasing capacity across the criminal justice system to prevent this crime�  Examples of the 
recommendations include greater powers for investigating agencies to tackle economic crime 
and corruption, the establishment of an advisory council against economic crime and corrup-
tion, reform of the Ethics Acts and additional resourcing for the Standards in Public Office 
Commission, SIPO, the DPP and the Garda National Economic Crime Bureau.

Additional information not given on the floor of the House

The programme for Government recognises the reputational and economic damage that 
corruption and white-collar crime can cause to the State and commits the Government to in-
troduce and implement new anti-fraud and anti-corruption structures.  The development of our 
new plan to tackle economic crime and corruption will be informed by the recommendations of 
the Hamilton review.  Work has already begun across Government to develop this action plan, 
which will set clear timelines for the introduction of a series of reforms to strengthen the State’s 
capacity to prevent and prosecute white-collar crime.

I am committed to ensuring that the Garda has the resources, both in terms of people and 
technology, to combat all forms of crime.  An Garda Síochána has been allocated an unprec-
edented budget of €1.952 billion for 2021.  This level of funding is enabling sustained ongo-
ing recruitment of Garda members and staff as well as driving significant developments in 
ICT.  The Garda National Economic Crime Bureau, GNECB, is the main bureau of An Garda 
Síochána tasked with tackling economic crime.  The bureau operates on a national basis and 
provides specialist support and guidance to regional investigators�  There are currently competi-
tions under way to strengthen the staffing levels in the GNECB’s financial intelligence unit and 
the GNECB itself as well as the Office of the Director of Corporate Enforcement.  This includes 
11 new permanent detective sergeants who are due to be allocated to the GNECB this month, 
with additional resources expected in 2021.

I can also advise the Deputy that there have been a number of significant steps taken in 
recent years to strengthen the State’s ability to tackle corruption and related activities�  In par-
ticular, the Criminal Justice (Corruption Offences) Act 2018 is very important legislation in the 
fight against corruption, both in Ireland and abroad.  Further information relating to the Act and 
the Government’s cross-departmental approach to tackling corruption and bribery can be found 
on www.anticorruption.ie�
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10/12/2020D01000Deputy Colm Burke: While I welcome the Minister’s statement on this matter, a recent 
RTÉ programme outlined where over €8 million was taken from people over a number of years, 
but it is only in the last two to three years that a successful prosecution was brought.  That is 
what concerns people, that something has gone on for ten to 15 years with little or no action 
taken and a reluctance or inability to be able to bring a successful prosecution during that pe-
riod.  One of the issues is whether we have a sufficient number of people with the expertise, 
especially in the area of forensic accounting.  Perhaps the Minister will outline if additional 
people will be recruited to deal with that area, so we can deal with white-collar crime in an ef-
ficient and timely manner.

10/12/2020D01100Deputy Helen McEntee: This is the reason we asked Mr. James Hamilton and those who 
worked with him to produce this report.  It was to identify ways in which we can support the 
different agencies.  This report will be implemented not just by my Department but also the 
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment, the Department of Finance and the Depart-
ment of Public Expenditure and Reform, working with An Garda Síochána, the Central Bank, 
SIPO and many other agencies.  This is about ensuring we have everybody working and talking 
together and putting it on a more permanent footing�  While there has been good engagement 
between the different agencies, to put it on a statutory footing and to have an annual report or 
plan which people have to stick to and which has a timeline will put more emphasis on this.

One could split a significant part of the recommendation into three - structural change, 
resourcing measures and legislation.  The report found that most of the agencies were well 
resourced, but there was a lag when it came to the Garda National Economic Crime Bureau.  
There are currently ongoing competitions to fill a number of new places and I hope this will 
ensure there are the relevant and exact competencies that are required in An Garda Síochána to 
follow up on these cases.

10/12/2020E00200Deputy Colm Burke: I thank the Minister.  I hope we do not have to look at a repeat pro-
gramme like the one broadcast on RTÉ recently.  The sum of €8 million disappeared and action 
was taken only at a very late stage.  I hope we do not see that in future.

10/12/2020E00300Deputy Helen McEntee: Unfortunately, I have not seen the programme yet, but I will 
watch it over the weekend.  I have read much of what was in the report.  What is important 
here from a justice point of view is that the Garda has the capabilities and, in the same way as 
was outlined in the previous question, that the legislation is in place to ensure that it can do its 
work, and that it has the numbers to make sure it can carry out the physical investigations and 
the right level of expertise.  We have a number of recommendations specifically relating to that.  
There are two recommendations on new legislation that is required but, thankfully, drafting is 
under way in the Department.  The largest is a community policing Bill, which will underpin 
all of the new structures within An Garda Síochána.  There are also recommendations on be-
ing able to detain and question people for longer, as well as recommendations on resourcing.  
While some of what is required is in train, more of it is new and we will get to work on that.  I 
hope to introduce an implementation plan early in the new year and we will act on that.  This is 
a very serious issue that impacts on many people’s lives�  It is important that all of the relevant 
authorities have the capability to deal with this so that we do not hear of any more cases such 
as the one Deputy Burke outlined�

10/12/2020E00350An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The next questions are in the names of Deputies Gary Gan-
non, Neale Richmond, Niamh Smyth, Bríd Smith, Jennifer Murnane O’Connor, Éamon Ó Cuív 
and Brendan Griffin.  I understand committee meetings are taking place and it is difficult for 
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Members to be present, although Deputy Murnane O’Connor was present but has stepped out.  
Deputies should make arrangements with the Ceann Comhairle’s office for their questions to be 
taken�  Has that been done?

10/12/2020E00375Deputy Colm Burke: I understand it has�

  Question No. 7 answered with Written Answers.

10/12/2020E00387An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I thank the Deputy.  We will move on to Question No. 14 as 
Deputy O’Sullivan is present��

10/12/2020E00400Domestic Violence

10/12/2020E0050014� Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan asked the Minister for Justice the actions she will take to 
address the rising levels of domestic violence in County Cork; and if she will make a statement 
on the matter� [42423/20]

10/12/2020E00600Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan: We know there has been a spike in domestic violence in re-
cent months.  It appears the public health measures have, unfortunately, created circumstances 
in which violence can prosper and spread.  What action has the Government taken to address 
this in my constituency of Cork North-Central?

10/12/2020E00700Deputy Helen McEntee: Since my appointment as Minister, I have significantly prioritised 
tackling domestic abuse and supporting victims.  I assure the Deputy that I am working col-
lectively with my colleagues and with our partners to address the immediate needs of victims 
of domestic abuse and, going forward, to put in place a system designed and built around their 
needs�

With regard to his specific question about measures to combat increased incidents of do-
mestic abuse in Cork, as I have said, our collective approach is a national one, but this includes 
working to make sure appropriate supports are in place for victims wherever they live.  I will 
refer later in my response to Cork in more detail�

I am committed to supporting victims in the short term, including by addressing the chal-
lenges presented by the pandemic, and also to introducing an improved and comprehensive 
approach to providing the services that victims of domestic, sexual and gender-based violence 
need.  Together with the Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, 
Deputy O’Gorman, I will meet with Safe Ireland in the coming week and we will meet on a 
continuous basis to try to address many of the concerns it has raised�

I have published and started implementing Supporting A Victim’s Journey, which includes 
the actions necessary for the full implementation of the 52 O’Malley recommendations�  This 
will introduce very real supports and protections for vulnerable victims and witnesses.  The 
update I received yesterday from the implementation oversight group, which I chair, is testa-
ment to the real determination of all those involved to meet the ambitious targets set out in the 
implementation plan�

I referred to the audit of services to be completed by the end of the March and to the review 
of the second national strategy for combating domestic, sexual and gender-based violence, 
which will inform the design of the third strategy.
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I have also referred to the proactive approach taken by my Department since the start of the 
pandemic and to the Covid-specific funding provided.  I draw attention to the Still Here public 
awareness campaign run by my Department in partnership with public sector organisations and 
NGOs�  This campaign is about getting the message out that services continue to be available 
to victims of domestic abuse and that the travel restrictions do not apply to victims seeking 
help.  This is a message worth repeating at every opportunity.  I urge anyone who is a victim of 
domestic abuse to reach out for help when it is safe to do so, because the front-line services will 
support people and prioritise their case�

  Additional information not given on the floor of the House

An Garda Síochána continues to attach the highest priority to domestic abuse through Op-
eration Faoiseamh.  As part of their work to prioritise domestic abuse cases the Legal Aid Board 
established a helpline to ensure victims of domestic abuse get legal advice and representation 
where required and the Courts Service is facilitating remote hearings for protective orders for 
those who cannot travel.

I understand that the Cork divisional protective services unit was launched on 4 August 
as part of the national roll-out and I am sure, like me, the Deputy welcomes this specialist ap-
proach to ensuring vulnerable victims are consistently met with the highest standard of special-
ist professional and sensitive expertise�

10/12/2020E00800Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan: There were 19,344 domestic abuse incident reports in the pe-
riod from 12 March 2019 to 3 November 2019.  This year, from 12 March to 3 November 2020, 
there was a total of 22,540 reported incidents.  That is an increase of more than 3,000 cases.  
There have been 217 prosecutions for domestic violence during the pandemic�  It is vital that 
the Government does everything in its power to address the matter.  It is welcome that a number 
of initiatives have been undertaken, both by the Government and An Garda Síochána, in recent 
weeks.  Operation Faoiseamh in particular ensures that gardaí on the ground are working to ad-
dress the issue.  The Garda has made more than 15,300 contacts or attempted contacts to victims 
of domestic abuse as part of this operation�  While much is being done to ensure that people are 
aware of the supports that are available, it is, unfortunately, the case that there are gaps, which 
need to be addressed�  One of those gaps is the access to refuge places�  I understand that the 
Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth is also involved in this area.  
The issue must be addressed.  Could the Minister provide an update on when we can expect to 
see action to improve the provision of places?

10/12/2020E00900Deputy Helen McEntee: As the Deputy outlined, that work is happening in the Department 
of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth and the Minister, Deputy O’Gorman 
and his team are currently undertaking an audit, which is due to be completed early in the new 
year�  It is about much more than just bed spaces; it is about ensuring the appropriate services 
are there and that people in State agencies are working together with the community and vol-
untary sector�

Unfortunately, the figures are not specific to Cork, as we have seen an increase everywhere.  
The increase for 2020 compared to 2019 is 14%.  If we break down the figures for Cork north, 
there was a 15% increase in incidents, Cork city had the largest number of incidents and Cork 
west saw a 20% increase in incidents.  It is very clear that this has become even more of a prob-
lem than it already was.  As Deputy O’Sullivan outlined, significant work has been done by An 
Garda Síochána’s Operation Faoiseamh.  There have been 217 prosecutions specifically in this 
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area, 20,699 contacts or attempts to contact victims and 110 prosecutions have commenced, so 
a significant amount of work is under way by An Garda Síochána in Cork to try to deal with 
this problem�

10/12/2020E01000Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan: It is welcome that a review is under way on refuge spaces.  
Could the Minister clarify when the review is expected to conclude?  Domestic violence is 
often discussed in the overall context of gender-based violence, but it is broader than that.  We 
know that men are also victims.  We also know that child-parent domestic abuse is an issue.  I 
am concerned about the lack of availability of refuge spaces for men within the system.  It ap-
pears that there is no current research on the need for such places�  It stands to reason that there 
may be an unmet demand that is not being addressed.  Is the Department willing to consider 
the development of male refuge places alongside addressing the need for additional spaces 
throughout the system?

10/12/2020E01100Deputy Helen McEntee: This is not within the remit of my Department, but my under-
standing is that the review will be concluded in the new year.  I think the timeline that has been 
set is for it to be done by April.  A suite of different actions are being taken at the moment.  We 
have the audit to look at all of the different Departments and services and the support that they 
provide and how we can put in place a much better structure to make sure that we can drive the 
implementation of services and bring about much-needed change in this area.  We will have 
the implementation of the review of the second national strategy, which will then feed into the 
third strategy.  The implementation group is working on Supporting A Victim’s Journey, which 
is very specific to people who have been victims of sexual violence and are going through the 
courts process.  As well as that, there is a significant amount of engagement happening.  I men-
tioned meeting with Safe Ireland.  I met with countless community and voluntary groups.  It is 
important that we can support them in the work that they are doing.  We are currently looking 
at how we can fund groups in a much better way, as part of the implementation of the O’Malley 
recommendations.  We are considering providing funding for perhaps two or three years so that 
they can plan ahead and put in place the supports and services�  That is something that has been 
missing.  Lots of different actions are taking place and we need all of it to come together be-
cause there is a significant amount of work still to do.  I am fully committed to that and I know 
the Minister, Deputy O’Gorman, is also committed to that.

10/12/2020F00100An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I understand Deputy Colm Burke is taking the next question.

10/12/2020F00200Crime Prevention

10/12/2020F003008� Deputy Neale Richmond asked the Minister for Justice the steps she has taken to tackle 
the rising incidence of knife crime and seizures of knives in communities across Ireland; and if 
she will make a statement on the matter. [41547/20]

10/12/2020F00400Deputy Colm Burke: I raise the matter of tackling the rising incidence of knife crime and 
the seizure of knives in communities across Ireland�  Will the Minister outline the plans that 
are in place to deal with this and the changes that will be put in place to tackle this growing 
problem?

10/12/2020F00500Deputy James Browne: I thank the Deputy for raising this important matter and I share 
his concern about knife crime and all violent assaults.  We are familiar with the problems in 
neighbouring jurisdictions in this regard and the Government is determined to ensure that simi-
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lar problems do not develop in Ireland, particularly as any stabbing incident has the potential 
to cause irreparable physical harm or tragic consequences.  This is why a comprehensive and 
robust legal framework is in place for offences involving knives, including heavy maximum 
penalties.  Under the provisions of the Criminal Justice (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2009, 
the maximum penalty on conviction for possessing a knife in a public place without good rea-
son or lawful authority was increased from one to five years.  An Garda Síochána also has an 
extended power of search without warrant relating to knives and offensive weapons.

Proactive policing measures such as person searches have increased by 76% this year, lead-
ing to an increase in the number of seizures�  I am advised that the Garda has secured a sub-
stantial number of convictions in the courts in recent years for possession of knives or other 
weapons.  As one might expect, statistics on seizures of knives by gardaí in the period from 
2005 to 2019 indicate that 44% of seizures relate to individuals between the ages of 12 and 23 
and 65% relate to individuals under the age of 30.  In addition, it would be expected that as 
Garda numbers increase, the enforcement numbers for crimes such as possession of weapons or 
possession of drugs would also increase.

10/12/2020F00600Deputy Colm Burke: I welcome the reply.  The figures I have received indicate a 10% 
increase in hospitalisation cases arising from knife crimes such as stabbings over the past two 
years.  It is also my understanding that in 2019 over 2,000 knives were seized by gardaí but 
it is interesting that in the first six months of 2020, part of which involved the Covid-19 lock-
down, there were 1,200 knives seized, an increase of 13%.  This is of concern to me and my 
colleagues.  My understanding is that in other jurisdictions, major programmes have been put in 
place to deal with this issue.  In Scotland, for example, a major programme was implemented to 
deal with knife crime that has contributed to a reduction of over 50% in homicides arising from 
people using knives.  Could we aim such a programme at young people and community groups 
in order to help get the message across on the use of knives?

10/12/2020F00700Deputy James Browne: The increase in knife seizures comes as a result of greater targeted 
efforts by An Garda Síochána in trying to get knives off our streets as opposed to indicating an 
increase in crime rates.  As I stated, the number of people requiring an overnight stay in hospital 
because of knife injuries is down significantly, indicating that the number of serious incidents 
is reducing.  I will make inquiries on the Deputy’s comment that the rate of hospitalisations has 
increased by 10%�

Knife crime is largely youth-oriented and we have published a draft youth strategy.  We 
hope to refine it and have it published in final form in the next month or two.  That will help 
to target those vulnerable young people who are exposed to knife crime and perhaps getting 
involved in those kinds of incidents.  It is about redirecting them and education and awareness 
programmes will be very much part of that process.

10/12/2020F00800Deputy Colm Burke: I thank the Minister of State.  It is important that I acknowledge the 
work being done by gardaí and all the youth organisations in dealing with the matter.  They are 
contributing to the efforts to deal with the problem.

10/12/2020F00900Deputy James Browne: I thank the Deputy for his contributions.  I will certainly bring his 
concerns to the attention of the Department and An Garda Síochána�
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10/12/2020F01000Family Support Services

10/12/2020F011009� Deputy Niamh Smyth asked the Minister for Justice if she will address the issue of par-
ent alienation; if her attention has been drawn to this issue; her plans to address same; and if she 
will make a statement on the matter. [42208/20]

10/12/2020F01200Deputy Niamh Smyth: I hope that the Minister will address the question of parental alien-
ation, which is arising more and more in family courts and the Courts Service as a whole.  Will 
she outline how the Department will deal with it?

10/12/2020F01300Deputy Helen McEntee: We need an overhaul of the operation of the family justice system 
to ensure that it becomes more efficient, that our courts are more family-friendly and that we 
put the family at the centre of all the work done.

I am very much aware of the concerns that the Deputy has raised about parental alienation.  
This is a very complex area and, like her, I have met many people who have raised concerns 
about it.  This is something I want to consider as part of our wider programme of family law 
reform�  I intend to arrange for research to be carried out by my Department early next year on 
this�  Changing the legislation is not the only option and there may be other appropriate inter-
ventions that need to be done at an earlier stage to deal with different types of behaviours.  The 
best interests of the child will of course be paramount in any considerations, whether they relate 
to legislative change or other types of measures to try to work with and support families.

A family justice oversight group has recently been established in my Department�  In addi-
tion to officials, the membership of this group also includes representation from the Judiciary, 
the Courts Service, the Legal Aid Board and the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, 
Integration and Youth.  The group held its first meeting in September and has been tasked with 
driving progress on the development of a national family justice system�  This is a high-level 
group that will co-ordinate the delivery of the various elements of this project and I will meet 
the group again in the morning�

The Oireachtas joint committee recommended that consideration should be given as to 
whether laws should be amended to take into account cases where one parent is wrongly influ-
encing a child or children against the other parent�  The family oversight group that has been 
established will consider this recommendation, as well as others, and it will also consider the 
research being commissioned by my Department in the new year.

A family court Bill is being drafted, following approval of the general scheme by the Gov-
ernment.  The family court Bill is a commitment in the programme for Government and when 
enacted it will be a key element in the development of a more efficient and family-friendly court 
system that puts families at the centre of its activities, providing access to specialist supports 
and encouraging, in a most important way, the use of alternative dispute resolution in family 
law proceedings.  The development of a comprehensive and sensible family law procedure, 
particularly for vulnerable families, will be central to this new system.

Additional information not given on the floor of the House

In the preparation of the general scheme of the family court Bill, account has been taken of 
the report of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Justice and Equality, which published its report 
on reform of the family law system just a year ago.
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There is no specific legislative provision regarding parental alienation in Irish family law 
but section 246 of the Children Act 2001 provides for an offence of frightening, bullying or 
threatening a child in a manner likely to cause unnecessary suffering or injury to the child’s 
physical, mental or emotional health or well-being.  There are also legislative provisions in 
place to deal with child welfare, particularly regarding the relationship between a child and his 
or her parents or guardians, providing the framework for a legal response to a wide spectrum 
of child welfare issues.

10/12/2020F01400Deputy Niamh Smyth: Parental alienation is probably one of the most severe forms of 
emotional abuse.  Last May, the World Health Organization officially recognised parental alien-
ation syndrome for the first time, deciding to include it in the 11th revision of the International 
Classification of Diseases, coming into effect in 2022.

When a couple splits and the people go their separate ways, it is so important that children 
born into the relationship do not become the collateral damage of a very acrimonious break-up�  
Our family court services must have in place resources and expertise to prevent the manipula-
tion of one child or children to reject his or her father or mother, so will the Minister comment 
on that?  Our justice system must ensure that one parent cannot wrongfully influence a child 
or children against the other parent and cause untold and permanent damage to a relationship�  
The parents who are at the receiving end of parental alienation may be deprived in many cases 
of seeing children for long periods so we must have supports to ensure that their mental health 
is catered for as well.

10/12/2020F01500Deputy Helen McEntee: When any couple or family decides to separate, it is a difficult 
position, and when children are involved it can be even more difficult.  This is particularly the 
case with the involvement of young children.  We have all engaged and met with constituents 
and people who have gone through such difficult experiences.  It is really important that the 
right supports are given to those families by agencies at a very early stage�

I have said that we must reform the family court structure and often when a case gets to 
court, the problem has gone too far and an adversarial scenario may have developed.

What we need to do is try to provide support at a much earlier stage and that is why there 
will be a much greater focus on mediation.  

  On parental alienation, the WHO guidance clearly states that incorporation of the descrip-
tion does not indicate WHO endorsement or any sort of formal recognition but the very fact that 
the WHO has mentioned it is obviously a signal.  It is a very complex area, which is why more 
research is needed.  It is something that I want to act on because there are undoubted problems 
here�

10/12/2020G00200Deputy Niamh Smyth: I hope that the review, negotiations and the work of the stakehold-
ers involved will bear fruit for the parents who find themselves in acrimonious break-ups.  I 

am delighted to hear that children will be first and centre in all of the mediations 
and discussions.  As the Minister has quite rightly said, early intervention is key in 
preventing children from being isolated in the context of the wrongful influence of 

one parent against the other.  I welcome the Minister’s response and encourage her to move the 
process, engagement and round-table conversation with the stakeholders forward as quickly as 
possible�  We must ensure that our family court services have the expertise at the table to deal 
with these situations and that the right supports are in place.  Parents who are at the receiving 

10 o’clock
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end of parental alienation are undergoing untold mental health problems and supports must be 
put in place for them�

10/12/2020G00300Deputy Helen McEntee: One of the things that has struck me at the last few meetings I 
have had on the development and modernisation of the family law system is that it is not just 
about new courts, judges or systems but also about making sure that ancillary supports are pro-
vided as well.  We must ensure that it is not just the physical environment that is conducive to 
helping families to get through very difficult situations but that all of the supports are around 
them as well.  As Deputy Smyth said, it is not just about going through the court system but also 
about making sure that support is provided during what can be a very traumatic time.

In terms of parental alienation, we must look at all avenues.  Several countries have looked 
at the possibility of legislating in this area, including the UK.  Indeed, it looked at it twice but 
both times decided against legislation.  Brazil is one of the only countries in which parental 
alienation is a criminal offence.  We need to look at this carefully.  The upcoming research and 
review will look at what has been done in other jurisdictions, as well as the resources available 
to us now, the people we have in place, where they are working and how to make sure supports 
are provided to families, not just in terms of the physical built environment but also the struc-
ture of the court system itself�  

10/12/2020G00400Domestic Violence Services

10/12/2020G0050011� Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor asked the Minister for Justice the actions she 
will take to address the rising levels of domestic violence in Carlow; and if she will make a 
statement on the matter� [42420/20]

10/12/2020G00600Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: Christmas is fast approaching and it will be unlike 
any other�  I ask the Minister to outline her plans to combat rising levels of domestic violence in 
Carlow.  Will she be increasing supports for those seeking help in domestic violence situations?  
Specifically with regard to Christmas, what emergency plans are in place to keep services open?  
It is so important that services remain open for people experiencing domestic violence�

10/12/2020G00700Deputy Helen McEntee: I thank Deputy Murnane O’Connor for her question.  Regarding 
her query about measures taken to combat increased domestic abuse in Carlow, I will respond 
in more detail later but would emphasise that our collective approach is an all-encompassing 
national one and will continue thus.

There is no doubt that domestic abuse incidents have increased during the pandemic�  We 
also know that services are going to come under increased pressure in the period leading up 
to the winter weeks and afterwards.  In the first few months of the pandemic we had a full 
lockdown and it was only after society started to open up again that services started to see a 
massive increase in demand because people felt that they could actually seek help and that it 
would be available.  In that context, we know that pressure is going to increase, which is why 
we have tried to make sure that additional funding was provided this year and in the budget 
for next year.  This funding will support community and voluntary organisations, as well as An 
Garda Síochána and various State agencies.  Additional resources, support, enforcement and 
services have been made available and domestic abuse cases are being prioritised by An Garda 
Síochána, the Courts Service and the Legal Aid Board.  Covid-specific funding has been made 
available for this year and next�  
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I would like to assure the Deputy that we are not just looking at addressing immediate 
challenges but are also looking at how to improve services going forward.  The Minister for 
Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, Deputy O’Gorman, and I are anxious to 
have the input of partners working in this area and have been talking to various community 
and voluntary organisations, as well as stakeholders in various Departments because this is not 
just an issue for our respective Departments but also for the Departments of Social Protection, 
Housing, Local Government and Heritage and Education.  We need to educate all of society 
about the issue of consent, what is acceptable and unacceptable, what to look out for and how to 
support people.  We will deliver on the programme for Government commitment to audit how 
responsibility for this area is segmented.  We will analyse the work done by various Depart-
ments and make sure that we have a functioning structure in place.  Obviously, when there is a 
national structure in place, that disseminates down into individual counties and the work being 
done there.  This provides better structures on a county-by-county basis.  I will revert to the 
Deputy on County Carlow in my follow-up response. 

10/12/2020G00800Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: Today marks the last day of a 16-day campaign 
highlighting domestic abuse and violence and is an appropriate time to reflect on the plans of 
the Department of Justice in this area.  Evidence shows that women, children, migrants, refu-
gees, people with disabilities and the elderly have been hit hardest by the pandemic and this has 
been compounded by a widespread increase in domestic violence.  A core issue of concern is 
unreported incidents of domestic violence�

There has been a 25% increase in reports of domestic abuse in Carlow which is worrying 
and frightening.  While I welcome the introduction of a resource officer and outreach from 
Amber Womens Refuge project, Kilkenny, which does great work, I must ask again about a 
women’s refuge for Carlow.  This is an enormous issue for me.  Carlow should have its own 
refuge and I have been fighting for this for a long time.  We also need to look at the issue of 
housing and how to provide emergency housing for women in domestic violence situations.  

10/12/2020G00900Deputy Helen McEntee: Deputy Murnane O’Connor has raised very valid points and that 
is why it is so important that the aforementioned audit takes place.  It will be concluded by 
March of next year and will take into account the fact that there are also housing and social 
welfare support issues involved here.  Work is being done by Tusla at the moment to review 
the current bed capacity in order to ensure that we have enough places.  I am very conscious 
that a number of counties do not have their own refuge but Carlow and Kilkenny tend to work 
together in this space�

The figures I mentioned earlier are quite significant, with An Garda Síochána contacting or 
attempting to contact 20,699 victims of domestic abuse, which highlights just how many people 
are in very difficult and challenging situations.  The number of cases has increased, as has the 
number of people coming forward for the first time.  The types of violence that we are seeing, 
particularly against women but also against men, have also increased.  This is a massive prob-
lem and is not just something that has arisen because of Covid-19.  It has always been there but 
Covid-19 has shone a light on it and I have prioritised this issue as Minister for Justice�

It should be acknowledged that a huge amount of work was done in partnership with Beat 
102-103 on awareness raising.  We know that when we raise awareness, people do come for-
ward and report.  In particular, Ms Michelle Heffernan has been nominated for the Mary Raftery 
prize for her work, for which I thank her.  
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10/12/2020G01000Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: I welcome the audit that is being undertaken be-
cause we must assess the services being provided by An Garda Síochána, Tusla, local authori-
ties and the Department of Social Protection, among others.  We must have a holistic approach 
to this�  Services must be more accessible and more information must be provided in order that 
people better understand the issue.  We know that people are doing their jobs to the best of their 
ability; that is not in question.  The issue is getting the audit right, which will have a massive 
impact on people’s lives�

I must also congratulate my own local radio station, KCLR, which has been focusing on 
domestic violence and abuse in recent weeks, in the run-up to Christmas.  Everyone is playing 
his or her part but it is important, in the context of the audit, that the Department considers a 
women’s refuge for Carlow.  I know of people who were referred to refuges in Kilkenny and 
Waterford but they were full.  We are referring women to refuges that are full.

10/12/2020H00100Deputy Emer Higgins: The lockdowns have been tough on everyone but, for victims of do-
mestic abuse, they have been hell.  Their homes are not their sanctuaries.  They find sanctuary 
outside their homes when they discover a safe space somewhere else.  They were robbed of this 
chance for months during lockdown.  The Minister gave them assurances and clarity that travel 
restrictions did not and do not apply to them.  This was very welcome and an important move.  
What other actions is the Minister taking to support victims of domestic and sexual abuse and 
to deliver long-term and lasting cultural change?

10/12/2020H00200Deputy Helen McEntee: In response to both Deputies, information is key.  It is very im-
portant that victims of domestic abuse, violence and sexual abuse know what supports are avail-
able to them.  A key recommendation of the O’Malley report, which then fed into Supporting a 
Victim’s Journey, was that there should be greater access to information in different forms and 
through different media.  At the implementation meeting yesterday, at which I met representa-
tives from the Departments of Health and Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, 
An Garda Síochána and my Department, it was clear that a great amount of work is under way 
to provide this information through an online platform and updated website but to also provide 
it where people are and in the places they go, including public spaces such as Garda stations and 
libraries.  People will then know where to get information and what services are available.  We 
need to ensure that those services are there for them.  That is why we are continuing to invest 
not only in the community and voluntary sector, but at a national level through Tusla with a 
view to ensuring people have the services they need when they take the very brave step of seek-
ing this help in the first instance.

10/12/2020H00250Prison Visiting Regulations

10/12/2020H0030012� Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív asked the Minister for Justice the arrangements which have 
been made for personal visits by families to prisoners at Christmas due to the Covid-19 crisis; 
and if she will make a statement on the matter.  [41112/20]

10/12/2020H00400Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: This has been a very difficult year for many but it has been par-
ticularly challenging for prison management, prison staff and prisoners.  I compliment the staff 
of the Irish Prison Service, IPS, on the way in which Covid was kept out of the prisons.  I also 
recognise the co-operation of prisoners who have been deprived of visits, and many other things 
in the prisons, as a result.  What arrangements have been made to allow for prison visits over 
the Christmas period to happen in as generous and humane a way as possible, while remaining 
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consonant with public health advice?

10/12/2020H00500Deputy James Browne: I appreciate the Deputy’s concern and thank him for raising this 
important issue.  I am assured that every effort has been made by the IPS to continue physical 
visits during this pandemic.  As the Deputy is aware, it was necessary to suspend physical visits 
to prisons, first in March and again in October, following public health guidance.  The service is 
acutely aware of the need for prisoners to maintain contact with their families and a new video 
visit system was introduced which has allowed families to continue to support those in custody.  
Feedback on the use of this system has been generally positive�  I understand that additional 
phone calls have been also been facilitated�

The IPS has announced arrangements to allow all those in custody to book a physical fam-
ily visit between 16 December and 6 January.  Each prisoner will be entitled to one physical 
visit, limited to two people, which will be limited to 15 minutes in duration.  I understand this 
time limit is necessary to ensure that the maximum number of visits can be facilitated, having 
regard to the need to reduce the number of booths in use for distancing purposes and the need 
to fully sanitise surfaces between visitors.  All visitors will be behind clear screens and visi-
tors and prisoners will be required to wear face masks at all times.  No physical contact will be 
permitted.  All visitors will also be subject to the Covid-19 screening procedures which have 
been in place since March and visitors are requested not to attend if they have any symptoms, if 
they have been in contact with a person who has gone for testing, if they themselves have tested 
positive for Covid and have yet to be cleared by their doctor or if they have been abroad in the 
preceding fortnight�

I understand that this is very difficult for the families concerned, particularly after such a 
difficult year.  However, the IPS has worked tirelessly to safeguard prisoners and staff and this 
continues to be the primary consideration.  We are all hoping next year will be a very different 
year but for now the IPS must continue to ensure that the prison population is protected from 
the virus and it is continuing to make use of alternative means of keeping prisoners and their 
families connected.  Prisoners will continue to be able to avail of 20-minute video visits and 
additional daily phone calls are also being facilitated during the Christmas period�

10/12/2020H00600Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: I thank the Minister of State for his reply�  I realise the health 
challenges involved.  It is a question of balance.  I recognise that video visits have been made 
available, although there have been some gremlins with that system.  It is certainly a help but, 
as all of us have discovered in our own lives, video visits, Skype and so on are no substitute for 
personal contact.  We are also aware that one of the big losses involved in being in prison is the 
loss of family contact.  This has been exacerbated this year.  We also know that good family 
contact can also have an effect on outcomes for prisoners after they leave prison.

The Minister of State said that two people will be allowed per visit, one of whom will obvi-
ously be an adult.  If there are two or three children in a family, that family will be placed in an 
invidious situation.  I imagine that the number of prisoners with children is not equal to the total 
prison population.  Can anything be done to introduce some flexibility because it seems that this 
will be very difficult for people at this very special time of the year?

10/12/2020H00700Deputy James Browne: I thank the Deputy�  I absolutely understand that the loss of family 
contact has an impact on prisoners.  This is something which has affected people across society 
over the last year as a result of Covid.  I agree that prisoners having contact with family helps 
with stability and can result in better outcomes upon release.  I also agree that having to choose 
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which two members will attend a visit will put some families in a very difficult situation but 
this has been necessary across all of our services.  We have seen it in nursing homes as well.  
Very difficult choices have had to be made.  I will certainly encourage the IPS to introduce any 
flexibility it can while allowing for health considerations and concerns.

10/12/2020H00800Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: I am glad to hear the Minister of State say that because I believe 
flexibility is what we need.  Not all situations are the same.  There is not the same pressure 
in all prisons regarding visits.  In the context of the health issue, I would make the case that 
the risk presented by two members of a family who live together is no different than the risk 
presented by three.  If they live together, one would imagine that whatever one catches, the 
others do.  The humane thing would be to make arrangements for children to be allowed visit 
over the Christmas period in both the male and female prisons.  If prisoners require multiple 
visits, which people who do not have children will not, that should be facilitated.  We are ask-
ing parents to make invidious choices between children.  As I have said, not every prisoner has 
children�  Many do not�

10/12/2020H00900Deputy James Browne: I again thank the Deputy.  As I have said, if any flexibility can be 
allowed, I will certainly encourage the IPS to allow it.  It will, of course, have to consider both 
the practical difficulties and the difficulties arising from Covid and the public health advice, 
which must be followed.  This will obviously result in a very difficult situation for the families 
concerned, especially where young children are involved.  It is difficult to be separated from 
one’s family at any time but it will be even more difficult for those prisoners and their families 
at Christmas.  I understand that the IPS will be facilitating temporary release for a small cohort 
of prisoners, as is the normal practice.  Applications are currently being considered in that re-
gard.  With regard to the mental health of prisoners, the Minister is working very hard to try to 
improve the supports available to prisoners not only in the short term but also in the long term�

10/12/2020H00950State Pardons

10/12/2020H0100013� Deputy Brendan Griffin asked the Minister for Justice her views on the campaign to 
posthumously pardon a person (details supplied) further to ongoing correspondence from this 
Deputy; and if she will make a statement on the matter. [42427/20]

10/12/2020H01100Deputy Brendan Griffin: Táim fíorbhuíoch as ucht an tseans chun an t-ábhar tábhachtach 
seo a phlé inniu�  What is the up-to-date position in respect of the campaign to posthumously 
pardon Mr. John Twiss, who was executed in 1895 for a crime that most independent observers 
now concede he could not possibly have committed?

10/12/2020H01200Deputy Helen McEntee: As the Deputy will be aware, representatives of the Michael 
O’Donohoe memorial project have gathered a considerable amount of material relating to this 
particular case, including a transcript of the trial from the mid-1880s.  They have met with of-
ficials in my Department and provided material in support of an application for a presidential 
pardon under Article 13.6 of Bunreacht na hÉireann.  Following consideration by officials, I 
understand that an opinion was formed that the conviction might be considered unsafe.  I am 
advised that the then Minister agreed that this case potentially demonstrated, in all the circum-
stances, a miscarriage of justice.  On foot of this, my Department engaged an expert on 19th 
century trial law in Ireland for their expert opinion on the safety, or otherwise, of the conviction.  
I understand they have largely completed their work, save for some issues which will involve 
accessing the National Archives once they are open again.  When that is completed, the report 
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will be submitted to me.  I can assure the Deputy I will consider it as soon as possible and make 
my recommendations�  If at that stage it is decided that a pardon should be recommended to the 
President, I will do so then.

10/12/2020J00200Deputy Brendan Griffin: I thank the Minister for her response.  I acknowledge the great 
work the Michael O’Donohoe Memorial Heritage Project has done on this case.  For the rela-
tives of John Twiss, it is very emotive and important that they have justice done for their ances-
tor.  I acknowledge the Minister’s enthusiasm from the start.  Within days of taking office she 
was on the case.  I also acknowledge the work of her predecessor, Deputy Flanagan, who took 
the case very seriously and moved it forward.  I hope that all of those working on the case can 
prioritise it and complete their work as soon as possible.  This has gone on for 125 years and 
it will be 126 years in February.  The passage of time does not diminish the hurt caused to the 
Twiss family and everybody in the district, particularly his descendants, who want to see justice 
finally for John Twiss.

10/12/2020J00300Deputy Helen McEntee: Just because it is a long time ago, some people might ask whether 
it would make any difference.  Where a miscarriage of justice may have occurred, it is ex-
tremely important that we correct the record.  We need to provide clarity and assurance to the 
family.  I will give some more detail in the process.  Following the initial consideration of a case 
by departmental officials where they form a view that there was potentially a miscarriage of 
justice, we bring in the independent expert to examine all the information on the case.  I again 
thank those who have provided that information to the particular expert in this case.

If it is advised that a presidential pardon should be awarded, I will bring that to Cabinet 
and then it goes on to the President to decide following advice of Government as to whether 
a pardon should be granted�  I reassure the Deputy that this case has not been forgotten�  It is 
being worked on and as soon as I get the report from the independent expert, I will act on it as 
quickly as possible.

10/12/2020J00400Deputy Brendan Griffin: I am very grateful for that reassurance and I know what it will 
mean for the family of John Twiss, as well as for people like Johnnie Roche, who has never 
given up the fight on this along with his many colleagues in the Michael O’Donohoe Memorial 
Heritage Project in Castleisland.  They firmly believe in John Twiss’s innocence.  Many experts 
over the years have examined the case in detail and have found there is no possible way this 
man could have committed the terrible crime that was committed.  Let us not forget that there 
was a victim in James Donovan, who was murdered callously in 1894.  However, John Twiss 
did not do it and that is why justice is really important here.  The BBC has featured this docu-
mentary on a number of occasions.  Based on the precedent set in the Maamtrasna case, I hope 
a pardon will ultimately be granted here.

10/12/2020J00500Deputy Helen McEntee: I again reassure the Deputy that this case is very much ongoing in 
my Department.  It has not been and will not be forgotten.  As soon as I receive the independent 
expert advice, I will act on it as quickly as possible.  I am very conscious that people have been 
awaiting this for a long time and obviously they would like to get an answer as quickly as pos-
sible.  I commit to the Deputy that I will provide that answer as soon as I can.

10/12/2020J00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I will now go back to Question No. 10 in the name of Dep-
uty Bríd Smith�



Dáil Éireann

448

10/12/2020J00700Deportation Orders

10/12/2020J0080010� Deputy Bríd Smith asked the Minister for Justice if her office will allow deportations 
of failed applicants for international protection to take place during the Covid-19 crisis or if a 
halt to deportations only applies to level 5 restrictions; and if she will make a statement on the 
matter� [42528/20]

10/12/2020J00900Deputy Bríd Smith: I greatly welcome the indication the Minister gave yesterday in the 
Seanad that no deportations would be allowed during the pandemic.  My question might seem 
a bit redundant, but I ask her to reiterate the Department’s intention regarding those who have 
received letters.  I put particular emphasis on the cases of the two care workers that I have raised 
with the Minister repeatedly.  What do they need to do next?  I acknowledge that the Minister 
has given me written answers.  What are their next steps?  Should they make an appeal directly 
to the Minister?  What is the position of deportation?

10/12/2020J01000Deputy Helen McEntee: I wish to reassure the Deputy and repeat what I said yesterday 
that my Department has taken and will continue to take a pragmatic approach and most impor-
tantly a compassionate approach to immigration arrangements in the context of Covid-19�  The 
approach to deportation orders will continue for the duration of the Covid-19 pandemic.

A decision to suspend the issuing of negative international protection decisions during level 
5 restrictions had already been taken and this remains in place�  Under the International Protec-
tion Act 2015, a person receives a letter informing him or her of his or her negative international 
protection decision and informing that person that he or she no longer has permission to remain 
in the State.  The person is required to confirm within five days whether he or she will accept 
the option of voluntary return.  It is important to note the person is not required to remove him 
or herself from the State within five days.

For the duration of level 5 Covid-19 restrictions, I asked my officials to review the issuing 
of letters.  No refusal letters or letters enclosing a deportation order have issued to anyone who 
has been unsuccessful in seeking international protection since� 

Since the outbreak of Covid-19 in March 2020, there have only been four cases where 
individuals have been deported from the State�  Three of those cases arose from deportation 
orders issued prior to March 2020.  For the one case where the deportation order was issued 
since March 2020, that person was returned to their country and was not a failed international 
protection applicant�  

For those found not to be in need of international protection, a detailed consideration is 
always given to all aspects of their case.  This must be carried out before a decision is made 
whether to grant permission to remain.  While I will not go into details of individual cases here, 
there is a very clear process�  I urge anybody applying through that process to provide as much 
detail as possible.  All considerations are taken into account - family situations, work situations, 
humanitarian situations and their country of origin�  All this detail is really important�  When 
making an appeal, including in the cases the Deputy has mentioned, such people should provide 
all that information along with any new information that may have come to light that might not 
have been taken into account in the initial response�

10/12/2020J01100Deputy Bríd Smith: I thank the Minister; that is very helpful.  Just before I came in here, 
I spoke to two care workers who have received deportation orders.  Their concern now is that 
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one of their work permits has expired and the other will expire in the next couple of weeks.  
That does not help us because it means that two care workers who could be doing very useful 
and vital work during the pandemic are unable to because they do not have work permits.  They 
cannot apply to extend their work permits because of the refusal of leave to remain they have 
received.  It is complex and it is hard for me to know how to advise them.  Based on what the 
Minister has just said, I take it that they should make an appeal, reiterating and outlining all the 
circumstances they have faced and are facing, along with the details of the basis for appeal.  I 
take it that the Department will look favourably on that, particularly in the case of care workers, 
artists and other people who make a contribution to our community.

10/12/2020J01200Deputy Helen McEntee: As the Deputy outlined, we are in a very difficult and complex 
situation�  Taking one action can potentially have an impact in another space�  It is really impor-
tant to have joined-up thinking and provide as much reassurance to everybody who is impacted 
by this.  I can speak to the Deputy separately about the individual cases.  We want to reassure 
people that they will not be deported throughout this pandemic.  The figures show that this is 
the approach we have taken from the outset.  Where there are complex and difficult cases, I 
encourage people to continue to engage with the relevant agencies and the Department.  As 
the Deputy noted, situations change and different scenarios arise.  Until we are made aware of 
them, it is hard to respond in great detail.  Where situations change or difficult scenarios arise, 
we will try to work with them to find the most appropriate response we can and to respond in 
the most compassionate way we can.

10/12/2020K00100An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are out of time, but Deputy Bríd Smith can make a brief 
comment�

10/12/2020K00200Deputy Bríd Smith: I welcome what the Minister said.  I will ensure that these issues are 
followed up.  Ultimately, the pandemic may spike and subside here and in other countries, 
but if these are the conditions under which people are allowed to remain, then the deportation 
orders are like a sword of Damocles hanging over them.  It is a tragedy and a pity.  These are 
human beings who have a huge contribution to make to our society.  In the end, this needs to 
be resolved outside the context of this Covid-19 crisis, because we do not want to lose valuable 
workers and people from our society and push them back to some place where they do not feel 
safe.  That is a wider philosophical and long-term question, but it is important that we take it 
into account.  If we are just relying on the conditions caused by the Covid-19 crisis for them 
to be allowed to remain, then this is still a very stressful factor in the lives of those concerned.  
What the Minister said, and said emphatically, is welcome but there is still a problem for these 
people in the long term�

10/12/2020K00300Deputy Helen McEntee: We have a robust system in place.  At the same time, it is a system 
and, like any other, it can always be improved.  That is part of a wider discussion and engage-
ment which may need to take place after this.  I reiterate my comments from yesterday to the 
effect that we will continue to take the same compassionate and pragmatic approach we have 
taken throughout this pandemic�  I give that reassurance�  I also stress something else I said 
yesterday.  We are rolling out a new vaccine programme and I wish to state, on the record, that 
no information provided by anyone who comes forward will be passed on to any type of im-
migration service or otherwise.  It is important that people come forward and get this vaccine, 
and that includes those going through the international protection system as well.
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10/12/2020K00400Ceisteanna ar Sonraíodh Uain Dóibh - Priority Questions

10/12/2020K00500Nursing Education

10/12/2020K0060077� Deputy David Cullinane asked the Minister for Health further to Parliamentary Ques-
tion No. 84 of 3 November 2020, if an update will be provided on his plans for paying student 
nurses and midwives; and if he will make a statement on the matter. [42289/20]

10/12/2020K00700Deputy David Cullinane: I am sure the Minister is aware that there is a strong campaign 
under way by student nurses and midwives for fair pay in respect of the work they do.  I have 
heard the Minister state that he is committed to resolving this issue, but student nurses and 
midwives need more than words now; they need action.  I have also heard the Minister say he is 
committed to a review.  It must be ensured that this issue is not, as has been the case in the past, 
buried in reviews but that it is actually dealt with by the Minister.  Will he outline what action 
he intends to take on this issue in the days and weeks to come in order to resolve it?

10/12/2020K00800Minister for Health (Deputy Stephen Donnelly): It is vital that student nurses and mid-
wives complete their essential clinical placements in a safe environment and our senior nurses 
have gone to great lengths to ensure this is the case�  I also recognise the potential hardship that 
might arise for students on placement due to Covid-19.  Student nurses and midwives are not 
paid salaries for clinical placements in years 1 to 3, when they are supernumerary or additional 
to the existing workforce.  This is the same across Europe in countries that have degree pro-
grammes for nursing and midwifery.

Student nurses and midwives do receive allowances, including an accommodation allow-
ance up to €50.79 per week and a refund of travel expenses.  They are the only clinical students 
who receive the allowance.  Students are paid salaries of €21,729 or €22,229 in year 4 of their 
studies.  Last week I wrote to nursing unions and advised of the supports made available in 
2020 for student nurses and student midwives.  These include access to the pandemic unem-
ployment payment, PUP, for those student nurses and midwives who may have lost part-time 
employment due to Covid-19.  This now includes nurses and students who had to give up their 
part-time jobs in nursing homes, for example, while on placement, in order to limit the potential 
for cross-contamination of Covid-19.  As the jobs still existed, they could not previously access 
the PUP, but they now can.  This is a specific exemption for nurses and midwives, for which I 
have secured Government approval and which is not available to anyone else.

I have also asked for a short, independent examination of the current travel and accommoda-
tion allowance in the context of Covid-19.  I also believe a longer-term review of allowances 
and the fourth-year student salary is necessary and I have committed to that�  My Department 
is engaging with the representative organisations on this matter, and if they give their agree-
ment for the review, my intention is that any recommended increase in allowances related to 
Covid-19 would be in place in January, as requested by the representative bodies.

10/12/2020K00900Deputy David Cullinane: I spoke to the Irish Nurses and Midwives Organisation, INMO, 
yesterday.  It is very concerned that what the Minister is considering is a short-term response.  
If something can be done in the context of Covid-19, that would be of some help.  The Minister, 
however, can also resolve the issue in the medium to long term immediately as well.  When 
the INMO hears about further reviews, it will hear the can being firmly kicked down the road.
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In a response last week, the Minister’s party, after voting against a motion in the Dáil, stated, 
“Student nurses in their final or pre-registration year are paid because they are different and 
do real work on wards that would not be done were it not for them”.  It is not just fourth years 
who do real work, however, so too do first-, second- and third-year student nurses.  I received 
hundreds of emails from those people.  I cannot read out all of them out in the short time I have, 
but I hope to read one out in the next round.  The Minister must understand, however, that this is 
not just an emotive issue, this is an issue of justice and one which the Minister can resolve and 
which he should resolve.  Rather than just commit to reviews, I ask that he please deal with this 
issue for these workers, because they deserve it and I think the Minister knows that.

10/12/2020K01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Every Teachta deserves his or her time, so I ask that the time 
limit of one minute be observed�

10/12/2020K01100Deputy Stephen Donnelly: Regarding the short-term review, we are conducting it because 
that is what the representative bodies asked for.  We are finalising that review now.  We are also 
looking at a longer-term review of student placements generally, but the representative bodies 
asked for very quick action.  They asked that any Covid-19-related allowances, if there is to be 
an increase, would be in place by January.  That is what they have asked for, and therefore that 
is what is being done.

On the payment of a wage, I will refer to what some educators have said.  They are con-
cerned about what looks like a push to turn a successful graduate degree profession into an 
apprenticeship model, which is the case in Germany and some other places around the world.  
Some comments included references to the fact that if student nurses and midwives are paid 
and treated as workers, they will not be exposed to the learning they need.  It was also stated 
that they will be doing lower-skilled tasks and that this is not a degree education.  It was further 
stated that it is important that people understand that placement of student nurses is the same as 
placement for any other clinical student or healthcare student and that what is being suggested 
by calls to pay student nurses will set the profession back 50 years.  Very serious allegations 
regarding what is happening on the placements have been made.  I assure the Deputy and the 
House that I am taking these deadly seriously.  I have instigated a full review and I am meeting 
the directors of nursing this evening regarding this issue�

10/12/2020K01200Deputy David Cullinane: I think the Minister’s response is disingenuous�  We got a similar 
response from the Taoiseach in recent days�  Let me be very clear that my party is certainly not 
looking for a return to the past or an apprenticeship programme�  We are supporting the call 
from the INMO for fourth-year students to be paid the equivalent rate of a healthcare assistant 
and that there be a fair allowance for first-, second- and third-year students.  One student who 
wrote to me commented that she was infuriated to read the statement from the Minister’s party, 
which she referred to as an ignorant statement.  She told me that since her initial placement as 
a student nurse in first year, she has provided care to many patients and that she knows for a 
fact that the wards would not function without the help of student nurses, regardless of what 
year they are in.  There are hundreds of those student nurses, so I ask the Minister to not be 
disingenuous in responding to genuine concerns raised by my party and the INMO�  We are not 
calling for a return to the past and we are not looking to go backwards.  We are seeking fairness 
and a generous and fair allowance for those first-, second- and third-year student nurses.

10/12/2020K01300Deputy Stephen Donnelly: It is a matter of record that a member of Deputy Cullinane’s 
party asked me directly in a committee about the apprenticeship model and repeated analogies 
have been made to what apprentices are paid.  The example of Australia has been raised in this 
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House, which runs both an apprenticeship model and a degree programme.  I assure Deputy 
Cullinane, therefore, that we are taking this issue very seriously.  Two separate issues are being 
raised and we are addressing both.

The first falls primarily within my remit, and relates to whether students are being asked 
to do inappropriate practices while on placement.  I take that deadly seriously.  Neither I nor 
anyone in the Department has had any contact from the colleges regarding this in the past�  I 
have checked.  I have instigated a formal review.  If serious breaches are found, they will be 
dealt with because students are under the care of the HSE when on placement.  We are taking 
this matter deadly seriously�  

With regard to the allowance, if I understood the Deputy correctly, Sinn Féin is not look-
ing for a wage for first, second and third years but it is looking for an appropriate allowance.  
I welcome and agree with that.  To that end, we are doing two things.  We are carrying out a 
short review at the request of the representative bodies to get the allowance in place in January 
at a time of Covid and we are considering a second review that would deal with the time after 
Covid�

10/12/2020L00200Covid-19 Pandemic

10/12/2020L0030078� Deputy Gino Kenny asked the Minister for Health if he will provide details of the way 
in which the Covid-19 vaccine will be rolled out across the country; if a new database will be 
developed to ensure a professional tracking system for both shots of the vaccine; if the pro-
gramme will be rolled out by the public health regions; the role that general practitioners will 
play in this roll-out; if there will be a prioritisation of vulnerable groups; if so, the order of this 
prioritisation; and if he will make a statement on the matter. [42359/20]

10/12/2020L00400Deputy Gino Kenny: Those who saw the images a number of days ago from Britain of 
Margaret Keenan being the first person in the world to get the vaccine for Covid-19 would have 
been heartened because the past nine months have been very dark for everybody on the planet�  
My question is in regard to the roll-out of the Covid-19 vaccine, including the logistics, the 
prioritisation of vulnerable groups, the role GPs will play and the tracking system that will be 
in place for this logistical and difficult situation.

10/12/2020L00500Deputy Stephen Donnelly:  We can all agree that this is a good week and that last week 
was a good week in terms of our fight against Covid-19 as we move to prioritisation of vaccines 
if and when they are approved.  

The Government is committed to the roll-out of a Covid-19 vaccination programme as soon 
as suitable products have been authorised and supplies are available�  A high-level task force 
was established to support and oversee the development and implementation of the programme.  
The task force is working on a national Covid-19 vaccination strategy and implementation plan 
which I expect to be submitted tomorrow.

Ireland is taking part in a procurement exercise being operated by the European Commis-
sion on behalf of member states to procure suitable, safe and effective vaccines in sufficient 
quantities.  Ireland has opted into five advance purchase agreements, APAs, with pharmaceuti-
cal companies and a process is in place to opt into a sixth APA.  When we start receiving vac-
cines, we will have to prioritise who will receive them first.  Earlier this week, I announced the 
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vaccination allocation strategy for Covid-19 vaccines following sign-off by Cabinet on Tues-
day.  The strategy prioritises those over the age of 65 living in long-term care facilities, front-
line healthcare workers who are in direct patient contact and those aged 70 and over.

The high-level task force is working intensively to ensure that all necessary elements are 
identified and addressed in the plans for implementation.  Its work includes how the vaccine 
will be administered, by whom and where.  Planning for an ICT system is in train to enable 
all necessary aspects of an individual’s vaccination history to be recorded.  Further details will 
be included in the national vaccination strategy and implementation plan, once approved by 
Government�

10/12/2020L00600Deputy Gino Kenny: We all understand that roll-out will be a logistically challenging 
undertaking for our health service.  A tracking system of vaccinations will be important given 
there will be two vaccines.  Solidarity-People Before Profit spoke to a public health doctor 
recently who told us that they will find this extremely challenging as they are operating at less 
than one-third of the resources and staff that will be required to roll-out the vaccine.  There are 
enormous challenges in regard to roll-out.  There is another challenge, which is the fears people 
may have about a vaccine.  There are people in society who will seek to stoke up that fear.  The 
Minister and the Government need to allay the fear around vaccine safety and roll-out�  This 
will be important because what we do not want is particular elements stoking up fear in regard 
to the vaccines�

10/12/2020L00700Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I agree wholeheartedly with the Deputy.  A lot of work is on-
going in the Department and across government on a communications plan�  We have a very 
strong record of vaccinations in Ireland.  We will roll out a comprehensive plan.  It is about 
listening to people’s concerns and taking them seriously�  It is also about providing the medical 
and scientific experts to engage with people and address their concerns.  

Ireland has a very good track record.  I refer the Deputy to the roll-out of the HPV vaccine, 
which will save many lives.  Ireland had an uptake of 80% of that vaccine.  The  anti-vaccine 
movement then rolled into town across Europe and uptake of that vaccine, based largely on 
misinformation, fell from 80% to 50%.  I am delighted that thanks to an enormous effort across 
Ireland and some notable advocacy, uptake of the HPV vaccine has increased again from 50% 
to 80%.  This will save an awful lot of lives.

10/12/2020L00800Deputy Gino Kenny: To return to the logistics, what provision has been or will be put in 
place?  Various vehicles have been identified for roll-out of the vaccine, including GP surgeries, 
primary care centres and so on.  Britain is providing portable hubs to which people can go to 
get the vaccine�  Is consideration being given to putting in place out-of-hours services in order 
that GP services are not overrun because that would not be good for anybody?  Is consideration 
being given to portable roll-out of the vaccine over the next three to six months?  

The Minister mentioned vulnerable people.  Where in that category do healthcare workers 
come?

10/12/2020L00900Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I agree wholeheartedly with the Deputy.  The prioritisation 
and implementation strategies announced this week are identified by the task force as living 
documents because how the vaccines are rolled out and which country gets them and when is 
dependent on three factors, namely, when the European Medicines Agency, EMA, authorises 
them, information that is still to come from the regulatory process in terms of which vaccines 
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are most suitable for different people and, in part, the sequence of the vaccines.  For example, 
the first vaccine on which the EMA is likely to make a ruling, probably on 29 December, is the 
Pfizer vaccine.  It has to be stored at -70oC.  There are other vaccines, which we hope will be 
authorised, which are stored at a refrigerated temperature.  In the case of the Pfizer vaccine, GP 
surgeries and pharmacies do not have the necessary type of storage facilities and, therefore, a 
strategy is being developed to put in place the types of hubs mentioned by the Deputy�  There 
will be distribution from hubs where there is specialist storage.  The other vaccines that just 
need to be refrigerated can be distributed in a different way.

As of now, we have no authorisation on any of the vaccines but the implementation plan 
being presented tomorrow is an adaptable plan according to the information we get and the 
sequencing and timing of when the various vaccines are authorised.

10/12/2020L00950Acting Chairman (Deputy Joe Carey): Question No� 79 in the name of Deputy Cullinane 
is being taken by Deputy Mark Ward�

10/12/2020L01000Disabilities Assessments

10/12/2020L0110079� Deputy David Cullinane asked the Minister for Health the average wait time for chil-
dren requiring an assessment of needs in the context of the legal requirements on the HSE to 
commence such an assessment within three months and complete it within six months; and if 
he will make a statement on the matter. [42290/20]

10/12/2020L01200Deputy Mark Ward: We heard at a meeting of the Joint Committee on Children, Disabil-
ity, Equality and Integration that the State is failing children in terms of assessments of need.  
The committee heard from parents and stakeholders.  What is the average time a child is wait-
ing for an assessment of need in the context of the legal requirement on the HSE to commence 
such an assessment within three months and complete it within six months and will the Minister 
make a statement on the matter?

10/12/2020L01300Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Anne Rabbitte): I thank the 
Deputy for raising this question and giving me the opportunity to clarify the position.  I have 
been observing the engagements of the Joint Committee on Children, Disability, Equality and 
Integration with the families, the Children’s Ombudsman and other representatives.

The length of time to complete an assessment of need under the Disability Act will vary de-
pending on the child’s complexity of need�  The average time from receipt of application to the 
completion of an assessment of need report in 2019 for a child is just under 20 months nation-
ally but there is considerable variation between and within the different community healthcare 
organisations, CHOs. 

The Disability Act 2005 was commenced for children aged under five in 2007.  The inten-
tion at the time was that the HSE would provide assessments of need under the Act for this 
group only while the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs, EPSEN, Act 2004 
would provide assessments for schoolgoing children.  However, it is important to note that the 
relevant sections of the EPSEN Act were never commenced.  As a result of a High Court ruling 
in December 2009, the effect of which was to open eligibility to all children born after 1 June 
2002, the number of children aged five and over and, in addition, of schoolgoing age, has in-
creased steadily as a percentage of applications received, increasing from 26% in 2011 to 55% 
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in 2019.  This reflects that the assessment of need process is an accumulative one in terms of 
the numbers seeking access.  The recent welcome allocation of €7.8 million through Sláintecare 
to address overdue assessments will further support the HSE and its funded service providers 
in ensuring children access the appropriate therapies as soon as possible�  Assessment of need 
is a nut we need to crack.  There is no denying that.  The length of time families are waiting to 
access assessments has turned this into an industry� 

10/12/2020M00200Deputy Mark Ward: I thank the Minister of State for acknowledging that because there are 
real people behind these different Acts and procedures.  They are parents and children and this 
issue has a knock-on effect on the overall family structure, society in general and school.  It is 
crucially important that these children receive intervention and assessment in order that there 
are no lost opportunities.  That is what we are talking about here: lost opportunities for children.  
Parents face a dilemma when their children do not reach their developmental milestones.  Some 
children are being left behind by their peers, are unable to perform tasks independently, or are 
totally reliant on the care of their parents or caregivers.  We need to start doing something now, 
today, as soon as possible, to ease the access for parents seeking an assessment of need for their 
children, when and where they need it.  What is being done to make this happen in a timely 
manner?

10/12/2020M00300Deputy Anne Rabbitte: I again thank the Deputy for this opportunity to lay out exactly 
what my plans are and to share them with the House.  The funding I received through Sláintec-
are is being adequately used to address that backlog at this moment in time.  Next week, at the 
Joint Committee on Children, Disability, Equality and Integration, I plan to have all the figures 
to show exactly how the funding has been spent and how we are achieving that.  I also plan 
to meet the Minister of State, Deputy Madigan, next week to address the issue regarding the 
EPSEN Act.  When we originally brought in the assessment of need tools, they were intended 
to address early intervention�  The Deputy spoke about real families�  We should have all our 
assessments of needs done before a child enters the school setting, where appropriate and pos-
sible.  I want to move away from assessments and get to intervention.  That is the conversation 
I want to have.  I have a plan and we are working hard on it.

10/12/2020M00400Deputy Mark Ward: I look forward to that conversation at the committee meeting next 
week.  The committee heard from the Ombudsman for Children last week and he basically said 
it is an old fashioned three-card trick, that children are being moved from one list to another and 
their needs are not being met�  I am glad the Minster of State mentioned intervention because 
that is another problem.  When children get their assessment of need and what they need for 
their development going forward is outlined, the actual wrap-around services they need, such 
as speech and language therapy or occupational therapy, are not there.  Those services must be 
put in place, in conjunction with getting the assessments of need.

I have an issue that was brought up by the Enough is Enough group at this week’s commit-
tee meeting.  The standard operating procedure is a desktop examination wherein parents fill 
out forms and assess their children’s needs�  Parents are not therapists and they have told me 
that they are terrified they will miss something that will delay their child’s development.  Does 
the Minister of State think this is an appropriate mechanism for assessing children in order that 
their developmental needs can be met?

10/12/2020M00500Deputy Anne Rabbitte: The whole idea of the standard operating procedure, or SOP, was 
to gather information so we could put people on different pathways.  However, that only ever 
got off the ground for approximately six weeks because Covid landed.  Again, I am seeking 
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funding from the Minister for Health and am using that funding appropriately to address the 
backlog.  As a new Minister of State in my portfolio, this has given me the opportunity to ad-
dress whether the SOP is fit for purpose.  Will it address the needs of the families and get us the 
intervention we need in a timely fashion?  I hope the Joint Committee on Children, Disability, 
Equality and Integration will bring in the other lead clinician, Dr. McKenna, to give the balance 
of the conversation.  I am not a clinician and I want to hear from the experts.  I hope the com-
mittee will also invite the HSE lead to discuss this matter.

10/12/2020M00600Mental Health Services

10/12/2020M0070080� Deputy Verona Murphy asked the Minister for Health if it will be ensured that mental 
health is part of universal health coverage by including care for mental, neurological and sub-
stance use disorders; and if he will make a statement on the matter. [42358/20]

10/12/2020M00800Deputy Verona Murphy: I had a very disturbing conversation with a young man ten days 
ago�  He has 20 friends in a social circle and he told me that 18 of them are using drugs�  Un-
fortunately, the two in the group who do not use drugs are struggling with their mental health 
because they are being ostracised for not joining in�  His younger brother has the same problem�  
When he tries to join his friends, they just turn their backs on him as if to say he is a spoilsport 
or self-righteous.  It is equally stressful for the parents involved, seeing their children trying to 
do the right thing but struggling to deal with being shunned by their friends.  Will the Minister 
of State ensure mental health is part of universal health coverage by including care for mental, 
neurological and substance use disorders?

10/12/2020M00900Minister of State at the Department of Health(Deputy Mary Butler): I thank the Deputy 
for her question.  I know mental health and all the challenges people face are close to her heart.  
At every opportunity she gets she comes in here and raises these issues in a constructive man-
ner.  She was here again yesterday for the Private Members’ business regarding mental health.  
I thank her for keeping mental health front and centre�  It is hugely important�

We have never needed to put such a focus on mental health as we do at the moment.  The 
Covid pandemic has come down hard on people and I hear the Deputy’s concerns about that 
group of young people and the challenges they are facing.  As we look forward to developing 
our roadmap to building a world-class healthcare system, including putting mental health front 
and centre, the Sláintecare vision is to achieve a universal single-tier healthcare system.  We 
have a lot of work to do but much of it has started.

Our refreshed mental health policy, Sharing the Vision, is complemented by a national im-
plementation and monitoring committee, NIMC, which will hold its inaugural meeting tomor-
row at 11 a.m.  We had a fantastic document previously in A Vision for Change but not all of it 
was implemented and this time will be different.  The NIMC will hold both me and the Minister 
for Health to account, as well as the HSE and the Department.  This is the first time we have had 
clear oversight.  To give the Deputy an overview of the independent make-up of the committee, 
it will be chaired by Mr. John Saunders, who is known from the Mental Health Commission.  
Mental health reformers are included, as well as psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers, 
family representatives, minority groups, service users, representatives of Sláintecare and NGOs 
across the board.  The most important thing we can do is to keep the issue of mental health front 
and centre at the moment� 
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10/12/2020M01000Deputy Verona Murphy: I thank the Minister of State for her co-operation on yesterday’s 
Private Members’ business.  It was greatly appreciated.  This is a very serious matter and it can 
be difficult to leave a group of friends or to stand up to peer pressure.  It is a stressful situation 
for those directly involved, as well as their parents.  It is alarming that of one social group of 
20 young people, 18 are regular drug users.  It is hard to imagine the scale of the mental health 
issues caused by drug use across the country.  We might be able to treat or deal with the physi-
cal health issues associated with neurological and substance use disorders but any strategies 
adopted must include mental health provisions as well.  This problem exists all over Ireland and 
we can be pretty sure that similar scenarios exist in every constituency on the island.  We need 
to update our schools drug policy.  Funding for mental health services is required in this regard 
but we need to make that provision as well.

10/12/2020M01100Deputy Mary Butler: I could not agree with the Deputy more.  Our schools policy needs 
to be updated across many sectors but especially in regard to drug abuse�  Sharing the Vision 

advocates for additional universal supports to provide care to individuals with com-
plex mental health needs, including those presenting with co-existing mental health 
supports such as addiction or dual diagnosis.  This is where it gets very complicated.  

As regards the dual diagnosis national clinical programme, a draft model of care is in place, 
which takes account of service users’ views and ascribes the clinical pathway for patients with 
substance misuse issues and significant mental illness.

The draft model of care will not be published until it is finalised by the national clinical 
lead.  We are awaiting approval from the Office of the Chief Clinical Officer.  I take on board 
the Deputy’s point�  Education is key�

10/12/2020N00200Deputy Verona Murphy: I will diverge from my question slightly to read a letter on some 
of the issues relating to maternity services:

I am writing to you in regard to the refusal to allow birth partners into the hospital until 
the labour has progressed to certain levels and the limitations placed on visitation rights 
after birth.  There is also the issue with not having a partner there when receiving bad news.

[���]

The evidence to date from the World Health Organisation states that birthing people 
need birthing partners as a part of their maternity care service ��� It’s not just about visit-
ing rights, it’s about  compromised care, its delivery of devastating information to birthing 
people without support, it’s making important decisions without your support person, it’s 
about navigating early labour and induction processes alone, it’s the experience of post birth 
trauma and early postpartum struggles from behind a curtain�

 Is anything being done to minimise the damage?  What can be done to facilitate both par-
ents�

10/12/2020N00300Deputy Mary Butler: This falls more under the remit of the Minister�  I am very familiar 
with the situation, and I am a mother of three.  This week, there was a move to allow partners 
to attend the 20-week scan, which had not been allowed until now as a result of Covid.  It has 
been challenging.  We are talking about hospitals and maternity wards which are home to young 
babies, including the most vulnerable.  The most important thing we can do is keep Covid out of 
these facilities�  The Minister is constantly monitoring this and being updated�  He has spoken 
with maternity hospitals across the country.  It is very challenging and difficult for expectant 

11 o’clock
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mothers who might not be hearing positive news to have to sit by themselves.  I welcome the 
decision that from this week partners will be allowed to attend the 20-week scan, which is the 
anomaly scan�

10/12/2020N00400Hospital Facilities

10/12/2020N0050081� Deputy Catherine Connolly asked the Minister for Health the engagement he has had 
with the HSE regarding the plan to develop a new emergency department at University Hospital 
Galway; the status of the development of the planned emergency department; if the HSE has to 
date completed its consideration of the feasibility report regarding the inclusion of the mater-
nity department in the new block; if so, the planned next steps; and if he will make a statement 
on the matter� [42331/20]

10/12/2020N00600Deputy Catherine Connolly: I am sure the Minister is familiar with the emergency depart-
ment in the hospital in Galway.  At what stage is this project?  When will planning permission 
be submitted?  Prior to the 2016 general election, the former Taoiseach, Enda Kenny, stated that 
the existing department was not fit for purpose.  Deputy Varadkar, who later became Taoiseach, 
stated that it was not fit for purpose.  The current Taoiseach said it was not fit for purpose.  Be-
tween feasibility problems and business case design, I have no idea what stage the plans have 
reached�

10/12/2020N00700(Deputy Stephen Donnelly): I acknowledge the Deputy’s advocacy for this essential 
healthcare infrastructure for the region in question.  I had a very productive meeting with the 
Saolta group some days ago regarding ongoing projects at University Hospital Galway, includ-
ing this one, and a discussion on elective facilities in the region.

I am happy to say this project for a new emergency department at University Hospital Gal-
way, which is part of a larger development incorporating maternity and paediatric services, will 
be included in the capital plan for 2021 along with funding to progress the business case for 
elective hospitals.  The design for the main block, incorporating a full fit-out for the women and 
children’s service, has been finalised and the cost-benefit analysis is to be updated for this de-
velopment.  The design for a temporary emergency department, which is to be constructed, has 
been signed off in the past week.  This is an enabling work to clear the site for the main block 
development�  A procurement process is being progressed as part of this project�  It is expected 
that these works will commence in the first quarter of 2021.  Other site enabling works are 
ongoing in preparation for the main emergency department and women and children’s block 
development, including road and services realignment.  Covid-related winter works for the 
emergency department are currently in progress and expected to be completed in this month or 
January�

10/12/2020N00800Deputy Catherine Connolly: I asked for a response in plain English�  Where is the plan-
ning permission at?  When will the planning application be submitted for the emergency de-
partment in Galway?  In 2017, the then Minister for Health, Deputy Harris, told us that a new 
emergency department for University Hospital Galway was being designed with a view to 
planning for construction being provided as part of the 2017 capital plan review.  This hospital 
serves almost 1 million people from Donegal right down along the west coast.  That is six or 
seven counties.  The entire hospital is not fit for purpose.  I wish I had time to go into that mat-
ter.  There should be a brand new hospital at Merlin Park, not just the elective facility that is 
planned.  After talking to the HSE and after years of delay, when will planning permission for 
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the emergency department be submitted to the city council for approval?

10/12/2020N00900Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I will get a specific answer.  That specific query was not in-
cluded in the question the Deputy submitted, which seeks an update on the totality of the works.  
The latter is what I endeavoured to provide.  I will revert to the Deputy very quickly with the 
timeline relating to her additional specific question on planning permission.

On the new hospital, I had a very constructive meeting with the Saolta group this week.  It 
has a plan that would incorporate a more ambitious project than simply the elective day case 
hospital which is under consideration.  It includes inpatient beds, additional operating theatres 
and so on.  It would be very favourably disposed to that being on the Merlin Park site. We are 
progressing that.  This week, the Department has received a report on all the potential sites for 
this really important development�

The most important information regarding when construction on the emergency department 
will start is that it is being included in the capital plan for next year.  That has not happened 
before.  It is very important work.

10/12/2020N01000Deputy Catherine Connolly: My question was specifically on the Minister’s engagement 
with the HSE regarding the plan to develop a new emergency department.  Given the history of 
this matter, it is quite obvious that planning permission was the main thing.

I have a slightly different opinion.  I believe that a brand new hospital should be built on the 
150 to 180 acres of the Merlin Park Hospital site and that both facilities should be used as sister 
hospitals.  I am no expert, however.  The options appraisal did recommend a brand new hospi-
tal.  The decision was to take a small part of that and to build an elective hospital at Merlin Park.  
I would welcome change on that.  If there is a move to having a brand new hospital at Merlin 
Park to serve a population of over 1 million and rising, I welcome that.  However, I am tired of 
the scripts about feasibility studies, business cases and examining things relating to a hospital 
that is not fit for purpose.  It seems to be driven by certain elements in the medical community 
rather than a proper appraisal of a need for a new hospital which the options appraisal has gone 
some way to do.  If we keep going like this, a new hospital will be built before there is a new 
emergency department.  It makes sense to build a new hospital, not to have parallel buildings 
and a waste of money.

10/12/2020N01100Deputy Stephen Donnelly: In defence of University Hospital Galway, I think it is fit for 
purpose.  The staff there do exceptional work.  I visited the hospital when I was in opposition.

10/12/2020N01200Deputy Catherine Connolly: The staff do exceptional work, it is the building I am con-
cerned about�

10/12/2020N01300Deputy Stephen Donnelly: They do indeed do exceptional work.  The proposition of elec-
tive hospitals is one being deployed in Cork, Galway and Dublin.  It is international best prac-
tice and is going well where it is used.  Tallaght has secured an elective-only site in its area.  The 
idea is to separate scheduled and unscheduled care as that has good outcomes�

I take the point about having a more ambitious plan than just building an elective hospital�  
The Saolta group shares that view and we had a detailed discussion about the matter during the 
week.

To finish on a positive note on emergency departments, when I was in opposition, last year 
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and in the previous year, the Deputy and I had pushed hard on the issue of trolley counts and 
people, particularly older individuals, waiting on trolleys, sometimes for days, including in 
Galway.  It is only the second week of December and still early days, but I am glad to report 
that so far this year while 90% of people are coming to emergency departments and 90% being 
admitted relative to last year because of the good work done on the €600 million winter plan, 
including investment for Galway.  The trolley count is at less than 30% week for week com-
pared with last year.  Many of those on trolleys are for shorter and shorter times and are in more 
appropriate conditions suitable to the Covid environment�

10/12/2020O00025Ceisteanna Eile - Other Questions

10/12/2020O00050Vaccination Programme

10/12/2020O0010082� Deputy Bríd Smith asked the Minister for Health the reason students in the healthcare 
sector who are working in public hospitals and on the front line of services during the Covid-19 
pandemic are being told they must get the flu vaccination shot and must pay the full cost them-
selves; if he will arrange for such students to be reimbursed the costs; and if he will make a 
statement on the matter�  [42324/20]

10/12/2020O00200Deputy Bríd Smith: We have heard a lot about student nurses and the work they are doing 
on the front line at the moment.  I want to ask specifically why they are being asked to pay for 
the flu jab.  It is perfectly understandable that they would receive the flu jab given that they are 
front-line workers and working very hard with patients in Covid wards etc.  Why, particularly 
when they are not being paid for the work they do, are they expected to pay for a simple thing 
like the flu jab?  A number of nurses have come to us about this issue.  I would like a compre-
hensive answer from the Minister.

10/12/2020O00300Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank Deputy Bríd Smith for her question.  When I received 
the question, it alarmed me because it suggested something that should not be happening.  As a 
result, I asked for it be looked into.

The flu vaccine is free for all healthcare workers working in our public and voluntary hos-
pitals and to all healthcare workers delivering front-line services.  It is also available free of 
charge to all students on clinical placement�  Students can access it in local occupational health 
clinics, vaccination clinics staffed by their peers or at their local GP or pharmacy.  My Depart-
ment and the HSE are not aware of a situation where students on clinical placements have been 
charged to receive the vaccine.  If the Deputy is aware of individual cases where this has oc-
curred, I want to tell her categorically that it should not have happened.  If she would like to 
revert to me with any individual cases, I guarantee her that they will be followed up.

This year, given the potential for the winter flu season to coincide with a resurgence of 
Covid infections, and the importance of minimising hospital attendance, the Government ex-
panded the provision of vaccination without charge to all of those in the HSE defined as being 
at-risk groups, including healthcare workers.  The amount of vaccine made available for this 
winter is almost double the amount of vaccine administered last winter.  Healthcare workers 
are at an increased risk of getting flu.  They also have the potential to spread the flu by virtue of 
their contact with patients.  Likewise, they can prevent the spread of flu by getting the vaccine.  
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It is recommended, therefore, that everyone working in a healthcare setting should get the flu 
vaccine.  This includes medical, nursing and allied health students, including those working in 
residential disability services�

10/12/2020O00400Deputy Bríd Smith: I thank the Minister for his answer.  I will provide him with the infor-
mation I have.  Again, we are hearing, in regard to student nurses, that something should not be 
happening.  It should not be happening that they are not getting paid for work they are doing.  It 
should not be happening that they are working instead of studying.  It should not be happening 
that they are not supervised.  It should not be happening that they are working instead of learn-
ing.  However, all of those things are happening.  I totally get that workers who work on the 
front line need to be protected from the flu, but the problem is that they are being asked to pay 
for it.  I will send the Minister the information on that.

Maybe the problem is that they are not defined as workers when they are working.  The 
Minister’s reply referred, at the end, to all students, but it also referred to those working in the 
health sector.  At the very least, we need to recognise that student nurses are actually working 
and we need an assurance that this will not happen in the future.  I ask the Minister to clarify 
that it will not happen.  I will give him the information I have.

10/12/2020O00500Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Deputy.  The two issues are separate.  There is the 
question of vaccinations and the question of students and the allowances they should be paid.  I 
know the Deputy and others are advocating that they become part of the paid workforce.  The 
colleges are strongly opposed to that and are very worried about it.  They believe the compari-
sons with the apprenticeship model could set the profession back decades.  Comparisons have 
been made in this House with Australia, where they run an apprenticeship model and a graduate 
degree model.  The opportunities available to the degree programme graduates are significantly 
better than those available to the apprenticeship graduates�  A lot of the really exciting and 
important developments in the nursing and midwifery professions happening right now are be-
cause they are degree graduate students, including enhanced nurse practitioner specialist roles 
and so forth�

Specific to the issue at hand, it is the clear policy of the HSE that all students get the vac-
cination for free.  I would be very happy to look into cases of individuals who are coming to 
the Deputy.  As Minister for Health, I very much want to know if any of our students, on their 
clinical placements, are being charged.  I will act on it if that is the case.

10/12/2020O00600Deputy Bríd Smith: I appreciate the Minister’s answer but the fact is that it is almost like 
the Government is blinkered to the fact that we are still in a pandemic.  That is ignored and we 
are told that they should be students and they should be training.  In fact, they are students and 
they are working.  It is not that we are demanding that they become part of the workforce.  We 
recognise that they are students but we also recognise that they should be paid for every hour 
they work.  It is work that a normal care worker would do, including emptying bed pans, wash-
ing patients, taking their vitals and sometimes administering liquids and fluids to them.  It is not 
that they are not working.  When one is not being paid for one’s work on the front line, being 
asked to pay for the flu jab is adding insult to injury and it really needs to stop.

The Minister wants me to draw attention to specifics but a lot of things happen in the HSE 
that should not happen.  I know care workers in the HSE who have basically been witch-hunted 
for making any criticism of their employment or their employer�  It really is not acceptable that 
it is like the politburo for workers who work within it.  Some of these nurses are nervous about 
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giving their names for that very reason�  There is a bad culture there and this is only another 
example of it.  The culture we have to stamp out is the exploitation of student nurses.

10/12/2020O00700Deputy Stephen Donnelly: We are talking about a different issue now but I am very happy 
to talk about it.  There are two separate issues.  One is whether students are being asked to do 
inappropriate activities while on their clinical placements.  Various testimonies have been read 
out in the Dáil and various students have given testimony in the media and online�  As Minister 
for Health, I take those allegations deadly seriously.  I have initiated a full review of all of the 
allegations.  I am meeting with all of the directors of nursing on these allegations.  There cannot 
be a situation where these students are being treated as workers.  It is imperative, as part of their 
degree education, that they are full-time students.  In first, second and third year, they spend the 
majority of their time on campus.  The HSE provides clinical placements where they can link 
theory and practice�  I can tell the Deputy that their educators are strongly opposed to the idea 
that they would become part of the paid workforce in the HSE.  In essence, their argument is 
that they want to protect them as students and protect their learning, and if we start paying them 
as workers in a system, they could be treated as such.

As the Deputy will be aware, I am seeking a short review, to be finished by the end of this 
month, in co-operation with the representative bodies, to look at the allowances for student 
nurses.  We want to see if we can increase the allowances during the Covid period to reflect 
what is a very difficult time.  If such a recommendation is made, then I have committed to the 
students and I have committed to their representative organisations, in writing, that those in-
creases in allowances would happen from January.

10/12/2020O00750General Practitioner Services

10/12/2020O0080083� Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan asked the Minister for Health if consideration will be 
given to providing an out-of-hours general practitioner care service urgently on the north side 
of Cork city; and if he will make a statement on the matter.  [41268/20]

10/12/2020O00900157� Deputy Mick Barry asked the Minister for Health the measures he will take to ensure 
the recommencement of SouthDoc general practitioner out-of-hours services to the north side 
of Cork city; and if he will make a statement on the matter.  [42429/20]

10/12/2020O01000Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan: I want to raise the issue of the urgent need for an out-of-hours 
GP service on the north side of Cork city.  The Blackpool SouthDoc service, which had served 
residents on the north side, closed in March.  According to doctors practising locally, people 
have had to walk miles for the one operational service, which is situated in an industrial estate 
off the Kinsale Road roundabout in the south side of the city.  While it is accessible by car, many 
of the people I have spoken to do not drive.  The route is difficult for them to access on public 
transport and the cost of getting a taxi is becoming an issue for them�  As the second biggest city 
in the country, there is an absolute need for a second service.  Will the Minister outline whether 
the HSE has made plans to address this issue or reinstate the service in Blackpool?

10/12/2020O01100Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I propose to take Questions Nos� 83 and 157 together�

I thank the Deputy for his question and acknowledge his ongoing advocacy on this very 
important issue for the region and for his constituency�  GP out-of-hours services for Cork 
and Kerry are provided by SouthDoc.  The latter is a private organisation with more than 20 
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locations across the two counties, including a treatment centre in Blackpool that provides for 
patients on the north side of Cork city�  Further to public health guidance and the curtailment of 
in-person patient consultation, SouthDoc closed a number of treatment centres from 14 March 
last.  This was done in response to Covid-19 in order to protect both patients and staff and to 
limit the spread of the virus.  Other than the Blackpool centre, all centres in Cork city and 
county have since reopened�

Cork Kerry Community Healthcare has written to, and met with, SouthDoc, requesting that 
the reopening of the Blackpool centre be prioritised�  Cork Kerry Community Healthcare has 
also requested a plan for SouthDoc to reinstate services and a timeline for this.  While a timeline 
has not yet been received, the temporary nature of the closure has been confirmed.  SouthDoc 
has assured the HSE that every possible effort has been made and will continue to be made 
to avoid or minimise any impact of the temporary closures on patients�  The Government has 
supported the continuing provision of necessary out-of-hours GP services during the pandemic 
through a grant issued to service providers, including SouthDoc.

10/12/2020P00200Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan: I thank the Minister for his response�  I appreciate the impact 
Covid-19 has had on all services throughout the health system�  It is my understanding that 
SouthDoc services throughout the city and county were closed at the onset of the pandemic to 
curtail the spread of the virus.  However, as the Minister has acknowledged, all centres in Cork 
city and county are open except for the one in Blackpool�

I do not expect the Minister to be overly familiar with the north side of Cork city.  For his 
information I note that there is a purpose-built medical centre, St. Mary’s Health Campus in 
Gurranebraher, which could house a new-out-of-hours clinic.  A service in this area could also 
provide for the people of Tower, Blarney, Grenagh and Whitechurch.  The demand for this ser-
vice is greatest on the north side of Cork city�  One of the main issues here is the need for access 
to healthcare among people without transport.  I would welcome any further elaboration on the 
possibility of using St� Mary’s Health Campus as a facility for SouthDoc in the event that the 
Blackpool centre cannot be opened� 

10/12/2020P00300Deputy Mick Barry: I wish to restate that this is an unacceptable situation for people on 
the north side of the city and beyond who have to travel to the other side of the city for out-of-
hours care.  Someone with a car might be able to deal with the situation.  Someone without a 
car who faces an emergency with a young child must spend €40 on a taxi.  That is completely 
and totally unacceptable�

I note that in reply to Cork Kerry Community Healthcare, SouthDoc has stated that this is 
temporary.  The question is how temporary it is.  Can we have a guarantee that if and when 
facilities are reinstated, this will not be a skeleton service with someone on the phone taking 
notes but no cars going out to visit people in the community?  The people of the north side of 
the city and beyond deserve a comprehensive and fully staffed out-of-hours GP service.  Can 
the Minister guarantee they will get that?

10/12/2020P00400Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank both Deputies for their responses.  As Members will 
know, all of the relevant services were closed during the Covid-19 pandemic.  I have no doubt 
that the fact that the Blackpool centre remains closed is very frustrating for the people of the 
north of the city whom the Deputies represent.  Reopening it is a priority.  The HSE has engaged 
with SouthDoc to ask for the centre to be reopened and to request a timeline.  It is frustrating 
that a timeline has not been provided.  I undertake to follow up with the HSE to get one.
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In response to Deputy Barry’s question around the nature of the services to be resumed, I 
can say that nothing has been brought to my attention to suggest that a smaller or more limited 
service will be opened.  I can revert to the Deputy with a statement to that effect from the HSE.

10/12/2020P00500Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan: I thank the Minister for his response�  The service closed in 
March�  Other out-of-hours services reopened in June but the people of the north side of Cork 
city are still without a service in December.  I urge the Minister and the HSE to make this a 
priority.  Despite commitments to resolve the issue, months have passed and the situation is 
unchanged.  People are becoming increasingly frustrated with the fact that this is the only unit 
that has not reopened�  I stress the urgency of this matter and I hope the Minister can prioritise 
it as soon as possible�

10/12/2020P00600Deputy Mick Barry: The Minister says a timeline has not been provided but he will under-
take to discover one.  If the House does not mind me going into a rabbit hole, I must ask what 
the timeline is for the Minister to tell us the timeline.  We do not want to know about this in 
January.  We want to hear about it in the Dáil.  Can we hear it tomorrow?  If not tomorrow, can 
we have it early next week?  The idea that the timeline will be kept secret from the people of 
the north side of the city until the Dáil reconvenes in January and the Minister has the chance 
to give us a timeline for a timeline is not acceptable�

I heard the Minister say he has heard nothing about the centre eventually reopening with a 
skeleton workforce providing a skeleton service.  I advise him very strongly to put his ear very 
close to the ground on that.  It is a very real danger here.  That would be unacceptable to me and 
more importantly, to the people of the north side of the city and beyond. 

10/12/2020P00700Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Deputy.  He asks a very fair question about time-
lines for timelines.  I can make a commitment to both Deputies that I will have a response from 
the HSE in a matter of days.  That does not mean SouthDoc will have provided the timeline that 
has been requested of it.  I will re-emphasise the importance of this and revert to both Deputies 
on both issues in a matter of days�

10/12/2020P00800Disabilities Assessments

10/12/2020P0090084� Deputy Richard Bruton asked the Minister for Health if he has undertaken a review of 
the system for early assessment and prioritisation of therapies for children with special needs, 
which despite extra resources seems to continue to struggle to provide time supports; his views 
on whether the success on the pilot integrating therapies into the school provided model offers 
an opportunity of a different approach; and if he will make a statement on the matter. [41603/20]

10/12/2020P01000Deputy Richard Bruton: First I wish to congratulate the Minister of State, Deputy Rab-
bitte, on her appointment.  An earlier question noted parents’ frustration with long waiting lists 
for both assessments and therapeutic intervention.  They are waiting for admission to services 
like Beechpark Services.  Frustratingly, the transfer from infant services to schoolgoing ser-
vices creates another blockage.  These are sources of stress, uncertainty and fear of irretrievable 
loss of time.  Can a different model be considered to better deliver for parents?

10/12/2020P01100Deputy Anne Rabbitte: I thank Deputy Bruton for raising this vital question.  As I said in 
my earlier contribution, one of my key priorities is finding a model that actually works.  Let us 
have one list so that when a child reaches early years education or school and needs an assess-
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ment, it is done in a timely way and an intervention can be accessed.  The intervention should 
follow all the way through.  Children should not age into and then age out of the catchment of 
early years intervention without ever accessing a service.  That is what I hope to achieve.  The 
€7.8 million package was intended to form a basis for timely intervention. 

A pilot scheme was set up in community healthcare organisation, CHO, 7 as part of the 
school inclusion model, which envisages the provision of a certain number of therapists.  That 
proved very successful.  The pilot was not completed because of the Covid-19 pandemic but 
funding has been secured by the Department of Education to ensure that therapists are part of 
the education system.  When children are diagnosed and given therapy and a further follow-up 
is needed, services can continue until all therapy has been completed.  No child would end up 
on a list�  

The network disability teams have been reconfigured under the HSE.  Some 91 of these 
teams will be geographically spread throughout the country.  They will be fully populated.  As 
of my most recent information, only seven team lead positions remained to be filled.  A lot of 
reconfiguration is going on to put speech and language therapy, occupational therapy and phys-
iotherapy services in place�

The model is coming together really well.  We now have the opportunity to work through 
the school inclusion model.  The network disability teams and the school and modular teams 
can work together so children can get the intervention they need in the appropriate setting and 
no appointments are missed.  This is all about intervention.  A new model is in place to allow 
for collaboration between education and disability services.

10/12/2020P01300Deputy Richard Bruton: I would like to draw the Minister of State’s attention to some of 
the features of the school-led model�  It is far less reliant on assessment�  The Minister of State 
mentioned the development of an assessment industry and the avoidance of the loss of a lot 
of very valuable time in those assessments.  Parents previously had to spend €500 or €600 on 
private assessments, which serve only as a gateway to further treatment.  Perhaps there should 
be less reliance on assessment and more collective delivery of service, whereby both the re-
source teacher and the SNA within the school could supplement the professional therapies in 
order that, even between intermittent therapeutic interventions, there might be continuity for the 
child and less withdrawal of him or her from the group in the way these needs are handled.  I 
think there are in that model the seeds of a better approach than the one embedded in the HSE�  
I worry that while huge money is being put into attempts to improve the HSE model, it might 
in its structure have elements that are not best practice and some of that money will not deliver 
the opportunities we hope it will.

10/12/2020Q00200Deputy Anne Rabbitte: Deputy Bruton has pulled together in his comments where we 
want to get to.  The child should at all times get the necessary intervention.  We should also 
equip the people who spend eight hours per day in classrooms in developing the skill sets they 
need to support the child in his or her pathway through education.  We need to crack this nut - I 
used that phrase earlier - for the simple reason that there are too many lists and too many people 
responsible for them.  We need a clear pathway.  I see the value in the school inclusion model 
because we have the therapists who are dedicated to supporting the children all the way through 
their education as long as they need that support�  Nobody should need to time out after six 
weeks of speech and language therapy while waiting again and wondering whether he or she 
needs another assessment to continue when he or she is part of the education system.  I do not 
wish to speak on behalf of the education sector but I see completely the value in this.
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I also see the value in the 91 network disability teams, which are geographically spaced and 
which work in collaboration.  If children in schools need further intervention at a more complex 
level, the network disability teams will be able to support them.  It is all about using the re-
sources collaboratively and together, cutting out the assessment and getting to the intervention 
at whatever level the child and the family need it.  The frustration of families at present is that 
they get letters back telling them it could be two years before their child will have his or her 
initial therapy.  Then the child has to get further therapy and is put on another waiting list for 
that.  These children are ageing out of their early years and going to secondary school without 
having got the other intervention they needed in the beginning.  That is where we need to get to.

10/12/2020Q00300Deputy Richard Bruton: The frustration I think people feel is a little like when Secretary 
of State Kissinger asked, “Who do I call if I want to call Europe?”  One does not know who to 
ring.  I think parents have the same experience.  Who do they ring when they want to find out 
from one of these 91 teams where their child stands?  This is a very frustrating element and it 
needs to be sorted out�

I welcome the Minister of State’s commitment to meet the Minister of State, Deputy Madi-
gan, and her work with the Oireachtas committee.  For those of us Deputies who do not have 
the privilege of attending those meetings or being on the Oireachtas committee, could the Min-
ister of State, Deputy Rabbitte, perhaps include at least me in some of this work in order that I 
might get an insight into the way in which the Department sees this developing?  I would like 
to contribute in some way.

10/12/2020Q00400Deputy Anne Rabbitte: Absolutely.  I would welcome more involvement of people with 
experience for the simple reason that I think we all want the one thing: we want the families 
to get their interventions.  We do not want lists upon lists.  I look forward to working with the 
Minister of State, Deputy Madigan, on this.  I believe in the network disability teams, coupled 
with the school inclusion model so we can have just one list so that families know when their 
children have gone on a list.  The reason I need the school inclusion model, and I hope it will 
work, together with the network disability teams, is that schools operate for 38 weeks per year 
and that for the other weeks of the year children need to continue with their therapies in order 
that the network disability teams are able to support them through term time as well.

10/12/2020Q00500Medicinal Products

10/12/2020Q0060085� Deputy David Cullinane asked the Minister for Health if the drug dupilumab for the 
treatment of severe atopic eczema will be approved; and if he will make a statement on the mat-
ter� [42338/20]

10/12/2020Q00700452� Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett asked the Minister for Health when dupilumab for 
persons with eczema will be made available in Ireland; and if he will make a statement on the 
matter� [42807/20]

10/12/2020Q00800Deputy David Cullinane: I am raising with the Minister the issue of dupilumab, which is a 
drug for people with severe eczema.  I know that the drug approval process is an apolitical one, 
and so it should be and I fully support that, but my understanding is that this drug was discussed 
at a meeting on Tuesday of this week within the HSE.  Can the Minister provide an update to 
the House on this drug?
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10/12/2020Q00900Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I propose to take Questions Nos� 85 and 452 together�

The HSE has statutory responsibility for decisions on pricing and reimbursement of medi-
cines under the Health (Pricing and Supply of Medical Goods) Act 2013�

I am informed that the HSE received two applications for the reimbursement of dupilumab 
for the treatment of moderate to severe atopic dermatitis in patients who are candidates for 
systemic therapy: first in November 2017, for treating adult patients, and then in December 
2019, for treating adolescents 12 years and older.  The National Centre for Pharmacoeconom-
ics, NCPE, conducted a full health technology assessment of the application for the adult popu-
lation and in December 2019 recommended that dupilumab be considered for reimbursement 
if cost-effectiveness could be improved relative to existing treatments.  The NCPE conducted a 
rapid review of the application for the adolescent group and in January of this year advised that 
a full health technology assessment was not proposed and that the drug should not be consid-
ered for reimbursement at the submitted price�

Having reviewed the NCPE’s recommendations, the patient group submission and the out-
puts of commercial negotiations, the HSE drugs group recommended that the HSE executive 
management team not support the reimbursement of the drug for either the adult population or 
the adolescent population.  On 21 August the applicant was notified of the proposed decision 
not to support reimbursement�  On 18 September the applicant submitted representations con-
cerning this proposed decision.  Last month the HSE reviewed the applicant’s representations 
and met with representatives from the company.

The HSE has advised that the process is still ongoing and that the matter will be included on 
the agenda for the HSE drugs group’s meeting in January 2021�  The HSE executive manage-
ment team is the decision-making body for the reimbursement of medicines under the Health 
Act 2013 and will, on receipt of the outcome of the drugs group’s deliberations, make the deci-
sion as to whether the drug will be reimbursed.

10/12/2020Q01000Deputy David Cullinane: I hope we will see movement on this issue in January.  The drug 
is a treatment for severe eczema, which causes inflamed, dry and broken skin, which is exhaust-
ing to treat, painful and intensely itchy.  I have met many people who suffer from this unfortu-
nate disease and many healthcare professionals who are campaigning on the issue.  While the 
issue is apolitical, we all get lobbied on these issues from time to time and I am very clear as 
to what our role is.  Equally, however, when I listen to healthcare professionals who say there 
is something profoundly wrong with the drug approval process in this State, and very often we 
find ourselves the last EU state to approve drugs, I believe it is an area we need to review on an 
ongoing basis.  I have asked the Oireachtas health committee to examine this and to work with 
Deputy Donnelly as Minister for Health.  If we can make improvements in this area while still 
keeping in place the apolitical process that is in place, we should consider doing so.

10/12/2020Q01100Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I agree with everything the Deputy has said.  The health com-
mittee of the previous Dáil spent a lot of time considering this.  The good news is that there are 
some amazing, life-changing and lifesaving new drugs out there.  A lot of them are so-called 
high-tech drugs, which are very expensive, and the HSE has been paying a lot more for such 
drugs.  In recent years, for example, the amount spent on the high-tech drugs alone has gone up 
from €400 million to €700 million per year, a very significant increase.  Part of the frustration 
for this calendar year is that there was no allocation in the service plan for new drugs.  That has 
been part of the reason that some of the drugs have been held up.  I say this without prejudice 
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to this particular drug because, as the Deputy says, this is an independent assessment process.  
What I can say is that I have allocated €50 million for 2021 to new drugs.  I agree with the 
Deputy that Ireland in some cases is behind the curve and he and I have been given evidence 
that sometimes we are late to the party in allocating new drugs.  We are all the time trying to 
balance making as many of the new and exciting drugs available as possible for as many people 
in Ireland as possible with the very real cost constraints.  As the Deputy will be aware, negotia-
tions take time and, in fairness to the HSE, at least in several examples I have seen, it does suc-
ceed in securing a lower unit price for the drugs which, given any budget, means we can make 
more and more drugs available�

10/12/2020Q01200Deputy David Cullinane: I thank the Minister for his response.  I recently met with Profes-
sor John Crowne.  We had a good discussion on cancer care and one of the issues he raised with 
me was, again, these high-tech drugs to which the Minister referred in the field of cancer.  He 
was very supportive of and enthusiastic and excited about a lot of these new drugs.  However, 
he pointed out that many of them are not available to patients in this State because, as he and 
many others who work in this area have observed, the unfortunate slowness of the drug ap-
proval process�  

I wish to also raise the issue of the drug, Patisiran, which is a life-saving treatment for he-
reditary ATTR amyloidosis.  As the Minister will be aware, that is a disease that is peculiar to 
people on this island�  The drug is available in the North but it is not available to patients in the 
South, which is problematic.

My point is that we can all celebrate these drugs when they come on stream.  Significant 
advances are being made all the time.  However, if patients cannot access the drugs in a timely 
manner, then we have a difficulty.  I genuinely believe it is an area in which we can make im-
provements.  I certainly wish to work constructively with the Minister, as does the Joint Com-
mittee on Health, to make advances in this area.

10/12/2020R00200Deputy Stephen Donnelly: There have been several conversations and representations 
about Patisiran, the second drug the Deputy referenced, and I will revert to him and colleagues 
with an update on it.

Any opportunity we can find to accelerate access to these new and exciting drugs should 
be taken.  I had a conversation with medical oncologists just this week on access to new can-
cer drugs.  On the €50 million that has been allocated for new drugs, although there is no set 
amount yet and the budget does not get sliced up per care pathway, it would be quite reasonable 
to think that €15 million or up to one third of that €50 million will end up being allocated to-
wards some of the really exciting new drugs.  I asked the medical oncologists whether there is 
an opportunity for us to save money within the existing amount.  We should remember that we 
spend €2 billion per year on drugs.  Their clear view was that there is an opportunity to make 
savings in biosimilars and prescribing practices.  What I would love to do is to protect the drugs 
budget, add the €50 million to it, and find ways of reducing costs within that €2 billion and 
reinvesting the saved money back into further drugs�  That certainly seemed to be something 
the medical oncologists wished to discuss further.  I will be delighted to continue the discussion 
with the Deputy and the joint committee on the issue.
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10/12/2020R00250Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services

10/12/2020R0030086� Deputy Michael Moynihan asked the Minister for Health the number of persons on 
the child and adolescent mental health services, CAMHS, waiting list in community healthcare 
organisation, CHO, 4; and if he will make a statement on the matter. [42302/20]

10/12/2020R00400Deputy Michael Moynihan: How many people are on CAMHS waiting lists in CHO 4?  I 
ask the Minister of State to make a statement on the matter�

10/12/2020R00500Deputy Mary Butler: I thank the Deputy for his very important question.  The develop-
ment of all aspects of mental health services nationally, including those for children and young 
people, remains a priority for me and the Government.  This is reflected in the current pro-
gramme for Government and in the significant additional funding allocated to mental health 
in budget 2021.  As the Deputy will know, an additional €50 million was secured, which will 
bring the overall budget to €1.076 billion.  Of that €50 million, €23 million has been allocated 
to commence the implementation of many of the short-term recommendations of Sharing the 
Vision, including the expansion of CAMHS hubs.  It is expected that 148 additional staff will 
be recruited in 2021 by the HSE, of whom 29 will be in CAMHS.

As the Deputy will be aware, CAMHS admissions are prioritised by clinical need.  CHO 
4 continues to take a proactive approach, with a focus on reducing CAMHS waiting times to 
improve access to a safe and effective service.  In the past eight months, even with Covid, 
much progress has been made.  The waiting list in the CHO 4 area, which covers counties Cork 
and Kerry, was 352 in October 2020, a reduction from 573 in October 2019.  Of those, 78 had 
been waiting to access CAMHS services for longer than 12 months, a reduction of 49% since 
January 2020.  In October 2020, 93% of all accepted referrals were offered a first appointment 
within 12 weeks and, of those referrals, 96% were seen within 12 weeks.  I will address the is-
sue further in subsequent replies. 

10/12/2020R00600Deputy Michael Moynihan: It is vitally important that we get this sorted out and that we 
keep challenging the system in respect of CAMHS.  All Members, as public representatives, 
meet families in distress and know challenges that exist and the difficulties accessing services.  
There is a growing acceptance that there is a mental health crisis on the back of Covid.  In terms 
of the figures being provided to the Department by the HSE, does the Minister of State see a 
significant challenge, particularly in respect of CAMHS in CHO 4 and the rest of the country?  
Are there still vacancies within CHO 4 for psychiatrists and other trained staff to help to allevi-
ate the crisis that exists in communities?

10/12/2020R00700Deputy Mary Butler: The Deputy has raised a valid point.  Since I came into this role, I 
have had several discussions with the Minister, Deputy Donnelly, regarding CAMHS waiting 
lists.  There are currently more than 2,230 children waiting for such services.  However, in the 
past seven months or eight months, CHO 4 has taken a proactive approach.  Part of the waiting 
list, especially on the Kerry side, was associated with a key consultant vacancy.  The CHO put 
in place a Saturday clinic facilitated by local CAMHS consultant cover to target the waiting 
list.  Having spoken to the chief officer of CHO 4, which covers counties Cork and Kerry, in 
the past week, I can confirm it has secured a second consultant psychiatrist in CAMHS in Kerry 
on a temporary basis.  The CAMHS teams in Cork and Kerry are both now fully populated in 
terms of psychiatrists and they are working at full tilt.  We are working with them to reduce the 
waiting list as a matter of priority.  From what I can see, CHO 4 has always been problematic in 
terms of it always having quite a high number on the CAMHS waiting list.  I am adamant that 
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I will have that waiting list reduced.

10/12/2020R00800Deputy Michael Moynihan: I admire the Minister of State for her determination and I 
thank her for her work to date.  Is there a shortage of psychologists in CHO 4?  Is there a chal-
lenge in recruiting psychologists there?  On the issue of primary care, what is her view on how it 
is being rolled out to alleviate some of the stress within communities and address the enormous 
challenges coming down the line?

10/12/2020R00900Deputy Mary Butler: There are many challenges in primary care for under 18s.  The wait-
ing list is at all-time high of 10,500.  It is an issue I have inherited.  I met the Minister on this 
issue recently and I have met the HSE primary care team�  The team and the section of the De-
partment that deals with mental health are aware that more than 5,000 under-18s are currently 
on that waiting list for more than 12 months and we are looking at a targeted intervention to 
reduce the waiting list next year.  A process is being put in place to see where we can get the 
capacity to so do�  The Deputy is correct that there are psychologist vacancies�  We are looking 
at a targeted approach.  I will visit Cork in January or February, Covid permitting, to meet the 
teams there.  Significant good work has been done, but we have to do more.

10/12/2020R00950Covid-19 Pandemic

10/12/2020R0100087� Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív asked the Minister for Health the number of persons involved 
in testing and tracing as part of the Covid-19 response who transferred to that work from else-
where in the health service; the work from which they were transferred; and if he will make a 
statement on the matter� [41113/20]

10/12/2020R01100Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: I am inquiring about the number of persons involved in testing 
and tracing as part of the Covid-19 response who were transferred to this work from other sec-
tions of the HSE.  People who previously provided therapies and so on have been transferred to 
testing and tracing.  I ask the Minister to explain why it was not possible to leave those workers 
in their positions and hire other people to do this necessary testing and tracing work.

10/12/2020R01200Deputy Stephen Donnelly: Since the beginning of the pandemic, we have pursued a robust 
testing and contact tracing strategy.  The HSE has worked intensively to put in place a compre-
hensive, reliable and responsive testing and tracing operation in a very short timeframe.  The 
redeployment of existing staff from other areas of the HSE, including front-line services as the 
Deputy pointed out, was an essential part of this response.  Since the height of the pandemic 
there has been a significant return of staff to non-Covid front-line roles.  This has been facili-
tated by an ongoing recruitment process through which the HSE has recruited 675 new contact 
tracers and 565 swabbers to date.  Recruitment in these areas will continue until the targets of 
dedicated staff of 800 in contact tracing and 1,000 in swabbing are met.  This will allow the 
remaining redeployed staff to return to their original roles.

I have been informed that there are 411 staff currently redeployed to swabbing operations, 
made up of both healthcare workers and non-patient-facing administrative and management 
staff.  Of the staff currently redeployed to contact tracing, none is from patient-focused roles.  
Areas such as complex contact tracing will continue to require some level of redeployed com-
munity staff.  Where these staff remain in Covid-19 services, it is intended that their substantive 
posts will be back-filled.  While we remain cognisant of the potential for future demands associ-
ated with surges in Covid-19 transmission, the aim is to return redeployed staff to their substan-
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tive posts as soon as possible and to ensure that posts are back-filled when this is not possible.  
I have asked the HSE to expedite this process.  At the end of September, I also announced plans 
to double the workforce in our public health departments by hiring more public health doctors, 
public health nurses, scientists and support staff.  That hiring process has commenced.

10/12/2020S00200Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: Can the Minister say how many redeployed people, and par-
ticularly non-administrative staff, are engaged in testing, not in complex tracing?  How many 
are involved in the routine tracing that was being done, for example, by Army personnel and 
so forth and, therefore, can be done by competent people who are not necessarily required to 
have a medical background?  I understand the people who carry out the test do not need that 
background either.  It appears the HSE has a total inability to recruit speedily.  It is difficult to 
understand how it took so long to replace necessary HSE staff with people recruited for this 
purpose.  Can the Minister explain how long it takes the HSE to make an appointment from the 
day it receives an application for a job?  What are the processes that take such a long time for 
such a clearly defined purpose?

10/12/2020S00300Deputy Stephen Donnelly: To answer the Deputy’s direct question on the number of peo-
ple in contact tracing, there are now no therapists or front-line community therapists working in 
contact tracing.  They have all been redeployed.  There is a current workforce of 736 in swab-
bing.  Of those, 411 are redeployed staff.  That combines both the therapists we are discussing 
and those with non-patient-facing roles.  From memory, and I am open to correction, I received 
a report ten to 14 days ago that the number of therapy grades in swabbing was at 279, but I will 
revert to the Deputy with the most up-to-date figure on that.

I have engaged repeatedly with the HSE.  We should remember that the HSE, to its credit, 
has created from a standing start one of the most comprehensive testing and tracing regimes 
anywhere in the western world.  That required pulling in therapists.  I agree with the Deputy, 
and the HSE is cognisant of getting the therapists back to their front-line roles as quickly as 
possible�

10/12/2020S00400Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: The Minister said that over 200 therapists are involved in swab-
bing.  That means 500 of the staff are not therapists.  It also means that if there had been quicker 
recruitment, and there is a massive number of well-qualified and competent people who are 
unemployed because of Covid-19, the therapists could have been allowed back into their jobs.  
Can the Minister give an estimate of the increase in the waiting lists for many types of therapy 
that has occurred due to the fact that there has been a long, non-crisis redeployment?  I can un-
derstand that during the first lockdown, the HSE had to do something fast.  However, I do not 
understand why, at the end of the year, we still have over 200 therapists involved in swabbing.  
I would be interested to get some idea as to why it was not possible to employ non-therapy 
people.  Can the Minister give an indication of the effect this has had on various waiting lists in 
the community healthcare organisations around the country?

10/12/2020S00500Deputy Stephen Donnelly: It would be easy for us to say that Covid should be a fully 
stand-alone service line within the HSE and that we should be able to run one of the most com-
prehensive testing and tracing systems in the world independent of the existing HSE workforce, 
but that would not be a realistic request to the HSE.  The HSE has pointed out repeatedly that 
while it is redeploying and is back-filling posts as fast as it can, it is a difficult recruiting envi-
ronment generally.  It has also said that the swabbing centres and swabbing service are a serious 
clinical activity.  It has people there who are managing teams.  These are experienced clinicians 
and it is simply not possible to remove all that clinical and therapy experience and all the expe-
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rience of people who have been involved from the start and have a stand-alone service.  There 
has to be continuity and senior clinical supervision, and the HSE is maintaining that.  However, 
it has committed to redeploying as fast as possible but also as fast as is appropriate to maintain 
the safety and quality standards in swabbing.

I fully agree with the Deputy that there is a cost to these therapists not being in their front-
line roles.  We have testimony from people across Ireland, particularly children, who have not 
been able to get the access they normally would get because of this.  Unfortunately, one of the 
things we must deal with in the HSE and the healthcare system during the Covid pandemic is 
the same system, essentially, having to fulfil both roles.  We must fight Covid-19, and Ireland 
is doing very well by international standards in that fight, and we must run the full healthcare 
system at the same time and try to alleviate issues such as the trolley crisis, which we experi-
enced in previous years�

10/12/2020S00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: There are only three minutes remaining for the next ques-
tion�

10/12/2020S00650Nursing Education

10/12/2020S0080088� Deputy Gino Kenny asked the Minister for Health if it will be ensured that all student 
nurses receive payment for the work they have put in across the health service during the Co-
vid-19 pandemic; and if he will make a statement on the matter. [42363/20]

10/12/2020S00900Deputy Gino Kenny: I will listen to the Minister’s reply before I contribute, to expedite 
matters�

10/12/2020S01000Deputy Stephen Donnelly: As I mentioned to Deputy Cullinane earlier, I recognise the 
importance of student nurses and midwives completing their essential clinical placements in a 
safe environment.  During the first surge of Covid-19 it was not possible to facilitate student 
placements from April onwards.  This was due to redeployment of staff, including senior nurses 
who would ordinarily be supervising the students.  There was a particularly high rate of absen-
teeism and the HSE’s directors of nursing said they could not ensure clinical placements were 
protected.  There were fears hospitals could be overrun.  At the time, there were up to 900 Covid 
patients in hospitals.  Thankfully, the situation has improved.  As of Sunday, 6 December, there 
were 232 Covid patients in hospital.

In April, students were offered healthcare assistant, HCA, contracts to work and contribute 
to the national effort.  Approximately 1,350 of the 3,200 first to third year students took up 
HCA roles and contributed to the national effort.  All fourth year students were also paid at the 
HCA pay rate.  Given that working as a healthcare assistant does not provide student nurses and 
midwives with the structured educational outcomes that are part of a graduate programme, it 
was important to have the students revert to their educational placements as quickly as possible.  
The HSE’s directors of nursing have said that all student placements have now fully resumed.  It 
is imperative that educational placements are protected for education�  Payment at the HCA rate 
was made during the first Covid wave solely because the student nurses were working as HCAs.

We do not want the student nurses and midwives working as healthcare assistants, but to be 
full-time students on educational placements.  The colleges, which have primary responsibility 
for these students, have not contacted me or the Department of Education to seek payment for 
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them as healthcare assistants.  In fact, I understand that the colleges, which are fully responsible 
for the students’ education, are firmly of the view that these placements are clinical education 
placements and must be protected as such�

An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I thank the Minister�

10/12/2020T00200Deputy Stephen Donnelly: They do not want their students to be paid as healthcare as-
sistants�

10/12/2020T00300Deputy Gino Kenny: There has been a lot of commentary about and criticism of the Gov-
ernment regarding the treatment of student nurses, even prior to Covid-19.  If anything can 

emerge from this situation, particularly in terms of the review, it is how student 
nurses and nurses are treated�  They are extremely dedicated to their vocation�  The 
last nine months have been unbelievably challenging, not only for the student nurses 

and their families but the people that they care for.  I hope the review will identify a number of 
issues.  I was a healthcare assistant for a long time prior to being elected so I understand about 
student nurses being on placement and that it is an educational environment, but it is also an 
environment where the healthcare assistants do a significant amount of work and they should be 
compensated and remunerated for that�  The retention of nurses is so important in this environ-
ment.  When nurses graduate, they want to stay in this country.  They are so proud of their job, 
but they will not stay here if they are constantly exploited and not respected.

10/12/2020T00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I thank the Deputy�  We are out of time�

10/12/2020T00500Deputy Gino Kenny: I plead with the Minister that following the review student nurses 
would be properly paid for the work they do.

10/12/2020T00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are way over time.  The Minister should make just a 
brief comment.  I am sorry but we are moving to Leaders’ Questions.  The Minister is welcome 
to make a brief comment�

10/12/2020T00700Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I will need 60 seconds to respond, but if I do not have that, it 
is okay�

10/12/2020T00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We do not have 60 seconds�  We are moving on to Leaders’ 
Questions�  I thank the Minister�  Leaders’ Questions take precedence�  I am sorry about that�

Written Answers are published on the Oireachtas website.

10/12/2020T00900Ceisteanna ó Cheannairí - Leaders’ Questions

10/12/2020T01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Before we start, I ask all leaders to adhere to the time limits 
in order that I do not have to keep interrupting them�  I thank them in advance�

10/12/2020T01100Deputy Pearse Doherty: In recent days the Taoiseach has sought to pit nurses against 
nurses by claiming that student nurses are being exploited by other nurses on hospital wards.  
That statement is simply not true�  The reality is that student nurses are plugging the gaps in a 
health system that is under severe pressure.  Student nurses do amazing work.  The Tánaiste has 
worked in hospitals and I am sure he has seen that at first hand.

The Irish Nurses and Midwives Organisation, INMO, is crystal clear on the issue.  It notes 

12 o’clock
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that it is no use pitting nurses against nurses, whether they are in training or not.  Phil Ní 
Sheaghdha, the INMO general secretary, recently stated:

Our students are being taken for granted. They are facing huge workloads and risking 
Covid infection. And while they are doing indispensable work, they are getting no financial 
recognition for their efforts.

She went on to state:

Extra work, serious risk, and other sources of income being cut: student nurses and mid-
wives are getting a raw deal. It is beyond time to respect their contribution and pay them. 
The message is simple: stop exploiting student nurses and midwives.

The Tánaiste can see that the INMO is very clear on this issue.  It is not nurses who are ex-
ploiting nurses, they are being exploited by the system.

The Taoiseach also said that he wanted examples of student nurses performing specific du-
ties.  Let me recount one of the many examples that we in Sinn Féin have received from student 
nurses in recent days.  One nurse, Marie, contacted us to say:

As a first-year nurse, I would work all morning getting patients washed, showered and 
dressed alone, as there was often no healthcare assistants.  Then I had to record vital signs 
for a whole ward, which was usually up to 30 patients.

In second year I remember one specific time, after a patient of ours sadly passed away, 
we had to get the patient ready for the family to see them.  I washed the patient with the 
nurse, cleaned his face, dressed him in a new gown and lay him out comfortably so he 
looked peaceful and ready for his family.  That was my first time of many doing that.  I car-
ried on with the rest of my day, caring for other patients.  I drove home that night in silence. 

Marie goes on to say:

I remember in third year dealing with a patient who had a major haemorrhage on the 
general medical ward, that was waiting for a bed to open in ICU.  The patient went into car-
diac arrest�  I ran for the crash cart�  I alerted the nurse’s station to call the cardiac team and 
I did chest compressions to try and keep the patient alive.  The patient, unfortunately, died.  
I drove home in silence that night and couldn’t talk to my mother�

Is any of that not real work?  That is what student nurses are asking.  In particular, they are 
asking that of the Taoiseach following the comments he made.

The Taoiseach indicated that a review is under way.  I had a look back at the replies given by 
the Minister for Health to questions on this issue.  In October, he responded to a parliamentary 
question by stating that the review would be concluded in the coming days.  It is now the middle 
of December�  Why has it taken so long for this issue to be addressed?  It is one that must be 
addressed�

If any additional payments are to be made to student nurses and midwives, will they be 
backdated to the beginning of the new academic year?  Could the Tánaiste respond to the stu-
dent nurses who may be watching, to other nurses on the wards and to the people who genuinely 
believe that this exploitation of student nurses must come to an end?  Will the Government 
reverse its decision and ensure that they are properly remunerated?
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10/12/2020T01200The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy very much for raising this important issue�  From my 
time working in the public health service and as Minister for Health, I am very aware of the 
contribution student nurses and midwives make to the health service.  I am also aware of the 
limitations regarding what a student can do and provide in the health service, whether it is a 
therapy student, a nursing student, a medical student or any other student.

There has been a lot of debate on this issue in the past week or so but there have not been 
as many facts as there ought to have been, so let me set out five facts of which we ought to be 
aware.  The motion in the Dáil last week was party politics.  It was non-binding.  It was unfund-
ed.  If it had passed, it would not have been worth a single euro to a single student nurse.  It was 
designed to make the Government look bad, the Opposition look good and do nothing at all for 
student nurses.  Public pay is not voted on in the Dáil, ever.  Public pay is negotiated between 
the Government and trade unions and negotiations are now under way on the next pay deal.

Student nurses are paid for their fourth year, for 32 weeks, and they are counted as part of 
the staff.  In the first wave of the pandemic, the then Minister for Health, Deputy Harris, and 
I, as Taoiseach, took a decision to take on student nurses in the early years of their course as 
healthcare assistants.  We did so because we thought the hospitals might be overwhelmed on 
foot of the surge we were anticipating.  Thankfully, that surge never happened, but it was still 
the right decision to take them on as healthcare assistants.  That was only ever supposed to be on 
a temporary basis and we said so at the time.  We have provided the pandemic unemployment 
payment to student nurses who worked as healthcare assistants in nursing homes and who had 
to give up those jobs because we asked them not to be in two clinical settings.  The pandemic 
unemployment payment is being paid�

Student nurses who are in years 1, 2 and 3, like all other students on degree courses, are not 
paid.  They spend a lot of time in lectures, laboratories and libraries and on supervised work 
experience or placements.  When one pursues a degree course, it is not the norm to be paid for 
that.  This is a degree course now; it is not an apprenticeship or a cadetship.  That is a very dif-
ferent and older model.  We decided we wanted to move away from that model 20 years ago 
after the Commission on Nursing reported.  However, I do think that student nurses should be 
paid where they are acting up, filling in for staff nurses or doing the work of staff nurses because 
wards or clinical areas are understaffed.  That does happen in education, for example, where 
students are doing the higher diploma in education, HDip.  Student teachers do not get paid 
for their work experience, but they are sometimes paid when they supervise or take over for a 
teacher who is absent.  In those circumstances, it is right that student nurses should be paid for 
the work they do.  That includes those in first, second and third year.

This is an issue on which the Government is engaging and we want to continue to engage 
on it.  We will speak to the INMO and SIPTU’s health division about this.  As Deputy Doherty 
stated, a review of allowances is under way.  As is always the case, matters of public pay will 
be negotiated between the Government, on the one hand, and the unions, on the other.  That is 
how it is done.  That is how we all want it to be done.  It is the best way to do it.  It is not based 
on a motion in the Dáil�  That is just pure politics�

10/12/2020T01300Deputy Pearse Doherty: It is politics that have left student nurses unpaid�  The Tánaiste’s 
coalition party in government put out a statement on its Facebook page suggesting that student 
nurses are not involved in real work.  It was very hurtful.  Many student nurses have contacted 
Deputies across the Chamber, particularly those in opposition, to outline the real work that they 
do in hospital wards.  Other staff nurses have also contacted us, along with doctors and con-
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sultants, as I raised with the Tánaiste last week, and they acknowledge that if it was not for the 
student nurses, the system would simply collapse because it is under severe pressure.

Last week, a motion was brought forward by Teachtaí Dála, messengers of the people, and 
they carried a clear message to this Parliament that the public wants to make sure that our stu-
dent nurses, who have stepped into the breach in the middle of a pandemic and put themselves 
and their families at risk, should be rewarded, and should not be expected to staff our wards 
during this pandemic and be paid nothing for it.  That is what was contained in the motion put 
forward by Teachtaí Dála.  The Government proposed an amendment that gave no commitment 
to paying student nurses for the work they have done.

This is a political issue because the Government has decided to turn its face against it�  The 
Government is now coming under sustained pressure.  We will not give up until student nurses 
are properly remunerated for the work they have done.  The Government should hear the calls 
loud and clear from the public right across the State that they fully back the student nurses in 
this demand�

10/12/2020U00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Deputy has gone over his time�

10/12/2020U00300The Tánaiste: The Deputy’s response is again emotion over the facts, which is the typical 
conduct of populists, and it in many ways proved the veracity of my response.  I set down five 
facts and the Deputy questioned none of them.  The way he spoke almost implied that he was 
talking about a Sinn Féin motion but it was not.  It came from People Before Profit and Sinn 
Féin had little or no role in it but it is trying to take over the issue for political gain�

As I mentioned, the vote last week was on a non-binding and unfunded motion.  Had it 
passed, it would not have been worth a euro to a single student nurse.  Public pay is negotiated 
between the Government and unions.  That is the way it is done and that is the way it should be 
done.  Student nurses are paid for their fourth year.  We paid student nurses in their first, sec-
ond and third years during the pandemic as healthcare assistants because we thought hospitals 
might be overwhelmed.  Thankfully, they were not and they are not now.  We pay the pandemic 
unemployment payment to student nurses who were asked to give up jobs in nursing homes.

It is not the norm for people doing a degree course to be paid for their years as students�  It 
is the case for apprentices and cadets but not for people doing a degree course�

10/12/2020U00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you�

10/12/2020U00500The Tánaiste: As I stated, where student nurses are filling in for staff nurses, doing the 
work of a staff nurse or acting up and filling in, I strongly believe they should be paid for that 
work-----

10/12/2020U00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are over the time allowed.

10/12/2020U00700The Tánaiste: -----just as student teachers are paid for substitution duties�  We are happy to 
engage in a grown-up, fact-based and mature way with the unions, as we always have, to come 
to a resolution on this�

10/12/2020U00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I can keep interrupting or I can ask the Tánaiste to keep to 
the time allowed.

10/12/2020U00900The Tánaiste: My apologies�
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10/12/2020U01000Deputy Róisín Shortall: The fantastic breakthrough with Covid-19 vaccines has given 
terrific hope to people the world over.  In this country, everybody is anxiously awaiting tomor-
row’s Government announcement on the proposed roll-out of the vaccine.  Last Tuesday, the 
Minister for Health released the first report on the proposed priority groupings for the vaccine.  
I note the list is referred to as a provisional list so I hope it means there is potential to make 
changes to the list.  I want to make a case for that now.  This relates to people with underlying 
health conditions.  We know from analysis done on cases in terms of mortality, admission to 
hospital and admission to intensive care units that having one or more underlying health condi-
tion is a very significant factor.  For that reason, it was quite surprising and disappointing that 
on the list of 14 cohorts of people, people with underlying conditions in their late 60s are fifth 
and adults with health conditions under 65 are seventh.  It is very hard to understand why those 
cohorts are so far down the list.  The Tánaiste should explain that to us and I hope the Govern-
ment can revisit the list�

I am particularly concerned about the final cohort, which is the 14th grouping, and these are 
due to get the vaccine last.  These are people under 18.  I want to make the case for the very 
many people under 18 in this country who have serious underlying health conditions.  I take 
the point that the vaccines have not been tested on children under 12 but I am talking about 
teenagers, or those aged between 12 and 18.  A significant number of teenagers in this country 
have serious underlying health conditions.  I spoke to the mother of one of them this morning, a 
17-year-old girl who is a transplant recipient.  Her mother explained what an awful year she has 
had since last March, when she had to cocoon, and how her life has been so drastically affected.  
Just yesterday the House discussed the mental health effects on young people in particular but 
this is especially pertinent in the case of young people with serious health conditions, as the 
impact is multiplied several times over.  In this girl’s case, her 19-year-old sister had to move 
out of the home because of the high risk involved�  The girl is being homeschooled and this is 
having a major impact on her mental well-being.

It was a terrible blow to people in such circumstances to hear that they are last on the list of 
people to get the vaccine�  I earnestly appeal to the Tánaiste and Minister for Health to please 
consider those categories of people who have had such a difficult time and bring them up the 
list to ensure they are early recipients of the vaccine�

10/12/2020U01100The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy for raising this important matter�  She made a valid case 
that must be listened to�  The task force report on the deployment and administration of the vac-
cine is expected to be completed tomorrow and it will go to the Cabinet on Tuesday.

Last Tuesday, the Cabinet approved the prioritisation of the vaccine, including which groups 
will receive it first and last.  That was based on advice from the National Public Health Emer-
gency Team, NPHET, and the national immunisation advisory committee.  It is based on medi-
cal and scientific advice and we did not make any modifications to it.  We accepted it as it was 
presented to us, starting with the highest-risk group, which we all accept comprises people aged 
over 65 in nursing homes, before moving to healthcare workers in direct contact with patients.  
We all know the reasons for that.  It then moves to other groups.

This is not set in stone and can evolve as new information emerges and we learn more about 
the virus and vaccines.  As more vaccines are approved, the list may need to be modified.  We 
expect one vaccine from Pfizer BioNTech to be approved within weeks but, within months, six 
could be approved and they will not be the same.  They will have different characteristics and 
profiles, and we may need to modify the advice in respect of that.
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There are two reasons the last group comprises people under 18 and pregnant women.  The 
number of people under 18 or pregnant women who have become very sick or died as a result 
of this virus is very low and such people are in the safest group in that sense.  There is also the 
obvious reason that not many children or pregnant women have been involved in the clinical 
trials.  People engage in clinical trials voluntarily and not many people would offer a well child 
or themselves if they are pregnant unless there was a particular reason to participate.  It is not 
that we think it is unsafe at all for children or pregnant women; it is just that it is not often that 
children and pregnant women are involved in trials for a new vaccine or medicine.

The Deputy’s case that older teenagers with an underlying medical disease may be a high-
risk group is valid and should be considered.  I will certainly take it up with the Chief Medical 
Officer, CMO, the next time I see him, which will probably be next week.

10/12/2020U01200Deputy Róisín Shortall: I thank the Tánaiste and I appreciate that positive response.  It was 
suggested there would be an announcement by the Cabinet tomorrow but I note the Tánaiste’s 
indication that it will be next Tuesday.  I hope this allows time for the Cabinet to reconsider the 
matter�

I am not making the case for everybody under 18 to be brought up the priority list at all but 
I refer to a particular category of people under 18 - teenagers - in this very difficult position.  I 
very much appreciate that the Tánaiste will discuss this with NPHET and reconsider the matter 
because it has been desperately hard.  It is hard for young people with an underlying health con-
dition�  The past year has been appalling and it has had a major impact on them�  I ask that the 
Government also considers raising up the list the other group of people with underlying health 
conditions who are under 65.

10/12/2020V00100The Tánaiste: On the vaccine task force report, we expect to receive it tomorrow but it has 
not been decided yet whether it will be published tomorrow.  The Taoiseach is in Brussels on 
other business and it is unlikely that we will be able to convene a Cabinet meeting.  We believe 
the report should be seen and approved by Cabinet so it may be Tuesday before it is published�  
However, that has not been decided yet.  The report does not deal with prioritisation, which is 
a separate matter that has been decided based on the advice of scientists and doctors�  As I said 
earlier, it is not set in stone and it can evolve.  The case Deputy Shortall makes for people who 
have chronic diseases and who are at risk, even those in their teenage years, needs to be consid-
ered.  I will certainly raise that with the CMO next week.

10/12/2020V00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: I wish to raise the disgraceful and diabolical decision to close 
St. Brigid’s District Hospital in Carrick-on-Suir that was made on a whim yesterday morning.  
On 27 April, I raised this with the Tánaiste.  I raised it in the House again on 1 July, 11 August 
and in September, October and November.  At 7.20 p.m. on Sunday last, I got an email from 
Ms Barbara Murphy indicating that the HSE was considering reopening the hospital subject to 
the building being okay.  That was the first time there was any question mark about the build-
ing.  What kind of deceitful untruths - I would use a stronger term if I was allowed - were given 
to us?  Councillor Kieran Bourke, a hard-working councillor who has worked on behalf of the 
town for years, as well as members of his family before him, came to Dublin and met the Min-
ister for Health, Deputy Donnelly, who promised him that the hospital would be reopened.  I 
had commitments from the previous Minister for Health, Deputy Harris, and from the current 
Minister that it would be reopened.

A hard-working local committee has been seeking to make sure that the hospital is re-
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opened.  The local community in Carrick-on-Suir, as well as the people of south Kilkenny, east 
Waterford and south Tipperary have raised funds to provide three hospice beds in the hospital�  
All of the staff in the hospital were exceptional, including the caterers, nurses and members of 
the palliative care team.  There are only two other hospice beds in south Tipperary.  These are 
located  at a wonderful facility in Clogheen, 30 miles from Carrick-on-Suir.  Where are people 
supposed to go?  Is it a case of to hell or to Connaught?

It is outrageous that the HSE and the Department of Health could treat people like this�  
They are having a meeting this evening with local Deputies to tell us about it.  We have replies 
in writing from them but we cannot believe a word they tell us.  What a shameful way to be-
have.  They closed the hospital under the auspices of Covid-19 initially, saying that they needed 
it and we accepted that.  I do not think any patient went there for Covid step-down care but a 
huge number of patients have been denied step-down and recovery time because the hospital 
is closed to them.  I know of patients who could not get access to the hospital and they died at 
home, supported by the hospice in Tipperary, which is excellent.  This is shocking.

The hospital has been in Carrick-on-Suir since 1835 or 1840 and has served generations�  
Many townspeople were born in the hospital.  The HSE and the Department should not treat 
people like this.  There is a new primary care centre in front of the hospital which cost €10 mil-
lion.  Less than 50% of that centre is occupied but the HSE is telling us that it wants St. Brigid’s 
hospital for community care�  This is deceit and a blackguarding of the people of Carrick-on-
Suir and surrounding districts.  It will not be accepted by me, by the people on the hard-working 
committee to which I refer, namely, Ms Catherine Foley and Mr. Eddie Reade, or by Councillor 
Kieran Bourke, who met the Minister.  What kind of politics or democratic system do we have 
when a Minister can tell a councillor, in writing and to his face, that a hospital will reopen and 
then he learns, summarily, that it is to close?  Who is in charge of the HSE?  It has too much 
power and has done so much damage.  It was not fit to handle the Covid crisis and is not fit to 
handle anything�  We lost Tipperary Community Hospital in 1987�  We lost St� Michael’s mental 
health beds under the so-called A Vision for Change but got nothing in return�  We are lucky to 
have saved Clogheen and thanks are due to former councillor Mr� Con Donovan for that�

When we had health boards, we had accountability.  Shockingly, there is no accountability 
in the HSE or the Department of Health regarding the money that has been spent on St� Brigid’s�  
There is a new lift in the hospital.  The Minister of State, Deputy Butler, told me yesterday that 
there are no showers upstairs. but there are.  The HSE and the Department are using HIQA now.  
They wheel out the vehicle of HIQA, which is not fit for purpose either, when they want to do 
damage, destroy a community and destroy a wonderful facility that is badly needed and that was 
fought for by the people.  This will have far-reaching repercussions.  We want the hospital kept 
open�  This decision must be reversed immediately�

10/12/2020V00300The Tánaiste (Deputy Leo Varadkar): I spoke to the Minister of State, Deputy Butler, 
and the Minister, Deputy Donnelly, about this earlier today and am happy to set out the current 
position to the House.  St. Brigid’s hospital is a short-stay unit with 16 beds, including three pal-
liative, two respite and 11 convalescent beds.  The HSE-operated activity at the hospital and the 
design and layout of the building are largely reflective of a small hospital from the time period 
in which it was built, namely, 1837.  In March, admissions were suspended and the hospital 
was designated as a Covid-19 step-down facility.  Arrangements were put in place for patients 
requiring convalescent, emergency respite and palliative care to be accommodated elsewhere 
in the HSE’s services in south Tipperary�
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With regard to St. Brigid’s hospital and its infrastructure, having considered the current in-
fection control advice, it is with regret that the decision has been made to discontinue short-stay 
services at St. Brigid’s in Carrick-on-Suir.  Unfortunately, I am advised by the HSE that it is 
no longer feasible nor sustainable to continue to operate St� Brigid’s as a district hospital given 
the layout of the premises, the narrow hallways, inadequate space, the facilities available in the 
two five-bed wards and the risk of cross-infection.  It is now proposed to use the premises as 
a base for the newly-created community healthcare network, CHN, in south Tipperary, along 
with serving as a base for members of a chronic disease management team, with a particular 
focus on diabetes�  It is ideally located adjacent to the primary care centre and co-location of 
these buildings will enable integrated and multidisciplinary working.  The repurposing of St. 
Brigid’s will provide the HSE with the opportunity to develop community healthcare services 
in south Tipperary for the better, with a particular focus on the management of chronic diseases 
like diabetes�

10/12/2020V00400Deputy Mattie McGrath: That is a typical reply.  It is waffle from the HSE.  Why were we 
not told that in the email that I received last Sunday evening?  The wonderful staff that were 
there have been deployed elsewhere because of Covid.  They put their shoulders to the wheel 
in the belief that they would be sent back to St. Brigid’s.  The building might be old but it is in 
pristine condition, with a new wing added for the hospice some years ago.  This building will 
still be standing when many of the prefabs and quick-build units the HSE is putting up are rot-
ten and decaying.  We want the people of Carrick-on-Suir to be able to use it.  They are a proud 
people but they have gotten nothing but kicks from this Government�  There are no factories 
and no support but they are not accepting this.  I spoke to Ms Catherine Foley this morning who 
will be pushing a bed to Dublin next week, all the way from Carrick-on-Suir.  She is one of the 
activists in the town and is a non-political person.  Councillor Kieran Bourke will be fighting, 
might and main, as will I because this is wrong.  Why did the Tánaiste stand up and read out 
balderdash from the HSE?  He is supposed to be in charge, along with the Taoiseach.  This is 
being hived off and HIQA is being blamed.  HIQA is not fit for purpose.  It gets wheeled out 
when the Government wants to do something disastrous.  The dishonesty and deceit that has 
been perpetrated on public representatives and the people is shameful and that is why politics 
is the way it is in this country.  All the Government wants is big jobs and powerful positions 
and to hell with the little people but the little people will rise up in the spirit of C.J. Kickham of 
Tipperary and will not accept this from the so-called coalition.

10/12/2020V00500The Tánaiste (Deputy Leo Varadkar): If there is one thing nobody would mistake Deputy 
Mattie McGrath for, it is a little person; he can be sure of that.  We all recognise his stature.

On the questions raised, I am advised by the Minister and the Minister of State that there 
are currently no residents or patients in the hospital.  They are all being catered for elsewhere in 
higher-quality, more modern accommodation.  The staff have been redeployed and there have 
been no job losses.  Following some minor works, seven whole-time equivalent staff members 
will initially be based at St. Brigid’s, including a CHN network manager, an assistant director of 
public health nursing, a clinical nurse specialist in diabetes, a senior dietician, a staff dietician 
and two administrative staff.  A podiatrist will also be providing in-reach services at St. Brigid’s 
hospital�  While it is regrettable that it is no longer feasible or sustainable to continue to operate 
St. Brigid’s as a district hospital in the way it operated in the past, as part of the modernisation 
of our healthcare service, this building will be repurposed to provide chronic disease manage-
ment and better diabetes care for many more people than are currently receiving it in south 
Tipperary and the south east more generally.  Overall, this will represent an improvement in 
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healthcare services in the area�

10/12/2020V00600Deputy Joan Collins: I am sure the Tánaiste is aware that today is International Human 
Rights Day and in that respect, I draw his attention to the survey by the Vienna-based European 
Union Fundamental Rights Agency, FRA, on conditions for Traveller, Roma and Sinti com-
munities across six EU countries.  On Monday, the results of this survey were published.  They 
point to a truly awful situation, with 31% of Irish Traveller households and 28% of Traveller 
children living in acute poverty�  The rate of poverty here is the highest across the six nations 
surveyed.  One in ten Travellers are in households where at least one person went to bed hungry 
in the past year.  A full 65% experienced discrimination, again one of the highest levels in the 
six countries studied.  The survey found that 70% of Travellers aged between 18 and 24 were 
not in further education and just 17% of women and 13% of men were in employment, mainly 
in part-time or precarious jobs.  This is an indictment of a society with what can only be called 
racist attitudes towards Travellers and Roma.  It is an indictment of a State that has failed 7% 
of its population and of the political parties that have dominated government and local authori-
ties since the foundation of the State�  The treatment of Irish Travellers can be compared to the 
scandalous and inhumane treatment of women and children incarcerated in mother and baby 
homes and industrial schools.  At the very least, they are entitled to an apology from Fianna Fáil 
and Fine Gael and a clear and precise condemnation of those politicians who, if not fostering it, 
are accommodating anti-Traveller bias�

This is particularly the case in the appalling record of local authorities in providing Travel-
ler accommodation.  On Monday morning, in response to this survey, Mr. Michael Collins of 
Pavee Point said that €69 million of funding for Traveller accommodation has not been drawn 
down since 2000.  At least 45% of the funding for this year has not been drawn down by local 
authorities.  While the Travelling community make up 7% of our population, some 15% of that 
community are homeless�  The facts speak for themselves�  Local authorities are not prepared to 
stand up to anti-Traveller sentiment�  The issue needs to be taken out of their hands�  We need a 
central government agency to take on this key question and to deliver.  I will support this issue 
in the Joint Committee on Key Issues affecting the Traveller Community.

I repeat my call for the Tánaiste to give an apology to the Travelling community for the fact 
that this is still happening three years after 1 March 2017, when Traveller ethnicity was recog-
nised.  I also call for serious action to tackle the multitude of issues the survey has identified.

10/12/2020W00200The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy for raising this issue on a very appropriate day�  I have not 
seen the survey.  I will take a look at it.  I have no doubt that its contents are correct.  It certainly 
rings true for me, given my experience, and I am sure it rings true for many in this House.  There 
can be no doubt that Irish Travellers have, for generations, faced a huge degree of disadvantage 
and discrimination solely by reason and virtue of their birth.  They have suffered discrimination 
in employment and in housing.  This is reflected in higher levels of poverty and lower levels of 
educational attainment�

I do not think it is fair to say that no action has been taken or that Government has done noth-
ing in recent years�  I am proud to have been a member of the Government that took the decision 
to recognise Traveller identity and ethnicity three years ago.  That was not done by a party of 
the left or a different government but the Government led by my party, Fine Gael, alongside 
the Labour Party.  We have also announced some changes in the way in which Traveller hous-
ing funds are to work.  These were announced by the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, only 
the other day in acknowledgement of the fact that local authorities perform very poorly indeed 
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in providing Traveller accommodation�  The Minister has indicated that the system is going to 
change.  Instead of money not being drawn down every year, as it often is not, a new system is 
to be put in place which will make sure that more Traveller-specific accommodation is provided 
in the years ahead�

A lot is also being done to ensure a greater focus on Traveller and Roma health and on pro-
viding educational opportunities for people from the Travelling community�  While the numbers 
may be small, it is good to see more and more Travellers finishing secondary school, making it 
to third level and availing of those educational opportunities�

10/12/2020W00300Deputy Joan Collins: Professor Michael O’Flaherty, director of the Vienna-based Euro-
pean Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, described the issue of housing for the community 
as very worrying.  Some 73% of Travellers surveyed said that they had experienced housing 
discrimination.  Professor O’Flaherty has said that “EU-wide Roma and Travellers are experi-
encing a perfect storm of fundamental rights deprivation and challenge” and that the findings of 
the survey pointed to a “profound underachievement of strategies”.  In some ways, the Tánaiste 
has made my case.  There have been reports, submissions and recommendations with regard 
to the Travelling community but very little has been implemented.  He is right that some areas, 
such as public health units for Travellers, have improved a bit, but not to the level they should 
have.  The fact that this report indicates that Ireland is probably the worst in all areas is a damn-
ing indictment of the State and its attitude towards the Travelling and Roma communities for 
decades�

The Tánaiste has not given an apology.  I expected one.  I will continue to pursue such an 
apology from both Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael now and in the Joint Committee on Key Issues 
affecting the Traveller Community.  The fish rots from the head.  Unless we get leadership from 
the top, we will not get change at the bottom.  That has to change.

10/12/2020W00400The Tánaiste: I believe we have seen that leadership, namely, the decision made by the last 
Government, led by Fine Gael, to recognise Traveller ethnicity and identity, greater investment 
in public health, which the Deputy has acknowledged, more educational opportunities and the 
decision made by this Government, first to appoint a member of the Travelling community to 
the Seanad, which we all welcome, and the decision to change the system in respect of the al-
location of housing moneys because local authorities have not been delivering the goods with 
regard to this issue�  I absolutely appreciate that much more needs to be done and that the prog-
ress made in recent years has been inadequate.  There are many different reasons for this.  It is 
a bit simplistic and populist to just blame it on the Government�  The discrimination Travellers 
face in our society is deeply ingrained and there are a lot of reasons for it.  It is wrong, however, 
and it is the duty of Government to respond to it�

10/12/2020W00500Ceisteanna ar Reachtaíocht a Gealladh - Questions on Promised Legislation

10/12/2020W00600Deputy Pearse Doherty: Ardóidh mé ceist an Bhreatimeachta leis an Tánaiste agus muid 
ag díriú isteach ag an deireadh seachtaine agus an t-am ag éirí gairid�  Dúirt an Tánaiste féin go 
gcreideann sé go déanfaidh Boris Johnson an géilleadh atá riachtanach leis an socrú a aontú�  
An gcreideann an Tánaiste é sin fós?  With regard to Brexit, the Taoiseach is today attending the 
European summit.  We are at a very crucial time.  The news with regard to the Irish protocol in 
the last 48 hours is very welcome.  We should not have been forced into that position but it is 
good that the issue has been resolved.  The outstanding issues with regard to the future trade ar-
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rangements are still to be resolved�  The Tánaiste said yesterday that he believed Boris Johnson 
would make the necessary concessions.  Does he still hold that view?  Can he give us any more 
insight as to where he thinks things stand in advance of the Sunday deadline?

10/12/2020W00700The Tánaiste: I am glad that an agreement to implement the Irish protocol was reached 
this week.  It is the coming to fruition and the outcome of the agreement we made with the then 
Prime Minister, Theresa May, three years ago.  I said at the time that it was bulletproof, and it 
turned out to be bullet proof.  Some people doubted that at the time but it has now proven to 
be so.  All that was promised, including that there would be no hard border between North and 
South and that the common travel area between Ireland and Britain would be maintained, has 
been done and is being honoured by the UK, the EU and Ireland.

I do not have any read-out on the dinner last night.  I was not there and those who were have 
kept what transpired close to themselves.  It is impossible for me to comment on it but I can 
say that they did at least agree that it was worth continuing the talks.  The talks will continue at 
least until Sunday.  As is always the case in negotiations such as this, a bit of compromise from 
both sides is required.  Final decisions can only be made by the principals, in this case Prime 
Minister Johnson and President von der Leyen.  I hope we will see a positive outcome.

10/12/2020W00800Deputy Alan Kelly: I again raise the issue of St� Brigid’s District Hospital in Carrick-On-
Suir.  I take great interest in health issues but, in my time in politics, I have rarely seen an issue 
on which people have been misled so much.  The Minister, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, gave a 
commitment to Deputy Cahill that it would reopen in July.  A number of commitments were 
given to all public representatives.  I also have correspondence from July.  Up until recently, we 
understood from our conversations with the HSE that it was to reopen.  This is a very sensitive 
matter in that county for palliative care and respite.  The idea that we will just purchase beds in 
other areas is not on.  It is also not on that the HSE, the Minister, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, and 
the Minister of State, Deputy Butler, would treat public representatives in a way whereby until 
literally hours or days ago we were being totally misled.  I ask the Tánaiste to look into this.  
How all of a sudden is this facility being closed despite assurances being given to members of 
the Tánaiste’s own party and Government that it would reopen?

10/12/2020X00100The Tánaiste: As I mentioned, the Minister, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, and the Minister of 
State, Deputy Butler, spoke to the Deputy about that this morning.  I am advised that it cannot 
reopen as a district hospital because the infrastructure is too old and inadequate in the modern 
age, particularly now that the issue of infection control will be so important.  However, it will 
be reopened as a community healthcare facility, improving services in the area, particularly for 
those with chronic diseases like diabetes.

10/12/2020X00200Deputy Holly Cairns: Many works need to be done by Irish Water.  Despite it being a 
semi-State body, the State seems to abdicate all responsibility to Irish Water.  I recently asked 
Irish Water who is responsible and it informed me that at the end of the day, the State is.  Some 
urgent issues have gone unaddressed for years�  Shannonvale has a green space that used to be 
the heart of the village but now it is unsafe and unusable because of a treatment plant that floods 
the area consistently.  In Belgooly, malodours from the waste water treatment plant are so bad, 
people have to keep their windows closed.  Many people want to move from there, but the value 
of their homes has decreased as a result�

The Glengarriff road in Bantry, the gateway to the Wild Atlantic Way and the main road 
into the tourism town of the year, is so bad it is damaging cars but road works cannot go ahead 
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until Irish Water completes its works first.  None of these projects are on its capital investment 
programme, meaning they simply will not be done.  At what point will the State intervene?

10/12/2020X00300The Tánaiste: While I am familiar with all those places, I am not familiar with any of the 
particular Irish Water projects in them.  I will certainly inform the Minister, Deputy Darragh 
O’Brien, that the Deputy raised them in the Chamber today.  I will see if he can provide a writ-
ten response as soon as possible�

Next year Irish Water will get a significant increase in its capital budget, giving it more re-
sources to invest�  That does not mean that every project that needs to be done can be done next 
year or the following year, but it means that more of them can be done.

10/12/2020X00400Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: Last week the Government voted down the motion where 
we called on it to acknowledge that hundreds of student nurses and midwives were working and 
are being exploited and to pay them.  The Tánaiste should not try to obfuscate.  In doing that, 
the Government betrayed the programme for Government commitment, specifically to return 
the support of healthcare workers who protected us all.  The Government then made the deci-
sion to take away the healthcare assistant rate that it had been forced to give them in the early 
period of the pandemic�

The Government persists in compounding this dishonesty with claims, such as the one today 
that most student nurses across Europe do not get paid.  I will give the example of Germany so 
that we can get some facts on the record.  In Germany for the degree course, first year students 
get paid €750 to €800 a month, second year students get €800 to €900 a month and third year 
students get €930 to €1,030 a month with no fees.  Why can we not do what they do in Germany 
for student nurses and midwives?  Why does the Government not stop the spin to deflect away 
from what it did last week?

10/12/2020X00500The Tánaiste: That is totally misleading�  I said nothing in my earlier contributions about 
other European countries.  I do not know where he is getting that from.

10/12/2020X00600Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: The Minister, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, did.

10/12/2020X00700The Tánaiste: As the Deputy knows well, the motion he tabled last week was not funded 
and was non-binding.  Had it passed, it would not have been worth a single euro to a single 
student nurse.  The Deputy has spun it in such a way that it created a false impression.

10/12/2020X00800Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: The Government does not respect the democracy of this 
House�

10/12/2020X00900The Tánaiste: He has to shout me down because he cannot hear the truth.

10/12/2020X01000Deputy Verona Murphy: The programme for Government mentions fisheries and the pro-
tection of fisheries 12 times between page 7 and page 106.  It pledges to:

Ensure protection of the interests of the Irish Fishing industry by insisting that a Fish-
eries Agreement with the UK is concluded as an integral part of an overall EU Free Trade 
Agreement with the UK ...

Seek EU Commission contingency supports and market-disturbance funding for the 
fisheries sector to mitigate against the impact of ... Brexit.
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Our fishing industry in Killybegs, Howth, Castletownbere, Dunmore, Kilmore and Duncan-
non are all waiting with bated breath for news on a deal.  In coastal areas fishing is not just an 
industry; it is an entire community whose very survival depends on them fishing.  They deserve 
to know their fate.  I ask the Tánaiste to give an update.

10/12/2020X01100The Tánaiste: I very much agree with the Deputy’s sentiments.  We will do all we can to 
protect our fishing industry and our fishing communities around the country.  As Deputies are 
aware, negotiations are still under way between the European Union and the United Kingdom.  
Among the issues still being discussed is the issue of fishing rights from 1 January onwards.  We 
are in a difficult position.  The United Kingdom has left the European Union and in doing so it 
takes its waters with it.  Up to now, we have been catching about 35% of our fish in UK waters 
and that may not be open to us in future�  We are doing our best in the circumstances to retain 
access to as much of those waters as possible.

10/12/2020X01200Deputy Mattie McGrath: Students in third level and their families need to pay for accom-
modation along with enormous fees .  The Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science has given no instruction to the colleges to return�  I ask the Government 
to consider some kind of support package for struggling families and students who have paid 
enormous accommodation costs as well as college fees.  They are now being asked to pay for 
the next semester from January onwards.  It is very unfair.  Mol an óige agus tiocfaidh sí.  We 
need to look after our young people�  Other Deputies mentioned student nurses�  This is shock-
ing�  They had a traumatic enough time in the past year and they face further uncertainty next 
year.  Their families need to get some come-back on this funding.  The private providers will 
not help out either.  They are just taking the money.  Students are at home, sometimes struggling 
to study from home, and not living in the rented accommodation.  It is certainly very unfair.

10/12/2020X01300The Tánaiste: I know the Minister, Deputy Harris, is working on this issue.  He has pro-
vided an increase in the Student Universal Support Ireland, SUSI, grant and a partial rebate 
of some student fees.  Different situations arise in different circumstances.  In some cases, the 
accommodation is owned by the college and in other cases it owned by a company and people 
have entered into contracts.  I know it is an issue the Minister is working on.

10/12/2020X01400Deputy Michael McNamara: In the months since the Government came into office, com-
plaints against telecommunications providers - in particular Eir but also Vodafone and others 
- have rocketed.  The programme for Government commits to giving ComReg additional pow-
ers.  Yesterday the chairman of ComReg called for those powers, in particular powers to levy 
administrative sanctions and fines.  When will the Government introduce legislation to give 
effect to that?

10/12/2020X01500The Tánaiste: The Deputy is right about the major issue with poor customer service from 
telecommunications companies, which has been highlighted by all Deputies.  The Minister, 
Deputy Eamon Ryan, and I met the CEO of Eir to discuss this matter a few weeks ago.  Com-
Reg and the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission need more powers to levy 
administrative fines.  I will be preparing that legislation with the Minister of State, Deputy Troy, 
and will bring it to Cabinet before Christmas.  We will ask the House to have it enacted by the 
end of February�

10/12/2020X01600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Nine Deputies are offering and with their co-operation, we 
will get to them all.
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10/12/2020X01700Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: The move back to level 3 restrictions has been 
welcome for many businesses and I encourage the public to shop local as we approach Christ-
mas�  I have received several phone calls about the lack of guidance over stage schools in level 
3.  Some gymnastics clubs and drama classes state that they can open, but it looks like they 
are using the previous level 3 guidelines.  The new guidelines state clearly that no organised 
indoor gathering should take place and that for outdoor sports, it is individual training only.  
This means, for example, no dance classes, ballet, gymnastics, basketball, racquetball, squash, 
Zumba or drama.  Gyms, leisure centres and swimming pools can open for individual use only.  
This does not include other leisure facilities�

This is very frustrating for schools that have essentially remained closed since March�  It is 
frustrating when their teachers are being asked to go to school to teach dancing, which is abso-
lutely wrong when the same children cannot attend their weekly dance and drama classes.  I ask 
for clear guidance on this because there has been considerable confusion about level 3�  Even 
though we are glad to have the shops open, it is important.

10/12/2020X01800Deputy Emer Higgins: Last week in response to my Topical Issue matter on dancing, the 
Minister confirmed that the Arts Council would publish new guidelines this week.  Today the 
Arts Council has advised community centres, which require the guidelines for insurance rea-
sons to allow one-to-one dance practice to continue, that they will not have those guidelines for 
a number of weeks.  The Arts Council has cited approval from the Taoiseach’s office as a reason 
for the delay.  It is imperative that we get this confusion cleared up and have the Arts Council 
guidelines published in the next week.  Until then, the Minister has confirmed that the Sport Ire-
land guidelines are applicable, but it would be helpful if we could get the guidelines published.

10/12/2020Y00200The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputies for raising this issue.  As I understand it, individual 
and one-to-one training is allowed indoors, but not groups or classes.  I will, however, get that 
double-checked with the Department of the Taoiseach and confirm it with the Deputies as soon 
as possible�

10/12/2020Y00300Deputy Niamh Smyth: I want to ask about the Oriel Residential Care Home in Carrick-
macross in County Monaghan.  It is a beautiful, state-of-the-art building which is lying empty, 
with no staff and therefore no service users.  The facility cost €1.5 million, and is a seven-bed-
room residential care centre for people with physical and sensory disabilities.  I understand the 
HSE has given a figure of €1.1 million regarding the annual running costs for the group home.  
Will the Tánaiste give us clarity concerning moneys being ring-fenced for the running of this 
centre?  The gates are closed, but service users badly need the facility and we want to see it open 
sooner rather than later�

10/12/2020Y00400The Tánaiste: I share Deputy Smyth’s sentiments.  We all want this facility open as soon as 
possible.  I am afraid I do not have information on this matter today, but I will let the Minister 
know the issue was raised by the Deputy and ask that she receive a written reply as soon as 
possible�

10/12/2020Y00500Deputy Michael Collins: Last night, the ‘Belfast or Blind’ bus no. 63 arrived back in Cork 
and Kerry.  It was the second of two buses in three days which were full of people relieved 
to have had eyesight-saving surgery in Belfast under the cross-border directive, where those 
people in the Republic on a waiting list for operations, such as for a cataract, can have the pro-
cedure done in the North and then be reimbursed.  In recent months, in respect of the thousands 
of people in pain and going blind, I have tried to get clarity regarding if and what type of a 
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scheme will be in place in the months to come, but to no avail.

On 25 November, the Minister of State, Deputy Feighan, told us that the Minister for Health, 
Deputy Stephen Donnelly, has tasked departmental officials “with examining the feasibility of 
implementing” a cross-border-type arrangement.  The Minister of State went on to say “That 
work, which is detailed and complex” was under way, and the Minister for Health sent me a 
letter to the same effect the other day.

In The Southern Star, my local newspaper, this morning the Fine Gael Senator Tim Lom-
bard, stated my call for clarity on the scheme and its continuation was grossly irresponsible and 
that I was scaremongering, that Fine Gael had secured a deal last year and that he had no doubt 
that deal meant things would continue as before for everyone seeking surgery abroad.  The 
Taoiseach, the Minister for Health and the Minister of State, Deputy Feighan, were unable to 
announce any new cross-border deal in the last two weeks.  Can the Tánaiste explain the new 
cross-border scheme to which Senator Lombard has referred? 

10/12/2020Y00600The Tánaiste: I cannot give as clear a reply as I would like because some of these issues 
are still being worked out.  I can say that the cross-border directive ceases to apply to Northern 
Ireland and Great Britain when those areas leave the European Union on 1 January.  It will con-
tinue to apply for people travelling to other parts of the European Union, but we are trying to 
put alternative arrangements in place to maintain the status quo when it comes to cross-border 
healthcare.  Existing arrangements which see people, for example, in Donegal using Altnagel-
vin Hospital for cancer or cardiology services and people from Northern Ireland using Dublin 
hospitals for cardiothoracic surgery, will all remain in place.

We will provide a scheme for residents of Northern Ireland which will be the same as the 
European Health Insurance Card, EHIC, scheme.  People living in Britain will no longer be 
eligible for EHIC, which is the new version of the old E111 form, but residents of Northern 
Ireland will still have it and we will fund that from the Irish Exchequer.  It seems that under the 
common travel area, CTA, arrangements that Irish citizens in Northern Ireland and Britain, and 
vice versa, will continue to be able to avail of each other’s health services, but that might not 
apply to people resident in one jurisdiction travelling to a private hospital in the other jurisdic-
tion.  I think that is the question which the Deputy is asking and that has not been worked out 
yet I am afraid�

10/12/2020Y00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We will move on.  I ask for the co-operation of all Deputies, 
as we are almost there.  I call Deputy Tully.

10/12/2020Y00800Deputy Pauline Tully: A number of towns and cities, or parts thereof, have been designated 
as smokeless zones.  This seemed to be working well initially.  However, there has been a recent 
significant deterioration in air quality, as evidenced by the Environmental Protection Agency, 
EPA, monitoring stations.  Those stations confirmed that there was widespread pollution be-
tween 16 and 30 November from the burning of non-smokeless fuels or smoky coal.  One coal 
merchant told me that he is doing everything right.  He is paying his taxes, including his carbon 
taxes and VAT, he is only selling the correct fuel in the right area, certified by the EPA, and he 
is employing several people.  He is in danger of losing everything, however, because people are 
selling coal, which is not certified by the EPA, cheaper than he can buy it.  That coal is being 
sold door-to-door at night from vans.  I asked the local authority about enforcement, but I have 
been told it has not been given any additional resources to deal with this issue, and it is not able 
to do so.  More needs to be done, therefore, if we are serious about climate change and climate 



Dáil Éireann

488

action and about protecting businesses which are struggling to survive.

10/12/2020Y00900The Tánaiste: There has been a deterioration in air quality recently.  Some of that is down 
to meteorological conditions, but obviously the backdrop is pollution from cars, which has 
probably gone down because fewer people are travelling in their cars, and the increased burning 
of smoky solid fuels now that more people are at home.  The difficulty is that this is not just be-
cause of smoky coal.  A large and growing part of it is down to people burning other solid fuels, 
such as wood, turf and peat briquettes.  In respect of their impact on air quality, those fuels are 
just as bad and arguably worse, but we have decided not to ban the sale or burning of wood, turf 
or peat briquettes for reasons which the Deputy will understand.  It would be dishonest to claim 
to people that a nationwide ban on smoky coal, or enforcement of that, would solve the problem 
of people burning the other solid fuels which are just as bad.

10/12/2020Y01000Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: It has been stated here before many times that student nurses are 
doing essential work and should be paid.  I welcome the statement from the Minister for Health, 
when answering a question from Deputy Cullinane, that the review of student nurse allowances 
will finish this month.  I asked the Taoiseach this question, but whether he misunderstood me 
or I was unclear, I will try to be more straightforward now.  The review is welcome and needs 
to happen.  Could we also look at whether it might be possible for this allowance money to be 
paid up front?  Many nursing and midwifery students in third year in the Dundalk Institute of 
Technology, DKiT, have raised this issue with me and asked if this might be possible.

10/12/2020Y01100The Tánaiste: We can certainly look at that.  As the Deputy knows, however, the review 
is under way and I do not know what the outcome will be.  The issue raised by the Deputy can 
certainly be examined�

10/12/2020Y01200Deputy Darren O’Rourke: I raise my concerns regarding the ongoing review of the coun-
ty development plan for County Meath.  Significant decisions are being made today concern-
ing rural, one-off planning.  Our colleagues on the county council have concerns regarding 
the nature of the deliberations during Covid-19�  The national development plan is also being 
reviewed and in terms of the hierarchy of documents, significant decisions are being made on 
rural, one-off planning which will devastate rural communities.  The Tánaiste and his Govern-
ment should seek to suspend the ongoing review of the County Meath development plan until 
the national development plan has been reviewed because the implications of the current pro-
posals for rural communities would simply be devastating.

10/12/2020Y01300The Tánaiste: This is a matter for the Minister of State, Deputy Peter Burke.  I am not 
across the details, but I will let him know this issue was raised and ask him to contact Deputy 
O’Rourke�

10/12/2020Y01400Deputy Paul Donnelly: I raise the issue of school buildings and the impact on school plac-
ings, particularly regarding Pelletstown Educate Together National School and the Edmund 
Rice College on Mill Road.  Both of those are in the process of getting new school buildings, 
but are worried about delays, those which have already happened and any that might happen 
in the future�  The impact of these delays on the numbers of pupils these schools can accept for 
2021 will be significant.  I spoke to the vice principal of Pelletstown Educate Together National 
School recently and one concern is that the school will not be able to accept junior infants be-
cause there is no space for the two Portakabins required.  We know a builder will be approved 
soon, but meanwhile there needs to be a guarantee for both those schools that there will be new 
buildings on site for 2021�
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10/12/2020Y01500The Tánaiste: I met with the Minister for Education, Deputy Foley, last night on this issue 
of school places in the Dublin 15 area, with particular emphasis on Edmund Rice College and 
Pelletstown Educate Together National School.

Those projects need to go ahead.  Work needs to start on the new schools on the new perma-
nent sites.  The Minister, Deputy Foley, has agreed to come back to me on the matter as soon 

as she can.  We are all on the same side.  We all want to get those schools under 
construction and we all acknowledge it is overdue.  If the schools are to be asked to 
take students in next year, they will need a guarantee that the new buildings will be 

available.  We are working to make sure we can do that.

10/12/2020Z00200Deputy Louise O’Reilly: I want to raise the issue of Aer Lingus workers, many of whom 
are in the Tánaiste’s constituency, as well as mine, so I am sure they have been in touch with 
him.  Once again, they are having difficulties accessing their basic social welfare entitlements.  
This time, the UP38 forms are being filled in incorrectly.  An email I received from one of the 
workers states:

If these forms were filled out right by Aer Lingus staff could have money owed to them 
in their bank accounts within 24 hours.  Staff are desperate as they were counting on this 
money for Christmas�

I ask the Tánaiste to engage with the Minister for Social Protection, Deputy Humphreys, 
to issue an instruction that these forms be processed even if Aer Lingus refuses to fill them out 
correctly.  Failing that, I ask that he engage with the Minister for Transport, Deputy Ryan, who 
can instruct Aer Lingus to fill out these forms correctly.  It is unfair.  These people are not look-
ing for anything they are not entitled to.  They have been on lay-off for a long time.  Christmas 
is coming and they desperately need this money�

10/12/2020Z00300The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy for the question.  I am aware of this problem.  Some of 
my constituents have been in touch with me about it too.  I will engage with the Minister for 
Social Protection on it.  It needs to be sorted out before Christmas.  I agree with the Deputy in 
that regard.  I do not understand why this is still a problem.  Other employers do not seem to 
have such a difficulty filling in these forms correctly.  I do not want to finger Aer Lingus unfairly 
without knowing all the facts but it does seem strange that this is a recurring problem with this 
particular company for months now.

10/12/2020Z00400Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: Given the importance of the housing issue, what is the status 
of the proposed affordable housing amendment legislation and what impact is it expected to 
have on the housing issue?

10/12/2020Z00500The Tánaiste: I am advised the legislation will be in for the next term, dealing with both 
cost-rental and the shared equity scheme so that more people can qualify for affordable housing.

10/12/2020Z00600Deputy Joan Collins: I want to raise the issue of equine welfare, particularly in urban ar-
eas on public lands and in public parks�  I am sure the Tánaiste has heard of My Lovely Horse 
Rescue, which does great work in the area of animal welfare.  It has noted an increase in recent 
times in the number of animals and horses being left in parks and public spaces and on State 
land.  Last weekend, it filmed a video throughout the South Dublin County Council, Fingal 
County Council and Dublin City Council areas.  There were 100 horses loose in Dunsink and 
others were tethered with no access to water.  There is legislation in place but it is not being im-
plemented as it should be�  I ask the Tánaiste to raise at Cabinet the need for the establishment 

1 o’clock
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of a multi-agency to enforce that legislation�  Many animals are not microchipped or licenced�  I 
propose that the Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, Sena-
tor Hackett, who has responsibility for public land, would take up this matter.

10/12/2020Z00700The Tánaiste: I listened to “Newstalk” this morning and I heard the representative of My 
Lovely Horse Rescue setting out the animal welfare issues relating to horses, which was quite 
shocking.  I was struck by the remark that it is possible to buy a horse in Ireland for as little as 
€10, which is extraordinary.  I know some horses are well looked after but a lot are not and that 
is not right.  In this country we have a particular attachment to horses and we hate to see them 
maltreated.  The law is in place but, as the Deputy stated, it is not adequately being enforced.  I 
will raise the issue with my colleagues, the Minister of State, Senator Hackett, and the Minister 
for Justice, Deputy McEntee, to see what we can do better.

10/12/2020Z00800Deputy Christopher O’Sullivan: There is great cause for positivity at the moment�  We are 
on the verge of rolling out a vaccine.  Hopefully, in the not too distant future we can get back to 
some semblance of normality.  That is to be celebrated, but one group remains very concerned, 
namely, those who suffer from cystic fibrosis, CF, which is a chronic lung condition.  As we 
know, Covid-19 attacks the lungs in particular.  My question relates to the priority list and 
groups�  It must have been an incredibly tough task to prioritise particular groups above others�  
I would like the Minister for Health and the Tánaiste to examine the priority groups to see if 
those suffering from cystic fibrosis can be bumped up the list.  Currently, persons aged between 
18 and 64 suffering from CF are seventh on the list.  How fast can we expect the vaccine to 
be rolled out to those seventh on the list?  If there is any delay, can those suffering from cystic 
fibrosis, of whom there are not a huge number across the country, be prioritised?

10/12/2020Z00900The Tánaiste: The Deputy will be aware that there are 15 levels in the prioritisation sched-
ule agreed by Cabinet last Tuesday.  The schedule is based entirely on medical and scientific 
advice and Government did not alter it in any way.  We are very much guided by the doctors and 
scientists regarding vaccination, starting with those at most risk, which is those aged over 65 in 
nursing homes, moving on to healthcare workers and then others based on age, disease status 
and risk profile.  As we said at the time, nothing is set in stone.  I hear the case that the Deputy 
makes in regard to people under 65 with respiratory illnesses such as CF, who are definitely 
high risk.  When I speak to the CMO next week it is one of the issues I will raise with him.  We 
need to be flexible and to potentially change the schedule as science and knowledge develops.

Sitting suspended at 1.07 p.m. and resumed at 1.27 p.m.

10/12/2020BB00100Gnó na Dála - Business of Dáil

10/12/2020BB00200Minister of State at the Department of the Taoiseach (Deputy Jack Chambers): It is 
proposed, notwithstanding anything in Standing Orders, or in the Resolution of the Dáil of 22 
October 2020, that—

(a) the orders of referral to Select Committee of 8 December, 2020, in relation to the 
proposed approval by Dáil Éireann of—

(i) the report by the Minister for Defence, regarding service by the Defence Forces 
with the United Nations in 2019, and
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(ii) Ireland’s participation in the European Defence Agency Project - Maritime Sur-
veillance (MARSUR) Networking - Operational Support and Development (MARSUR 
III),

be amended by the substitution of “28th January, 2021” for “18th December, 2020”, and

(b) the Dáil shall meet at 1.10 p.m. on Tuesday, 15 December 2020, when statements 
on nuclear disarmament and the 50th anniversary of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of 
Nuclear Weapons shall be taken�

10/12/2020BB00300An Ceann Comhairle: Is that agreed?  Agreed�

10/12/2020BB00400Finance (Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill 2020 [Seanad]: Second Stage

10/12/2020BB00500Minister of State at the Department of Finance (Deputy Sean Fleming): I move: “That 
the Bill be now read a Second Time.”

The Finance (Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill 2020 has three core objectives.  First, it amends 
the Credit Union Act to allow for general meetings, which are prohibited under current health 
regulations, to proceed; second, it amends the Fiscal Responsibility Act 2012 to increase the 
number of consecutive terms of office members of the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council may serve 
from two to three; and third, it amends the Credit Institutions (Stabilisation) Act 2010 to include 
the European Union as a facility lender, which will allow the State to comply with certain provi-
sions contained in the SURE loan agreement at EU level�

The Credit Union Act 1997 currently requires credit unions to have their annual general 
meetings, AGMs, for the financial year to 30 September 2020 completed by the end of January 
2021.  Under current health guidelines, general meetings, including AGMs, would not be able 
to proceed in practice.  The changes proposed in the Bill will allow for greater flexibility to 
manage general meetings on a permanent basis.  These changes, importantly, will allow credit 
unions to make changes to their rules if they so wish.

Some of these amendments will be temporary and relate directly to changes required to en-
able general meetings to proceed during the Covid-19 pandemic.  In particular, the board of a 
credit union can decide on the form of a general meeting, similar to the provisions in the Com-
panies (Miscellaneous Provisions) (Covid-19) Act 2020, notwithstanding the rules of the credit 
union�  Should these legislative changes not be made and the public health measures continue 
to restrict large physical gatherings, the Central Bank has the power, in limited circumstances, 
to direct credit unions to postpone the holding of their AGMs for a period not exceeding nine 
months, where it is necessary to do so.  The Central Bank has an identical power to defer special 
general meetings of credit unions.  Boards could also issue information in written form to mem-
bers or publish financial updates on their websites or both.  However, these outcomes would 
be suboptimal as members would not be able to express their right to vote or call the board of 
directors to account or both�

The main amendments proposed in the legislation are: to allow the option of virtual general 
meetings, which provide access for remote attendance and the option of electronic voting; to 
provide credit unions with the option of availing of proxy voting for a temporary interim period 
to allow for the directors to determine the form of the general meeting, notwithstanding the 
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credit union rules; to allow for AGMs for the year ending 30 September 2020 to be delayed 
until April 2021; to allow for the interim period to be extended by order of the Minister for 
Finance; to allow the Minister to make further regulations relating to general meetings to be 
held by the use of electronic communications technology; and to allow the directors of a credit 
union, in exceptional circumstances, to cancel the holding of a general meeting at any time 
prior to the holding of the meeting�   While the Bill is similar in some respects to the Companies 
(Miscellaneous Provisions) (Covid-19) Act 2020, it takes into account the different nature of 
credit unions and makes some permanent changes to encourage greater member engagement at 
general meetings in the future.  For example, the Bill provides for credit unions to hold partly 
or fully virtual meetings on a permanent basis and provides greater flexibility for credit unions 
to determine how they manage voting. 

The Bill will amend the Schedule to the Fiscal Responsibility Act 2012 to increase the 
maximum number of consecutive terms which a member of the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council, 
IFAC, may serve from two to three terms, before becoming ineligible for reappointment.  This 
amendment is proposed to address exceptional continuity challenges the council is currently 
facing and to provide for greater flexibility for future appointments.  Members of the council 
are required to possess a certain skill set and a highly technical level of expertise.  With mem-
bers currently restricted to serving just two consecutive terms of office, the pool of candidates 
available for every new open competitive process is a particularly narrow one and an ongoing 
challenge�

The five-member council is likely to have three vacancies by the end of the year.  In addi-
tion, the two members who will remain in situ are relatively new appointees.  The continuity 
challenges which face the council constitute exceptional circumstances and require the pro-
posed change to the Fiscal Responsibility Act 2012.  Once passed, the change will help to 
address this considerable continuity challenge and allow for existing members to serve a third 
consecutive term�

The Bill will amend section 67 of the Credit Institutions (Stabilisation) Act 2010 to include 
the European Union as a facility lender, which will allow the State to comply with certain pro-
visions contained in the EU support to mitigate unemployment risks in an emergency, SURE, 
loan agreement�  Section 67(7) of the Credit Institutions (Stabilisation) Act sets out those insti-
tutions which are facility lenders to the State.  While the definition of “facility lender” currently 
includes the European Financial Stability Facility and the European Financial Stabilisation 
Mechanism, which are part of the EU, these references would not cover the EU as lender under 
the SURE regulation and loan agreement�  The technical amendment to section 67(7) extends 
the definition of “facility lender” to include the EU as lender to the Irish State.

The Government has applied for a loan of €2.474 billion under the EU’s SURE instrument.  
This loan will cover eligible expenditure on short-term work schemes, that is, the majority of 
the expenditure on the temporary wage subsidy scheme.

I look forward to hearing Deputies’ views during the debate, which will allow credit unions 
to hold virtual AGMs associated with the financial year ending September 2020, will allow each 
credit union to decide on the appropriate mechanism for voting at general meetings, and will 
extend the time in which AGMs can be held from January 2021 to the end of April 2021.  

Over the past week, we received a great deal of interest from Oireachtas Members on all 
sides, supporting the passage of the Bill to allow the AGMs to be convened as soon as pos-
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sible.  The Bill will also amend the Fiscal Responsibility Act 2012 to allow for an increase in 
the number of terms that can be served by a member of the lFAC.  It will also amend the Credit 
Institutions (Stabilisation) Act 2010 to include the EU as a facility lender, which will allow the 
State to comply with certain provisions contained in the SURE loan agreement.

I commend the Bill to the House�

10/12/2020CC00200Deputy Pearse Doherty: Táim iontach buíoch as an deis chun labhairt ar an mBille seo�  
Tuigimid uilig trasna na bpáirtithe an tábhacht a bhaineann leis na comhair chreidmheasa agus 
an obair atá á déanamh acu ar fud an oileáin�  Tá sé sin cloiste agam na céadta uair�  Tá tacaíocht 
faighte acu ó Shinn Féin agus ó Theachtaí trasna na bpáirtithe agus Teachtaí Neamhspleácha 
le fada go leor.  Caithfimid níos mó a dhéanamh ó thaobh na gcomhar creidmheasa agus tá 
deiseanna ann iad a láidriú agus a neartú chun go mbeidh ról níos lárnaí á imirt acu i sochaí 
agus eacnamaíocht na tíre.  Is féidir leo déileáil fosta le cuid de na deacrachtaí móra atá againn, 
go háirithe ó thaobh cúrsaí tithíochta agus a leithead sin.  Chun é sin a bhaint amach, teast-
aíonn athrú intinne agus athrú meoin ó thaobh an Bhanc Ceannais agus an Roinn Airgeadais�  
B’fhéidir gur sin plé do lá eile�  Inniu táimid ag déileáil leis an mBille atá os ár gcomhair�  Tá 
trí phríomh chatagóir sa Bhille seo agus beidh Sinn Féin ag tabhairt tacaíochta dó.  Sé sin ráite, 
tá leasuithe curtha chun tosaigh againn chun an Bille seo a neartú agus a láidriú agus le plé a 
bheith againn faoi chuid de na hábhair imní atá ag comhair chreidmheasa difriúla ar fud an 
Stáit, chomh maith le leasú ó thaobh an IFSC de.

The legislation has three core objectives: first, to amend the Credit Union Act to allow credit 
union general meetings to proceed virtually, as they are currently prohibited under Covid-19 
health regulations; second, to amend the Fiscal Responsibility Act to increase the maximum 
number of consecutive terms an IFAC member can serve from two to three; and third, to amend 
the Credit Institution (Stabilisation) Act 2010 to include the EU as a facility lender�  

I will focus on the first two objectives.  I commend the credit union movement and the ser-
vices it provides to communities right across the island� It is an all-Ireland movement that is 
embedded in our communities.  There are 317 credit unions across the island with 3.6 million 
members.  It has a track record of delivery.  For more than 60 years, our credit unions have been 
an underutilised asset on the island.  Although not relating to this legislation in particular, as 
we emerge from the pandemic, and while there is uncertainty around the future of Ulster Bank, 
we need to enhance the role played by credit unions in the financial market.  There is a total 
asset book of €20 billion, and with that comes great potential for the credit union movement to 
support our communities and economy through SME and mortgage lending and involvement in 
the delivery of social housing.  For that to happen, a change in mindset is required in both the 
Department of Finance and the Central Bank.  During my time as an Oireachtas Member, and 
particularly as spokesperson on finance for Sinn Féin for more than a decade, I have witnessed 
the support across the political divide for the credit union movement.  Collectively, we can en-
sure the necessary supports are put in place so that they can provide a stronger role in society 
and the financial market.  

I also wish to refer to legislation I introduced some years ago on moneylenders.  Money 
lenders are a scourge on society, particularly in their charging of an annual percentage rate, 
APR, of up to 187%.  Particularly at times of hardship, something that the pandemic has unfor-
tunately brought to many households, moneylenders are advertising their wares, selling high-
interest loans with immoral rates of interest.  A Bill was before the House and is now before 
the finance committee for pre-legislative scrutiny.  The committee has heard from stakeholders.  
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As sponsor of the Bill, I am delighted to have read the submissions that have been received in 
support of the need to place a cap on the interest rate that can be charged by money lenders�  I 
believe it is a role that the credit union has filled and can continue to fill.  Initiatives were intro-
duced in previous years, some by local credit unions, to ensure that short-term small lending is 
available to families and households who need it at times of pressure.  

The financial year for credit unions falls at the end of September.  The AGMs subsequently 
occur between October and January, as required by the Credit Union Act 1997.  As a result of 
the current public health measures, it is impossible to proceed in practice with physical AGMs 
or special general meetings.  In addition, the uncertain direction of the public health measures 
into the future makes planning for a general meeting difficult due to the time lag between the 
notice of a meeting being sent to members and the holding of the meeting�

The purpose of this legislation is to allow for credit unions to hold meetings remotely that 
are required under the Credit Union Act.  Our support for the legislation is wholly contingent on 
our support for the credit union movement itself.  The Credit Union Development Association, 
CUDA, and the Irish League of Credit Unions, ILCU, have engaged with the Department of 
Finance and the Oireachtas finance committee on the general scheme of the Bill.  Both organi-
sations welcomed the provisions set out in the general scheme.  However, concerns have been 
raised regarding specific provisions in the Bill.  I want to focus on two of those concerns.  The 
first regards the role of the nomination committees and how they are affected by this legislation.  
The second relates to the issue of proxy votes�

The Bill provides for the introduction of pre-meeting voting�  The nomination committee 
is one of the key committees established under the Credit Union Act�  Its purpose is to ensure 
that nominees to credit union directorships meet the highest standards�  This is an essential part 
of what could be described as the fitness and probity regime for credit unions  As part of the 
process, the nomination committee shares a report with members who, in turn, elect directors.  
Under the credit union rules, this report is shared in advance of any voting.  The new subsection 
78A(4)(a) of the 1997 Act, as inserted by section 6 of the Bill, suggests that voting will be al-
lowed to take place before a nomination committee sends its report to members.  This issue has 
been raised with the Department by the credit unions.  I would appreciate clarity in this regard 
and for their concerns to be addressed�

The second concern is in regard to the proposed introduction of proxy votes.  In 2016, the 
Department’s credit union advisory committee published its review of the implementation of 
the recommendations in the report of the Commission on Credit Unions�  The committee noted 
proxy voting as a specific concern for stakeholders.  Serious issues have been raised with the 
Department regarding these proposals�  Among the issues is that the introduction of proxies 
could lead to conflicts of interest or situations where undue influence could be exercised on vot-
ers�  Concerns have also been raised about the possibility of one individual acting as a proxy for 
several members, which could lead to undue influence being exercised by a single individual.  
One of the fundamental tenets of the credit union movement is that there is one vote for each 
member.  These concerns have been raised with the Department.  I have tabled amendments 
dealing with both these issues and I would appreciate if the Minister could address the concerns 
raised�

Section 14 relates to IFAC.  This provision has been brought forward to avoid an awkward 
situation for the Minister.  IFAC was set up as part of a wider agenda of budgetary reform after 
the Fianna Fáil Government destroyed our economy.  It was set up to scrutinise Government 
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budgetary policy.  Under the 2012 legislation, the council has five members, with no member 
allowed to serve more than two four-year terms in a row.  Since the beginning of this year, the 
council has been reduced to four members, after the former chairman, Seamus Coffey, finished 
his term.  This is despite the fact that the legislation passed by this House requires a vacancy on 
the council to be filled within six months.  Another two members are due to finish at the end of 
the year, reducing the number of council members by two and leaving three vacancies.  One of 
the members, the current chairman, Sebastian Barnes, has been on the council since 2012 and 
is coming to the end of his second four-year term�

This section seeks to extend Mr. Barnes’s membership of the council by a third term, or 
another four years.  To be clear, Mr. Barnes has served the council with distinction.  However, 
it is not appropriate to extend his term of service and the provision to that effect has been in-
troduced simply to avoid embarrassment for the Minister�  It is important that fresh voices and 
new perspectives are brought to the council.  That was the whole point of the two-term limit.  
Such limits exist in other jurisdictions to safeguard the credibility of budget watchdogs.  The 
limit should not be undone and the credibility of the council should not be undermined simply 
because the Government has neglected the council�

I want to conclude by again commending the credit union movement on the continuous 
service it provides to members.  I hope we can allow the movement to continue to play an en-
hanced role in the economy�

10/12/2020DD00200Deputy Mairéad Farrell: Mar a dúirt mo chomhghleacaí, cuirimid fáilte roimh chuid den 
Bhille seo�  Is rud fíorthábhachtach é ionas gur féidir leis na AGMs tarlú agus tá sé sin fíortháb-
hachtach do na daoine atá ag brath orthu�

I welcome this Bill, which makes provision for the holding of certain meetings by credit 
unions via remote access�  We have discussed in this Chamber the importance of credit unions 
being able to hold their AGMs.  It is something that has been raised with me by a number of 
constituents and several credit unions.  It makes absolute sense that this is being dealt with now, 
in light of the very real risk to human life posed by Covid-19.  It will allow, by way of amend-
ment to the Credit Union Act 1997, for attendance and voting by proxy at certain meetings.

We know the key role that credit unions play in communities.  There is a credit union beside 
the estate I live on and I have been a member of it since I was a very small child.  The credit 
union is a financial centre for many communities.  That is especially the case at this time, when 
we are looking at the possibility of Ulster Bank leaving the market and the closure of many 
bank branches.  When branches close, there is a loss of local knowledge relevant to funding 
for loans and so on.  Local knowledge is key when making decisions on the granting of loans.  
I have spoken to the manager of a credit union who raised the concern that its AGM, which 
would usually cost approximately €30,000, with the production of booklets and all that kind of 
thing, may now carry an additional cost of €5,000 to €8,000 under the provisions in the Bill.  It 
is necessary and important that the AGMs go ahead but it is also important to be aware of such 
concerns�

There is a need to look at the credit union sector in a broader sense.  We need to look at what 
credit unions can do, what activity they might be able to branch into and the very real crisis they 
are facing.  From speaking to staff in several credit unions in recent months, they have made it 
clear that we can no longer ignore the scale of the crisis facing credit unions.  Nor can we ignore 
the opportunity for the sector to step into the breach if the likes of Ulster Bank were to leave 
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the market and there are ongoing closures of other bank branches�  Those closures can have a 
significant impact on communities.  Regulations have been placed on the sector that have put 
credit unions at a competitive disadvantage relative to the banks�  That has stymied their ability 
to lend and is strangling their ability to give customers the facility to borrow.  Lending regula-
tions introduced just a few months ago allow credit unions to lend only 7.5% of their assets for 
secured loans such as houses, with larger credit unions being possibly allowed to lend up to 
15%.  This was brought in by the Central Bank as an advancement of regulation.  According to 
the credit union staff to whom I have been speaking, it is far from it.

We need to consider whether it might be better for the credit unions to set their own lend-
ing limits.  That may not be the way to go but we certainly need to look at what they can lend.  
Obviously there must be limits, but the situation must be looked at because the credit unions 
feel they are stymied.  More than 50% of the consumer credit market is for mortgages.  How can 
credit unions ever offer a real alternative when this restriction is in place?  The Central Bank is 
increasing the risk for credit unions by not allowing them to have more balanced loan books.  
We hear that credit unions do not have the nature, scale or complexity to offer mortgages.  We 
need to ask whether they could broaden their activities.  We know the great impact they have 
on communities and their local knowledge, which is very important.  Draft figures show that 
credit unions collectively made a surplus of approximately €65 million in the year prior to 30 
September.  On the other hand, Permanent TSB reported a pre-tax loss of €57 million in the first 
six months of the year�  Ulster Bank is reported to have plunged into loss and may be preparing 
to exit the market.  In a very unfortunate development, Ulster Bank refused to appear before 
the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Finance, Public Expenditure and Reform, and Taoiseach to 
explain its actions and what it intends to do.  Credit unions clearly have the capability and ca-
pacity to step into the breach�  It is great to see community-led organisations that can help their 
local communities�  

Credit unions are also at a competitive disadvantage with regard to the regulations govern-
ing their investments.  The foreword of the Central Bank’s feedback statement to its consul-
tation paper on potential changes to the investment framework for credit unions stated: “We 
are strongly of the view that lending and the provision of services to members should be the 
key drivers of sector viability”.  It notes that revised investment regulations would necessarily 
impact on the level of return.  The Central Bank thus acknowledges that investments by credit 
unions are safe, but they are still unable to hold the same reserves for investments as for loans.  
That has a real impact on ordinary people�

Furthermore, I refer to the share caps credit unions are obliged to implement.  A credit union 
in the south of Dublin has restricted members’ holdings to €20,000.  Another one in north Dub-
lin has restricted its members’ holdings to €15,000.  Members are unable to access a mortgage 
through their credit unions, while a young person cannot save for a deposit on a house with their 
local credit union.  That is quite concerning, because credit unions can have a great relationship 
with their customers. 

My colleague, Deputy Pearse Doherty, mentioned IFAC and the proposed third term for 
members.  That is a concern.  IFAC has served us well, and this is not a reflection on any of 
its members.  However, a limit of two terms was set for a reason.  We should stay within those 
limits�  

This Bill is welcome.  We need to examine the credit union sector and its potential.  The 
Minister of State has previously spoken of the importance of the sector, but we have not seen 
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bang for our buck in that regard.  We need to look at what credit unions can do, especially in 
light of the large number of bank branch closures.  The credit union sector has always been 
very good to its members and has always exemplified that favourite word, “prudence”.  Credit 
unions have always been very careful.  We need to support them however we can and they are 
currently telling us that they are facing a huge crisis�

10/12/2020EE00200Deputy Ged Nash: This Bill is generally welcome but some elements require improvement 
to meet the needs of members, boards of management, managers and staff of credit unions.  
Efforts to facilitate the safe holding of AGMs in the context of Covid-19 are welcome.  Credit 
unions are democratic.  Their workings are based on the one member, one vote principle that is 
fundamental to co-operative community-based organisations.  As such, it is important to look 
in greater detail at some of the changes proposed in this Bill�

Section 11 deals with the introduction of proxies.  This is a very radical departure from the 
current situation in credit unions throughout the country.  It is concerning that this proposal, 
which is frankly poorly thought out, is being shoved in on a permanent basis in an emergency 
Bill designed to meet the particular needs of this moment�  There are concerns that some of the 
provisions of the Bill would enable malign manipulation.  For example, I am a little surprised 
that it allows for the accumulation of many proxy votes under the control of one person, who 
may not even be a credit union member�  The absence of a measure to preclude vote clustering 
is cause for further concern.  For example, the Bill could enable voting blocks to be assembled 
and deployed for or against candidates for positions on credit union boards, dividend payments, 
mergers, etc.  Considerable discussions on the subject of mergers are currently ongoing be-
tween credit unions throughout the country.

The introduction of block voting could make manipulation of outcomes easier for persons 
with criminal intent, including money laundering by outside organisations that might attempt to 
take over control of the credit union�  It could lead to a host of other manipulations and dodgy 
dealings.  This proxy voting proposal has not been drafted on the basis of what I would describe 
as reality.  For example, section 11 will introduce a new section 82A(6) to the Credit Union Act 
1997.  This limits the time credit unions will have in advance of a meeting to verify proxies and 
set up systems for electronic voting to 48 hours.  If we are to proceed with proxies, which the 
Minister seems intent on doing, we need to revisit the idea that only 48 hours will be required.  
The section also inserts a new section 82A(7), which allows for the electronic delivery of prox-
ies.  This will oblige election officials to authenticate documentation that may not be original.  
It will thus be even more difficult to detect fraudulent documentation and nefarious actions in 
the context of credit union AGMs� 

The new section 82A(4) effectively precludes the board from putting measures in place to 
exclude voter fraud�  Such precautions have been omitted from this Bill�  The board is limited in 
the measures it can take to verify the identify of the voter and ensure the security of the system�  
This area will require further focus. 

This is a hurried, ill-considered and potentially dangerous section and the Minister of State 
should consider withdrawing it.  I understand that a working group on credit union legislation 
is currently in place and is meeting with the Department.  It would be better if this measure 
was referred to that group for more consideration, given the fact that it consists mainly of credit 
union associations.  I accept the urgent need to allow credit unions to hold their AGMs for the 
reasons the Minister of State outlined� 
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We have several other areas of concern�  The Bill proposes to introduce pre-meeting voting�  
This is fundamentally undemocratic and arguably runs counter to the whole concept of fitness 
and probity.  As the sector regulator, we have seen how hard the Central Bank has worked to 
promote fitness and probity among directors and senior management in all banks and credit in-
stitutions�  The nomination committee is one of the key committees established under the Credit 
Union Act 1997, as amended.  Among other things, it is charged with ensuring that nominees to 
credit union directorships meet the highest of standards across a range of areas�

The report of the nomination committee to the members, in other words the electors, is a 
key element of this process.  Under credit union rules, it must be delivered in advance of voting 
by secret ballot in the elections.  The Minister now seeks to change this by providing for voting 

in advance of the AGM, as covered in the proposed new section 78A(4)(a).  This 
raises yet another dilemma and conundrum�  The administration needed to prevent a 
member, or a proxy, afforded a pre-AGM vote from voting again at the AGM would 

be substantial.  This is a real issue.  Were the actual meeting to be held online, sophisticated 
communication and voting technology would have to be developed and deployed with much 
time spent in the interval, between the close of vote and the opening of the meeting, to avoid af-
fording some members two votes.  That is a real and practical challenge.  Consideration should 
be given to withdrawing the concept of pre-AGM voting and that the whole issue be referred 
back to consultation over a limited period with the representative associations, notwithstanding 
our acceptance of the urgency of action in this area to allow AGMs to take place in the current 
health context�

  The proposed new section 78A(7)(a), to our amazement, fails to mention the requirement 
that any electronic system deployed should also provide for both show of hands ballots and 
secret ballots, as well as how the integrity of the ballot and the one-person, one-vote principle 
will be ultimately provided for.  This is a fundamental issue and it ought to be addressed.  It 
should be borne in mind that it is difficult to see how, on a technological basis, clustering of 
proxy votes could be accommodated in such situations.  There are a range of different technical, 
security and electronic challenges with which we would be faced if this legislation is passed as 
presented�

  I note the Bill has a technical amendment which enables Ireland to draw down SURE 
scheme funding of more than €2 billion directly from the European Union.  The Bill also pro-
vides for the extension of term limits of members of the IFAC�

  When the SURE scheme was announced last spring, I saw it very much as an affirmation 
that the idea of the social Europe was back in vogue.  It was an immediate response by the EU 
acknowledging that member states would need direct financial supports to help workers and 
businesses whose jobs were in jeopardy and who may need significant investment in terms of 
upskilling and retraining.  From the Minister of State’s earlier remarks here and in the Seanad, 
this money will be used to pay some of the bill for the temporary wage subsidy scheme and not 
for training and upskilling purposes.  Insofar as I can establish, this is permissible under the 
scheme.  It would be helpful, however, if the Minister of State could confirm the current status 
of our application to draw down these funds and that the European Union has sanctioned the 
use of these funds for this purpose�

  The Bill started its journey in the Seanad several weeks ago.  The Minister of State and his 
officials will be aware of the real concerns expressed by my colleague, Senator Marie Sherlock, 
in a helpful and measured way in respect of the ambitions of this legislation to extend term 

2 o’clock
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limits of members of the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council.  We are now learning of the exceptional 
continuity challenges facing the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council, in that if its enabling legisla-
tion is not amended to allow term limits to be extended, it may soon in practice be the case that 
this statutory body may not be able to make a quorum at all.  That is a dangerous situation to 
be in.  If it cannot function at that level, then it cannot meet the statutory remit set for it by the 
Oireachtas in 2012.  I understand one vacancy has been open for the guts of a year.  From where 
I am standing, there does not seem to be a shortage of capable, independently minded macro-
economists in our country who could perform a valuable service on the Irish Fiscal Advisory 
Council.  Is it the case that of those applying, the criteria cannot be met by those candidates?  Is 
it the case that we do not have anybody applying for the positions at all?

  I would be interested to know when the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council started to raise these 
issues with the Department and how far back the ability of this body to function came into ques-
tion.  When was the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council first in contact with the Department?  How 
concerned was the Department by this situation?  Members are being asked to amend legisla-
tion at the eleventh hour to allow term limits in the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council to be extended 
to allow the organisation to do its job.  I hope this issue has not arisen because of neglect from 
the Department or, at least, lack of interest in the council’s workings and its functions.

  I hope and think the Minister of State will agree that the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council has 
served us well since 2012.  It has fulfilled an important role with its evidence-based function 
by independently assessing and critiquing Government policy and fiscal policy more gener-
ally.  It has also helped to lift the veil on fiscal policy and to make the process as to how fiscal 
policy is arrived at more accessible for members of the public and more widely understood.  
Heaven knows that more than most, this country has suffered from what one might describe as 
groupthink.  Last week marked ten years since we were forced into the arms of the troika, lost 
our economic sovereignty and all that went with that.  Turnover in any body is important, as is 
its independence.  A 12-year term, which will be envisaged if this legislation is passed, is not 
advisable and could potentially lead to institutionalisation, herd mentality and groupthink.

  This is not a criticism of anybody.  All Members are huge admirers of the work that the 
Irish Fiscal Advisory Council has done, both corporately and the individuals who have served 
this country’s policy development well.  Would the Minister of State not be better minded to 
extend the number of appointments that can be made to the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council and 
make changes as to how the board operates to ensure consistency and continuity of member-
ship as some members come and go?  For example, the Minister of State might take a look at 
the Low Pay Commission, which has many more members than does the Irish Fiscal Advi-
sory Council.  When I was establishing the Low Pay Commission, one matter foremost in my 
mind was to guarantee term limits were short enough to ensure a turnover with new and fresh 
thinking.  I also wanted sufficient numbers of people on the commission to ensure continuity 
and consistency and that it was representative.  That might be a more elegant solution to the 
problem than the one proposed in the Bill�  We might look at extending the number of members 
who can sit on the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council rather than taking the approach that we ought 
to extend term limits to deal with a problem we have now.  It might be better to take a more 
fundamental look at the legislation and broaden it out to allow more people to sit as members 
of this important organisation�

  It will become increasingly more important as we move forward.  The Minister of State will 
be aware of the criticisms from both the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council and the Parliamentary 
Budget Office in terms of the lack of budgetary scrutiny, the scrutiny of Estimates, Supplemen-
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tary Estimates and so on introduced this year in the context of the vast amounts of money the 
State is providing to businesses to keep the doors open and people in work, as well as the vast 
resources we are pumping into State services in the context of the current emergency situation.  
The Irish Fiscal Advisory Council is an important organisation�  It should not be neglected but 
should be looked after and prioritised.  I suggest the Minister of State does that, not by extend-
ing term limits but by ensuring the legislation enables more macroeconomists with expertise to 
sit on the board at any given moment in time�

10/12/2020FF00200Deputy Réada Cronin: It is now two weeks until Christmas.  While some people are 
wondering how they managed to survive the year of Covid-19, others are wondering how they 
survive every year within the confines of this Bill.  I am anxious that the lending capacity 
of our credit unions be extended in our communities�  They are bedrocks of opportunity and 
protection.  I am equally anxious about the effective politicisation of the Irish Fiscal Advisory 
Council.  I am not referring to its fine members but to the Minister’s attempt to legislate for a 
third consecutive term for one of them�  Term limits are a key aspect of good governance�  I 
disapprove of what is happening.

The reduction of the council to a fig leaf for the Minister’s embarrassment is indicative of 
the Government’s attitude to the public overall.  This week, more-than-well-paid judges are 
getting an increase on the grounds that they are entitled to it, yet the Government is demanding 
that student nurses put their lives on the line for €50 because, in its opinion, that is all they are 
entitled to�  The Government forgets that almost everything in people’s lives is predicated on 
what we do in here.  Where they live, how long they live, their healthcare, whether they can 
keep a roof over their heads, whether they can keep their sight, whether their children can go to 
college, and life and death are all decided within the confines of this House at the pressing of a 
button – Níl or Tá�

Homelessness is rising.  Outside this House, too many people are looking to the Muslim Sis-
ters of Éire and other soup kitchens to be fed�  The term “soup kitchen” cuts deep for us in Ire-
land.  The soup kitchens, rack rents, evictions and bailiffs of a former generation feature again 
in this one.  This time, the tent cities in Cork and Dublin do not arise via Trevelyan or Peel but 
via Bilderberg and Davos.  Privilege meets power.  Under the Government, privilege is power.  
It is also a question of access and influence - a text, a nod, a wink, conversations with friends, a 
confidential State document reordered and leaked, sneak peaks and Supreme Court seats.  Why?  
It is because those concerned are entitled.  It is time to do better and to do things differently.  

Hundreds of thousands voted for Sinn Féin precisely to do things better and differently.  For 
their vote as democrats, some have treated them as lessers, lowers, political lepers, social pa-
riahs, and literal and political illiterates, even while news was breaking of the leaking of docu-
ments by the former Taoiseach, Deputy Varadkar.  All the Fianna Fáil Members were queueing 
up here to declare confidence in him although most of them had none.  This morning, the Irish 
Examiner had another report on the Tánaiste leaking information, this time in regard to protect-
ed disclosures.  We are aware that Fianna Fáil does not have confidence in the Tánaiste, because 
no confidence was deserved.  To keep change out, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael buried the hatchet.  
They buried it deep into those they believe to be unentitled, but change is coming.  Those same 
people will vote time and again until they see themselves and their interests represented in gov-
ernment and in finance Bills, as they should be.  That is their right and entitlement in a republic.

10/12/2020GG00200An Ceann Comhairle: I thank Deputy Cronin for that contribution�  Conscious of the 
fact that she is a new Deputy, I have to point out that Second Stage speeches on legislation are 
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meant to focus on the legislation.  However interesting her contribution might have been, it did 
not focus on credit unions, which are the subject matter of the Bill.  Anyway, that is for future 
reference�

10/12/2020GG00300Deputy Róisín Shortall: I want to speak specifically about the business in hand, the legisla-
tion�

The Social Democrats welcome the legislation and support it.  Clearly, there are three main 
provisions: to facilitate credit unions to hold meetings virtually; to increase the number of con-
secutive terms of office of a member of the IFAC; and to include the EU as a facility lender.  
Essentially, this is tidying-up legislation.  It addresses a number of administrative issues.  The 
Social Democrats do not have a difficulty with that.

I want to make a few comments on the section regarding credit unions.  I note some of the 
amendments that have been tabled in this regard, particularly No. 4, which relates to the need to 
ensure secrecy in election votes, and amendment No. 8, whereby proxy votes need to be submit-
ted up to seven days in advance of an AGM rather than 48 hours�  Both of those amendments 
have some merit.  I hope the Minister of State might consider them.  They would improve the 
legislation�

The legislation has been welcomed by credit unions.  They would certainly favour both 
amendments but the bottom line is that the legislation is enabling legislation�  It does not bind 
credit unions to operate the proxy system in the way that is set down.  Overall, the legislation 
is very much welcome.  I will not delay the House any longer.  I am happy to support the Bill.

10/12/2020GG00400Deputy Patricia Ryan: I welcome the opportunity to contribute to the debate.  The credit 
union movement has been a huge force for good across the Thirty-two Counties, in almost 
every small town in addition to the bigger cities.  I commend the staff and volunteers of credit 
unions, who have been instrumental in helping individuals and small business owners to keep 
the show on the road throughout the pandemic.  I commend the leadership on its constant de-
velopment of new ways to help its members.  The credit unions are rivalling the big banks with 
their innovation.  They are offering online access to accounts.  In recent weeks, they have made 
Google Pay and Fitbit Pay available to their customers�

We need to give the credit unions a greater role in our banking system�  They are embedded 
in our communities and are best placed to help the local areas, of which they are an integral part.

Some small changes can be made to make this happen�  Credit unions should be given great-
er capacity to provide mortgages�  We need to legislate for a more ambitious future-proofed 
vision of mortgage lending�  This should include a change to the current regulatory position to 
allow credit unions to operate a more centralised investment model that would allow them to 
pool their resources to develop community bank mortgages open to all members who meet the 
lending criteria.  This would allow home loans to comprise 20% of the total credit union loan 
book, thereby offering a more member-friendly solution for credit unions that wish to expand 
their mortgage lending.  This would contrast with the commercial banks, where between 55% 
and 75% of the loan books comprise mortgage loans�

We should utilise credit union funds to support the building of social housing�  We should 
create a mechanism by which credit unions could invest in social housing.  This would allow 
the credit union sector to invest up to €900 million in the provision of social housing and fund 
close to 6,500 badly needed new homes.
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Credit unions could play a very important role in helping the country to meet its climate 
change targets if it were possible to provide funding for a national retrofitting programme.  The 
Government has committed to retrofitting 500,000 homes by 2030 at an estimated cost of €5 
billion.  Credit unions are well-positioned to support this programme by leveraging their assets 
to provide funding�  

 We need to empower our credit unions to participate more fully in SME lending.  Legisla-
tive changes will be required to ensure such sectoral lending is feasible.  This would allow all 
credit unions that wish to participate in such lending to do so.  The proposal to pool resources 
among credit unions also fits with the concept of a credit union-led community banking model.   

This legislation is about allowing credit unions to adapt to the current pandemic.  We need 
to ensure that our credit unions are to the forefront of this economy, rather than an afterthought. 

10/12/2020GG00500An Ceann Comhairle: Is Deputy Ó Murchú substituting for Deputy Ó Laoghaire?

10/12/2020GG00600Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: Yes.  I am a poor substitute but I will do my best.

10/12/2020GG00700An Ceann Comhairle: It is the Deputy who said it.

10/12/2020GG00800Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: I commend Deputy Nash on the most important statement he 
has made in this Chamber�

10/12/2020GG00900Deputy Ged Nash: I look forward to it being reciprocated.

10/12/2020GG01000Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: I have no difficulty whatsoever with that.

It has already been said by a number of Members that the legislation is largely an exercise in 
tidying up and facilitation, which we obviously support.  There are questions over proxy votes 
and such�  Deputies Doherty and Mairéad Farrell and others spoke about the fact that the Min-
ister probably needs to look at a number of these matters and, possibly, some of the legislation 
and ensure that we have everything right and that we have the correct levels of accountability 
and probity�

Credit unions have been spectacular in the work they have done in many communities.  In 
many places, they are the stopgaps that have facilitated people who did not necessarily have the 
ability to go to retail banks and get loans that were absolutely necessary, from the point of view 
of getting through periods of difficulty during normal times never mind this particular pan-
demic.  What we have seen with regard to credit unions in recent years is a huge amount of rules 
and regulations that are absolutely necessary as regards accountability and financial probity.

As I have stated, this was obviously necessary.  There was a certain element of profession-
alisation, and smaller community-based credit unions were subsumed into larger operations.  
This has happened in Dundalk�  The capacity at the larger level is necessary to ensure that all 
due diligence is done�  It also gives the ability of better bang for buck�  We need to make sure 
that we do not lose the community connection.  A number of local people were able to make a 
decision which, to be fair, was not always necessary on absolutely financial or fiscal reasoning 
but on the basis of somebody needing those funds to get through a particular gap, such as facing 
into Christmas.  If we completely remove this facility will we leave the space open for money 
lenders?  A number of speakers have mentioned the legislation coming through and the abso-
lute necessity for it�  We need caps on the annual percentage rates charged by a huge number of 
these outfits.  We are all aware of them in every town and village throughout Ireland and they 
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are advertising�  This is a busy time for them to catch people�

We support the legislation but we need to have a mindset jump on the whole idea of credit 
unions and the way we deal with housing.  People are speaking about the fact credit unions are 
not being facilitated to deal with mortgages.  We need to look at how we deal with affordable 
and social housing to ensure we also have the clawbacks that are necessary.  We need to facili-
tate all of these things.  We have made a number of jumps in this pandemic and we need to do 
it in the context of credit unions and a number of other issues�

10/12/2020HH00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: I thank the Minister of State for listening�  I raised this issue on 
questions on promised legislation, and so have other colleagues throughout the House, to try to 
deal with credit unions.  While this is a miscellaneous provisions Bill, it is important that we 
deal with the credit union aspect of it.  Ar an gcéad dul síos, ba mhaith liom comhghairdeas a 
dhéanamh le gach credit union fud na tíre.  Every credit union in my county, from Nenagh to 
Carrick-on-Suir and in all the towns and various villages, must be saluted.  It is in the real spirit 
of the late Canon Hayes that we support our communities.  They are of the community, for the 
community and with the community.  We all know the bad experience we had with the banking 
crash.  Now we see the bad experiences continue with the banks and what they are doing.  The 
Bill is an effort to deal with it.

I salute the board members, volunteers, management and staff of all credit unions in Tip-
perary and throughout the country for the work they do.  In Clonmel recently, and, in fairness, 
I have not seen it anywhere else, the credit union erected a lovely shelter along the footpath to 
allow people who are standing outside because of Covid to shelter from the rain, wind and hail.  
I salute them because I see people standing outside banks and they do not even want them inside 
any more.  I salute the board and John Courtney and John Walsh and various people who are 
involved, and were involved, and thank them for caring for the people in the community.  It is a 
lovely initiative.  Our pillar banks do not mind whether people perish from the rain or wind or 
from vulture funds�  They have lost the spirit and their reason to be�

The amendment to the Credit Union Act 1997 to make provision for the holding of certain 
meetings of credit unions virtually is very important.  We have all had to change massively with 
working from home and using virtual meetings.  They are difficult and challenging.  I support 
some of the amendments that are being suggested because it will be very difficult to allow proxy 
votes in advance of AGMs.  There are technical issues to be worked out.  When I raised this two 
weeks ago, it was in the context of being very privileged in Clonmel to have a very profitable 
and healthy credit union.  Approximately €1.7 million is to go back to the pockets of borrowers 
and members before Christmas, as happens every year, but the fact it could not hold the AGM 
meant that this could not be done�  For the members of the credit union in Clonmel and its hin-
terland of Fethard, Newcastle and Ardfinnan, the excellent credit union in Cahir and those in 
Kilsheelan and out into the Nire and Ballymacarbry, that money would have been a godsend not 
only to them - they are entitled to it - but to the business people in those areas who, God knows, 
have suffered so much this year.  It will never be forgotten.

We often say ní bheidh a leithéid arís ann about a person but we will not want a bliain like 
2020 again.   In fairness, I know the credit union movement has offered a loan scheme to mem-
bers to tide them over Christmas and this is vital because we cannot have the money lenders 
and loan sharks, who are unscrupulous people, draining the lifeblood out of families at this 
particular time.  It is so pressurised for parents of young children, and there is Santa Claus and 
every other need of people at this time of year.  The days are short, the nights are long, it is cold 
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and heating and proper clothing are needed.  Credit unions have always been there to help and 
support them�

The Bill will amend the Credit Institutions (Stabilisation) Act 2010 to include the European 
Union as a facility lender and make provision on certain loan agreements entered into by the 
State with the European Union.  The European Union has shown some solidarity this time, 
which is shocking.  Others have mentioned the social contract with the EU.  When we had the 
bank crash and the so-called bailout - I referred to it as a clean-out and I voted against it because 
we were charged up to 6% interest on money when we could get it from the European Central 
Bank, ECB, for less than 3%, and that was expensive enough - where was the solidarity?  It was 
nowhere to be seen.

Ireland has approximately 250,000 small and medium enterprises, SMEs.  The Leas-Cheann 
Comhairle would know them from Gaillimh and ar fud na tíre.  They play a significant role in 
Ireland’s non-financial business economy and employ approximately 70% of the workforce 
here at 885,000 people.  Many of these small businesses got their start from the credit unions.  
Banks did not have faith in them when they had their dream and they had the initiative to set 
up small businesses and self-employed people took the plunge from a permanent job�  We need 
these innovators and leaders and we need to support them.  In the vast majority of cases, it was 
a credit union that launched them and had confidence in them.  The people in the credit unions 
knew the families and their good healthy relationship with the credit unions.  These businesses 
and their employees are being let down by the Government in two very serious ways.  The first 
is in the context of the €2 billion credit guarantee loan scheme for businesses administered by 
the pillar banks, namely, AIB, Bank of Ireland and Ulster Bank.  This scheme is failing the 
people badly.  It is not functioning.  The money was meant to be available to SMEs but it is not.  
The way the business liquidity scheme is being operated and administered means that thou-
sands of small businesses will be forced to close due to a lack of cash flow.  The cost of this will 
be the loss of tens of thousands of jobs.  Credit unions offer the space and viable liquidity and 
supports when businesses such as those to which I refer need it most.  Many of these companies 
are finding it difficult to collect this year’s accounts because of Covid and people’s loss of con-
fidence.  They are struggling.  These small businesses have great relationships with people and 
they always pay, but it is proving difficult right now.

Disgracefully, only 3% of the €65 million available under the scheme has been approved for 
businesses.  What is wrong?  This is shocking.  The Minister of State will take up this matter 
because he is a practical man, supports credit unions and small businesses and has an accoun-
tancy background.  I have worked with him on many issues.  For all intents and purposes, the 
banks are closed where supporting business is concerned.  Other countries have drawn down 
copious amounts of the overall fund, and rightly so.  I do not have the percentages with me, but 
we are entitled to our share.

The scheme must be overhauled and simplified and the banks’ influence over the process 
must be removed or reduced.  The scheme should be widened to cover all SMEs.  I see a role 
for credit unions in this regard.  For the past ten yeas or more, a jaundiced eye has been cast 
towards credit unions by the Central Bank and the pillar banks.  When former Deputy Michael 
Noonan was Minister, he tried to squeeze the lifeblood out of credit unions - I heard him in the 
corners - and diminish their ability.  There was jealousy of credit unions.  Yes, one or two made 
big mistakes.  Clonmel Credit Union was almost forced to take one over in Charleville, County 
Limerick.  Thank God, that did not happen.  There were problems in a few places, but nothing 
like the problems in the banks�  The credit unions are all local and driven by voluntary boards�
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Instead of being closed next June, the scheme should be extended to the end of 2021.  There 
should be a role for credit unions.  The pillar banks are not functioning and, as I pointed out 
when the relevant legislation was before the House, they should never have got their paws on 
this money because they would not deliver it.  Only 3% has been drawn down as we near the 
year’s end�  That is shocking�

The European Central Bank, ECB, has made an unprecedented €1.5 trillion available at 
interest rates as low as -1%.  That amount of money is a figure I cannot count or comprehend.  
It has been made available to eurozone banks directly with the aim of helping the economies of 
EU member states.  Ireland represents approximately 5% of the EU’s economy.  Therefore, Irish 
banks should have proportional access to €9 billion of the amount distributed in order to lend 
to and support businesses and families at interest rates as low as -1%.  What is wrong?  Why 
are we not doing our job?  Why are we not availing of that money?  The banks are not doing it, 
so we should give the money to the credit unions, which have always stood up and supported 
people; ní neart go cur le chéile�  They have the interests of small businesses in rural areas at 
heart.  We are wiping out small businesses and this funding is not being drawn down.  I would 
love to see the Minister of State addressing this shameful issue�

When I speak to any small business in Tipperary, it tells me that it cannot get a loan and is 
crippled by the lack of cash flow because of the pandemic.  The Minister of State knows this 
better than I do.  Every Deputy knows it.  We are rightfully entitled to €9 billion of the EU fund.  
What kind of love affair do we have with the EU that we have to be the best boys in Europe?  
We are the best boys in Europe in terms of keeping Covid figures down, yet we have the most 
severe restrictions.  Businesses are being wiped out and there are issues relating to mental 
health, cancer operations etc.  This money is available to be drawn down and I want to know 
why it has not been.  Could the credit unions not avail of some of it?  They are honourable and 
can be trusted.  One or two did some reckless lending and were punished, but they cannot all be 
tarred with the same brush.  Clonmel Credit Union and other credit unions should be allowed 
to pay a dividend�

I do not know whether this legislation is too late, but I compliment the Government on intro-
ducing it.  It will go to the Seanad now, which I hope will pass it.  I also hope that the President 
will be able to sign it into law.  Even if that process extends beyond the Christmas period, it 
will be enacted early in the new year.  Some people will have to get loans.  That is not ideal.  In 
fairness, credit unions have offered loans, but loan sharks are licking their lips and their greasy 
paws.  They are out there in housing estates, calling to people and literally intimidating them.  
Actually, they are not intimidating people, but they are offering gifts of gold, frankincense and 
myrrh like the Three Wise Men, but they are not wise and I would advise wise people to avoid 
them if at all possible.  It would be horrific and shocking if people were forced into their arms.

Irish banks are not making loans available, yet the Government continues to trust them 
blindly to administer the credit guarantee scheme�  With the Leas-Cheann Comhairle’s indul-
gence, I will discuss the removal of the moratorium.  I know several business people who are 
receiving phone calls and letters demanding money, but the Government has taken away their 
ability to earn that money, keep their employees working, pay their taxes etc.  We are treating 
them appallingly but we are treating the banks with kid gloves and rubbing butter onto some-
thing.  I will not say what I was going to say, but this situation is shocking.  The Government’s 
inactive policy appears to be about protecting the banking sector and not small businesses�  This 
is sad�
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Credit unions were the start.  They lit the spark.  They are the spirit of meitheal and of the 
late, great Canon John Hayes.  They support small industries and businesses and have been with 
them all the way.  I salute them.  It is shameful that the policies of Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael and the 
Green Party will cost jobs.  Why can we not think of na daoine beaga?  I mentioned this matter 
to the Taoiseach this morning, but I do not know whether he understood me.  He made some 
reference to my stature�  I am talking about the little people�  They are the backbone - shopkeep-
ers, small contractors, undertakers, painters, plasterers and so on.  They are out there.  Think 
about all the shops in our towns.  They have advanced and changed.  Think about the hairdress-
ers, nail shops and beauty salons that have mushroomed.  They are good people.  Maybe they 
had jobs before going into business.  Credit unions have nearly always helped them out because 
they had to go back�

Why is the liquidity from the ECB not being availed of in Ireland?  What has the Govern-
ment done to ensure that banks are making other schemes for small businesses work?  Only 3% 
has been drawn down.  I would not be happy if the figure was 90%, but 3% is shocking.  Will 
the Minister of State clarify why the Government is allowing this to happen?

Turning to the Bill’s provisions, mention has been made of the start-up relief for entrepre-
neurs, SURE, scheme.  It should be used to support families and workers.

Regarding the concept of one man, one vote, we do not want to see the same situation here 
as the US presidential election with all of its court challenges.  There will be no court challenges 
in Ireland, but credit unions are finding it difficult to ensure the nearly sacred accountability to 
and representation of its members.  Members have vóta amháin le gach duine, fear, bean nó na 
daoine óga when they are of an age to open an account.  That members have just one vote each 
is sacrosanct and must be protected�

What about the role of the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council?  Its name is a pity.  I am well aware 
of another organisation called “IFAC” in Tipperary.  It is an accountancy firm that was set up by 
the IFA and is not to be confused with the fiscal council.  Why have we ignored this issue and 
taken our eye off the ball?  For how long has there been a vacancy on the IFAC’s board?  This 
is shameful and shows that the Government is not concentrating on supporting credit unions.  I 
have no comments to make about the people on the board.  I do not know their abilities.  I am 
sure they are good and well meaning, but one person has served two terms, which is the restric-
tion under the Act�  I believe it is in section 14 of this Bill that the Government is asking the 
Dáil to approve allowing people to serve a third term.  That is dangerous.  We need fresh blood 
and new thinking.  I sit on several voluntary community boards.  They are accountable to the 
State and a certain number of members have to leave the board every year�  Finding volunteers 
is very onerous but we have to do it.  As I said, I support Deputy Doherty’s amendments in this 
regard.  The voting in advance of the AGM is scary because, as the Minister of State will be 
aware, these things can be mutilated.  Good and honest people would do this in good faith but 
it could be abused and could be a process we do not want.

I do not know what will happen as regards this legislation being passed here or when it will 
pass through the Seanad and be signed into law by the President.  Will we be able to hold vir-
tual AGMs this side of Christmas?  I do not think so.  The timescale is very tight, and the credit 
unions must be able to ensure safety and democracy and all the security systems surrounding 
that�

As for social housing, 56 homeless people have died in Dublin to date this year, and the 
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credit unions have been ready, willing and able in this regard.  We have considered the Spar-
kasse model in Germany and the way other countries have adapted to help people to get housing 
loans�  They cannot get the loans here�  There is the Rebuilding Ireland scheme�  I heard this 
morning at the Business Committee that the housing committee is to waive pre-legislative scru-
tiny of a Bill brought forward by the Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage, 
Deputy O’Brien.  We are making a lot of noise and introducing a lot of legislation but we are 
not building the houses�  The credit unions can play and have played a vital role in providing 
an opportunity to many people to upgrade and extend their houses for family members when 
they move on and get into relationships and have kids�  The credit unions are there for that�  The 
Central Bank always casts a jaundiced eye over them and they are being treated very harshly.  
When one or two of them, or perhaps a few more, erred, we threw the kitchen sink at them and 
they were all promptly closed.  When the banks were reckless, however, and when we saw that 
appalling vista, we brought in emergency legislation to bail them out.  The Minister of State 
and I and our grandchildren and great-grandchildren will be paying that debt back for decades 
to come.  I voted for that legislation, much to my regret.  I have said many times in this House 
that it was the worst political decision I ever made in my life.  We have got nothing from the 
banks only disdain and mistreatment of borrowers.  In most of the banks I go into now I do not 
say a word to the staff behind the counter because there are so few of them.  It is robots and 
machines one meets now.  The banks do not want customers inside their doors.  However, I saw 
on Monday that the credit union in Clonmel put up a shelter for its members outside the door, 
on the footpath.  It gives shelter to members queuing outside at present.  I salute again the staff 
in Clonmel Credit Union, the board of management, the management and everybody who goes 
into the credit union�

I thank the Minister of State for bringing forward this legislation.  I hope it will enable what 
I have spoken about.  I thank the members of credit unions and offices, the people who spoke to 
me about this and other colleagues.  This is a reasonable effort.  We should be making legisla-
tion to help people, especially in this severe time of lockdown, loneliness, mental health issues 
and God knows what else.  We will be seen to do this if we can.  I wish the Bill a speedy passage 
through this House and through Seanad Éireann.  I hope it will get up to Áras an Uachtaráin and 
get signed and enacted into law speedily.

10/12/2020KK00200Deputy Cathal Crowe: I hope this Bill will pass the Dáil and the Seanad this week without 
too much ado.  It is a very important Bill.  It deals with a whole level of grassroots banking, that 
is, the model of the credit union, which for many generations has served Ireland and its people 
so well.  There are three core objectives to the Bill.  The first is to amend the Credit Union Act 
to allow for general meetings, which are prohibited under current health regulations, to pro-
ceed.  Some of the amendments brought in will be permanent, and that is a good development.  
Second, the Fiscal Responsibility Act will be amended to allow for a longer term limit for a 
member of the Irish Fiscal Advisory Council.  Finally, the third measure would concern the 
Credit Institutions (Stabilisation) Act 2010 and would include the European Union as a facility 
lender, which would allow the State to comply with certain provisions contained in the SURE 
loan agreement.  This is therefore very positive legislation.  It allows credit unions to function 
normally at a very abnormal time, and anything this House can do to allow grassroots organisa-
tions that are so positive in our community to function should be welcomed by the House and 
supported wholeheartedly.

The credit union model has worked so well for many years in Ireland but it should also give 
us an opportunity to look at how we might expand community-level banking.  New Zealand 
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has developed what is called the Kiwibank system, whereby banking and post offices work in 
tandem in communities providing another very successful level of community banking�  As 
we look to find a workable and sustainable future for our post offices in Ireland, the Kiwibank 
model is one we should consider again.  It has been debated in the Dáil a number of times, but 
it is now time we had some deep analysis of it.  Covid is a perfect time, when we are at a very 
low starting point with everything.  We are talking about reopening the country properly only 
in the springtime.  Now is the time to look at sectors such as our post offices, credit unions etc. 
to see whether they can have a more expansionary role in the community.

Banking has become rather unfriendly.  Post offices and credit unions are the friendly face 
of banking.  The experience people had for many decades of going into their bank, going up 
to the cashier, transacting with them and talking to them is gone.  Banking is now digital.  It is 
online.  It involves pin codes and remembering the fourth or fifth digit of a code in order to log 
in.  That is fine for some people, but people of my father’s generation - I am not being ageist, I 
am being honest - cannot do this�  Banking has become unfriendly and inaccessible to them to 
the point that some people are back putting wads of cash into the back of the wardrobe, stuffing 
them into socks and so on�  That is happening in rural Ireland�  When I canvassed my county 
in February, there were a small handful of houses where, as I chatted to someone at the front 
door I could see in beyond the hall table where he or she had money left insecurely around the 
house.  That needs to change.  In my county, Clare, Bank of Ireland at the outset of the Covid 
pandemic identified three branches at which it was to scale down operations, namely Tulla, Mil-
town Malbay and Kilkee.  They now operate only up to lunchtime every day.  They are totally 
unfriendly from the point of view of trying to do business in them.  The staff there are excellent, 
but we need a decision made on high that these banks will be open according to normal business 
hours, as they were in all the years heretofore.  I have been in touch with Bank of Ireland about 
the Tulla branch specifically because there is no facility whatsoever to make lodgments there.  
For any businesses in that vicinity, when it takes in a lot of cash or has money in its safe that it 
needs to deposit, there is no facility in Tulla, only an internal ATM withdrawal system inside the 
building.  It does not help.  It does not support businesses in the way it should.

This is a very positive Bill.  I do not imagine there will be too much disquiet about it.  I hope 
there will not be.  It supports credit unions, something we should all get behind.  I implore the 
Minister of State to consider other ways of supporting community banking.  I have given the ex-
ample of the Kiwibank system.  I know the banks say “hands off” quite often, but they should, 
where possible, be more user-friendly to people who are perhaps not IT-literate and to people in 
rural Ireland who may need to do weekend and out-of-hours lodgments.

10/12/2020KK00300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We have moved more quickly through the slots than antici-
pated.  There is no provision for it, but if the Minister of State wishes to come back in, he may 
now do so briefly.

10/12/2020KK00400Minister of State at the Department of Finance (Deputy Sean Fleming): I thank all the 
Deputies for their contributions to the Second Stage debate.  I acknowledge the work of the 
credit union movement, which is a volunteer movement.  I also thank the directors, the boards 
of directors and the staff who work in all our credit unions.  The point has been well made that 
they are community-based.  Depending on the amount of time I have, I wish to address some 
of the issues raised.  If we have only a few minutes left, I can address them at the beginning of 
Committee Stage, which will follow on directly.

I assure Deputies that the issues they raised about proxy votes are not a problem in this 
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legislation.  We are proposing to allow credit unions, if they wish to change their rules in due 
course, to introduce proxy votes if they decide to do so.  There is no request that they should do 
so.  At the moment, that is specifically prohibited.  If a credit unions wants to change its rules 
down the road, it is free to do so.  The main issue - and I myself shared the concern when I first 
looked at the legislation - of people gathering up hundreds of proxy votes will be a matter for 
each credit union to decide as to how many proxy votes an individual can have.  In one house 
there might be a son or a daughter who has the two votes on behalf of his or her parents.  One 
might be a valid limit�  Some might say that three or four should be the limit to cover a fam-
ily unit in order that one person does the voting on behalf of the family.  We are just allowing 
the credit unions to introduce the rules as they see fit.  As for the other issue of a non-member 
having a vote, I understand the point made but, in practice, if a credit union wants to do that, 
it is free to facilitate the case I have just mentioned in which a son or a daughter might vote on 
behalf of his or her parents who are credit union members but that son or daughter might not be 
a credit union member.  That will all be decided by each individual credit union. I expect that 
some credit unions will go down this road in the coming years.  Some may restrict it to one, 
two or three proxy votes, while others may allow four or five.  Each credit union makes its own 
rules.  All we are doing is introducing a provision to allow credit unions to allow proxy votes 
if they wish to do so.  There is no obligation for them to do so.  Some of them will never do it.

The issue of voting in advance was mentioned.  I will reply briefly and get into it in a little 
more detail on Committee Stage.  That provision is actually to facilitate a postal vote, for ex-
ample.  The Bill allows a credit union to make temporary arrangements for the interim period, 
that is, the first three months of the new year because of the pandemic.  Thereafter, voting ar-
rangements will have to be decided by the members at a meeting.  Credit unions may go back to 
having in-person meetings or they can have virtual meetings or a combination of both�  Virtual 
meetings would involve people using iPhones or laptops to log on securely and that being ap-
proved by the secretary or officials of the credit union.  There will also be facilities for people to 
phone into the meeting so that they can contribute and hear what is being said.  There is tremen-
dous flexibility.  Some meetings will involve a combination of those who are physically present 
at the AGM, those attending by phone and those using technology to attend the AGM virtually.

Some credit unions may choose to allow postal voting.  By definition, this means that mem-
bers votes have to be posted in before the meeting.  If a credit union does not wish to go down 
that road, it does not have to do so.  We are removing the legislative obstacles that prevent credit 
unions that wish to go that route from so doing.  It will increase participation at AGMs if people 
can attend virtually or by phone�  People may not be able to attend the meeting in person�

I genuinely believe that most of the concerns raised will not be an issue.  I am absolutely 
sure that directors cannot introduce rules on proxy votes in this interim period unless the credit 
union has already gone that route.  We are not aware of any credit union having such a provision 
already.  The directors cannot introduce a provision bringing in a proxy vote system when they 
call a virtual AGM in the interim period up until the end of April.  If the members wish to bring 
in such a system to be used in the future, they are free to do so.  They are not legally prevented 
from doing so in the future.  I understand why the issue of proxy votes was raised, but it is up 
to each credit union to make their rules to suit themselves�

I will return to the issue of the IFAC and other matters on Committee Stage and provide 
further information at that point�

Question put and agreed to�
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10/12/2020LL00300Finance (Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill 2020 [Seanad]: Committee and Remaining 
Stages

Sections 1 and 2 agreed to�

SECTION 3

10/12/2020LL00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Amendments Nos. 1, 2, 5 and 10 are related and may be 
discussed together�

10/12/2020LL00700Deputy Ged Nash: I move amendment No� 1:

In page 4, to delete lines 2 and 3.

Deputy Sherlock, who tabled the amendment, is not present, but he has a keen interest in 
this area.  I am deputising for him.  I will be brief.

Amendment No. 1 relates to proxy votes.  As the Minister of State is aware, we are genu-
inely concerned regarding the application of proxy voting and how that would operate, as are 
some credit union organisations across the country�  I understand the concluding remarks of the 
Minister of State on Second Stage regarding how proxy votes will be introduced as an option 
for credit unions and that they will not be permitted to use proxy votes during the interim pe-
riod.  He may correct me if I am wrong.  More work may be done by the credit union movement 
and, indeed, between the credit union, the regulator and the Department before the proxy voting 
situation could be applied, assuming that the legislation as it is currently framed is passed.  I 
understand that there is an urgency around allowing AGMs to take place and making modifica-
tions to the rules.  Of course, people are anxious for dividends and so on to be paid as early as 
possible.  Under their own rules, credit unions are required to hold AGMs within certain periods 
of time�

Notwithstanding all that, there is a need to address genuine issues in respect of security, 
the general data protection regulation, transparency and other important governance matters.  
That is what amendment No. 1 is designed to do.  This is an issue of particular concern to my 
colleague, Deputy Sherlock, and I am interested to hear the views of the Minister of State on 
it.  I would also be interested if he could elaborate on whether the Central Bank was consulted 
regarding this particular provision, as well as the other provisions of the Bill.

10/12/2020LL00800Minister of State at the Department of Finance (Deputy Sean Fleming): I thank the 
Deputy.  To deal with his last point first, there were consultations with the Central Bank.  The 
existing legislation would allow the Central Bank, using its discretion, to defer AGMs until the 
end of April in any event.  However, we believed it necessary for the Oireachtas to decide to 
put that on a legislative basis�  There is provision in the Bill for further extension of the period 
within which an AGM must be held if the Minister is of the opinion that is necessary.  We are 
having this debate substantially because the physical meetings cannot go ahead because of Co-
vid.  The whole concept behind the legislation is to facilitate credit unions, rather than to oblige 
them to do something�

I am coming to the issue of proxy voting.  These are what I would call governance and op-
erational matters.  The legislation will allow flexibility in that regard.  I do not think the legisla-
tion should be so prescriptive as to set out in legislation strict rules on proxy voting�  The prac-
tice in that regard will vary from credit union to credit union.  All we are saying is that credit 
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unions may bring it in if they so wish.  The obligations in respect of GDPR and confidentiality 
in the context of such issues will be a matter at operational level within each credit union that 
chooses to go down that road.

We have received correspondence from various credit unions and credit union representa-
tive bodies, including the Credit Union Managers Association, pointing out that it will be dif-
ficult.  I agree that it will be difficult.  It will the first time for organisations that wish to go the 
virtual route to do so.  They will have to consider security and how they will ascertain who is 
logging in to the meeting.  Ireland has grown up a lot in respect of virtual meetings since Covid 
came.  There are sporting organisations and farming organisations, including large farming 
organisations, that are holding virtual AGMs because their members cannot physically come 
together�  Those organisations are not prevented from doing so but credit unions cannot do so 
unless we pass this legislation.  The point of facilitating virtual meetings is to allow meetings 
to happen such that all the members can get the financial information in a timely manner.  It is 
also important for the audits to be completed and sent back to the Central Bank, which is the 
regulator, such that it can have a full view of the overall position of the credit union movement 
as soon as it is fair and practical to do so�  This legislation aims to facilitate all that�  The only 
real power being given to the boards of directors during this interim period is to permit them to 
arrange the AGM after 31 January�

I stress that I already took the Bill through the Seanad.  It was passed by the Upper House 
on 30 November�

Arrangements are in place for an tUachtarán to sign it promptly, and credit unions know 
that this is coming down the tracks.  They will be in a position to arrange AGMs as soon as they 

have an ability and are free to do so as early as possible in the new year, if they 
wish.  Some of them might decide to wait and see what health restrictions are in 
place in February or March and wait to hold the AGM then, and they are free to do 

that.  Those who wish to do it early can do so by carrying it out virtually if the health restrictions 
would prevent the members coming together for a physical meeting.  It is important to stress 
that an AGM can be a combination of a virtual and physical meeting�

  On some other points, I understand what Deputies are saying about the issue of people vot-
ing in advance, but some credit unions might wish to allow members to have a postal vote.  It 
will be up to each credit union through its software suppliers to ensure the integrity of the vot-
ing, that each member gets only one vote and there is a link and a code to link into the system.  
It will have to have a system that knows who sent or has not sent in a proxy vote.  I wish to 
deal with the proxy voting as well and the 48-hour provision in the legislation.  That is the lat-
est possible time.  I expect credit unions to have a system in place whereby they would request 
their members, if they are arranging proxy votes, to have it in four, five or six days in advance.  
Legislatively, however, the last possible moment will be two days in advance of the AGM.

  There was a question about some credit unions that traditionally hold their AGMs on a 
Monday, which would mean a great deal of work having to be done over the weekend by the 
organisers of the meeting.  It might involve weekend work or they could easily move the AGM 
to a Wednesday or Thursday or another day in the week that would not involve the 48-hour pe-
riod covering a weekend.  After they get used to it on the first occasion, they will be well able to 
carry out the proxy voting on the second occasion.  That is if credit unions choose to go down 
that road.  Most of them might choose not to because of the concerns of members, while others 
might feel it is appropriate in family circumstances to allow the one, two or three votes.  It is 

3 o’clock
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also important that the legislation provides, which is obvious, that a person cannot nominate 
two different people to be their proxy vote, with two people arriving as proxies for one indi-
vidual.  That is specifically in the legislation.

  I hope Members will see that this Bill seeks to facilitate the credit union movement in the 
future.  The only thing we are facilitating is the board of directors proceeding with an AGM 
early in the new year, if it wishes to do so.  It can do it virtually.  The board can make that call.  
I also wish to refer to the reason for the seven days, if we move to the seven-day period.  Many 
people might get the notice of the AGM, have a look at it the following weekend and see that 
they must give in the details of their proxy a week in advance of the AGM.  People tend to make 
up their minds closer to the deadline.  They can still send it in up to seven days before the AGM, 
but we are providing that the latest time for its receipt is 48 hours.  It could not be any closer as 
it would not work physically.  As with most things, I hope people would not wait until the last 
minute, so it will not be necessary to have that big gathering of proxy votes.  Again, most of that 
can be done physically.  Some of it will be done virtually as well.  I hope the software will be in 
place to facilitate the credit union movement�  Many people have had to make arrangements for 
new technology, so I believe it will be able to do that.  They are the main points about the proxy.  
I understand the concerns, as they were my immediate concerns.  However, when I looked at 
the details of the legislation, it was clear.

  The final point raised was how soon the credit unions can have their AGMs.  Clonmel has 
been mentioned in the House by every Deputy from Tipperary in the past week or so.  That 
credit union habitually held its AGM before Christmas so it could give members an interest re-
fund.  That was strictly its local arrangement.  Nothing in the legislation impacts on that.  It was 
traditional that the credit union had its AGM early so it could give an interest refund to people 
before Christmas�  I have made a practical suggestion�  Many of its members might be happy 
to wait until it has its AGM early in the new year to get that refund, but the credit union will 
know the members who were reliant on getting that money before Christmas for the Christmas 
shopping.  It will know how much a person was due to get in a refund had the AGM taken place 
at the usual time.  The credit union and the member will be well able to make arrangements to 
tide the member over until the AGM early in the new year.

  I believe I have covered the points raised.  I might have strayed into one or two of the other 
amendments, but they are all germane to the credit union legislation.

10/12/2020MM00200Deputy Pearse Doherty: As I said, we support the legislation.  There has been engagement 
in the House but there has also been engagement with the Department regarding the concern 
about proxy voting.  It goes against the stated intention of the movement.  There are issues with 
Covid and the facilitation of online AGMs, but I will take that out of the equation because we 
are not concerned about that.  There will be support for this legislation across the House, so I 
am sure we will be able to conclude it in due course.  There are only two or three core issues.

The Minister of State said that the legislation is not instructing or compelling credit unions 
to facilitate proxy voting.  However, proxy voting goes to the core of the function of a credit 
union.  It is about having one’s account and shares, and one member with one vote.  It is that 
ownership model.  As has been pointed out, there could be a situation now where an individual, 
a non-member of a credit union and perhaps somebody who has a conflicting position to the 
credit union, could have up to 200 votes at an AGM.  That is a theoretical position, but it is al-
lowed.
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When I look at the legislation, I wonder if it is fair.  The Minister of State is just empowering 
the credit unions to decide themselves.  Is he empowering the membership of the credit unions 
or empowering the credit union board?  Who decides whether proxy voting will be facilitated 
in any credit union in the State?  Is it at the AGM?  If it is, proxy voting cannot happen because 
the decision has not been made at that point.  Is it prior to the AGM?  That would mean the 
membership of the credit union would not have a say on a fundamental change in that credit 
union regarding how voting would be carried out, how key positions would be elected and how 
the positions of the credit union would be agreed.  I seek clarification on that matter.

10/12/2020MM00300Deputy Sean Fleming: I am happy to clarify that.  There are two positions here.  There is 
the interim period, which is only for this round of AGMs up to the end of April.  It can be ex-
tended if the Minister considers it necessary to do so, but it is on the basis that we will get there 
by the end of April next year.  The only power being given to the board of directors is to proceed 
with an AGM.  The issue of proxy votes is specifically covered in section 11.  Subsection (1) 
states: “Subject to subsection (3), a credit union may allow in its rules for any member of the 
credit union entitled to attend and vote at a general meeting of the credit union to be entitled to 
appoint another person (whether a member or not) as his or her proxy to attend and vote instead 
of him or her.”  In simple English, that says the credit union may allow it in its “rules”, which 
is the important word.  The board of directors cannot do this if it is not already in the rules of 
the credit union.  It cannot introduce proxy votes unless it is in the rules, and we are not aware 
of any credit union in Ireland that has this in its rules�  The issue never came to the fore before 
now.  Second, it will be up to the members at a future AGM to change the rules for subsequent 
meetings.  It is strictly the members, and it cannot apply in the interim period because the board 
of directors does not have the power to change those rules.  If it is not in the rules, it cannot 
happen�

10/12/2020MM00400Deputy Pearse Doherty: That clarification is very important.  The Minister of State is 
saying that according to the knowledge of the Department and the Minister, none of the credit 
unions currently has this in the rules.  As I said, many are opposed to this.  Therefore, there will 
be no AGM this year that will allow for proxy voting.  There may be an AGM that would have 
a motion to change the rules to allow for proxy voting in future years, but that would be done 
by the membership.  That is an important clarification.

The second point on this measure is that, from my understanding, the credit unions do not 
want it, so where is it coming from?  It is not a Covid issue.  It is not a case of someone being 
vulnerable, as he or she has an underlying condition or is self-isolating, and he or she wants a 
son or daughter to attend the AGM either physically or remotely in the case of someone without 
access to broadband or that he or she was not technologically savvy.  It is not a Covid-19 issue 
because it will not apply in the Covid-19 era, it will only apply post September next year, if it 
applies at all.  Therefore, where is the demand coming from?  Why has the Department decided 
to go down this road contrary to what has been suggested by the Credit Union Advisory Com-
mittee, CUAC, in its report?  The submissions indicated clearly that people did not want this 
type of facilitation, if one wants to call it that, because that is what it is, it is facilitating credit 
unions to change their rules�

10/12/2020NN00200Deputy Sean Fleming: In December 2017, CUAC did publish a policy paper on alternative 
means of voting by members.  I accept that there is not a widespread view among members of 
credit unions that they should have proxy voting�  Some people have said that it might facili-
tate a greater attendance at AGMs.  We all know credit unions have thousands of members and 
there might be 70 people or 80 people at an AGM.  Sometimes, there can be more, but a tiny 
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percentage of members of credit unions actually attend AGMs currently.  We think if we allow 
this change, that in due course it might increase the attendance and the involvement of people 
at an AGM.  I accept that it is not for every credit union and that some credit unions will not 
want to know about it but we want to make it available for those which do want to go that route.

There are different types of credit union.  Some of them are geographically-based and others 
are industry-based and there might be different practices, for example, in a credit union that is 
connected with a particular workforce, which might be more inclined to go there, rather than 
the type of community-based one that operates in a particular geographic region�  I understand 
the demand for this is not overwhelming.  Some will not go near it, but for those who want to 
go down this route, we will remove the legal obstacle preventing them from doing so.  Let us 
see how it works.  That is my view on it.  If we are here in five years’ time, and no credit union 
has done it, so be it.

Amendment, by leave, withdrawn.

Amendment No� 2 not moved�

Section 3 agreed to�

Sections 4 and 5 agreed to�

SECTION 6

10/12/2020NN00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Amendments Nos� 3 and 6 are related and they may be dis-
cussed together, by agreement.  Is that agreed?  Agreed.

10/12/2020NN01000Deputy Ged Nash: I move amendment No� 3:

In page 5, line 33, to delete “, whether before or”.

I will speak on behalf of Deputy Sherlock.  I will curtail my remarks on the amendment.  I 
referenced this particular point in my Second Stage contribution�  Both amendments relate to 
the word “before”.  The Minister of State will be familiar with them.  As I outlined previously, 
we have concerns about business being dealt with before a meeting takes place and they are 
based on issues relating to transparency, security, safety and integrity.  We need to proceed very 
carefully on this matter.  The truth is that, insofar as is practicable, all of the decisions should 
be made, not in advance but at meetings when people have access to all of the information that 
they need and can understand fully what is being put before them.  There is a risk of undermin-
ing governance and the manipulation of outcomes of meetings�

While I do not want to stray into other aspects that are not covered by this amendment, there 
are concerns about the integrity of the technology and the burden that all of this might impose 
on credit unions that may already be stretched in many ways.  I think the Minister of State 
would accept and understand that.  We also have concerns about ensuring that the fitness and 
probity criteria and requirements are followed.  The Central Bank and the credit union move-
ment worked very hard on that in recent years in terms of people going forward for election to 
sensitive positions.  These issues need to be addressed at meetings, not in advance.

Could the Minister of State clarify a point he made earlier on voting in advance?  Did he 
mean exclusively by post or would arrangements be made for individual members or an accu-
mulation of members represented on some occasions by a proxy, to vote by means other than 
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by post?  That would be an important clarification.  I do not think anybody would have an issue 
with postal voting in advance.  The question I have is whether the Minister of State would be 
concerned about the integrity of the process if it is done electronically given the risk of expo-
sure involved in that�

10/12/2020NN01100Deputy Pearse Doherty: I mentioned this issue on Second Stage�  Amendment No� 3 re-
lates to a matter Deputy Nash and I have raised concerning pre-voting�  The legislation does not 
refer to post but rather to electronic means�

I wish to focus on one core part of the issue.  The amendment is to delete the words “,wheth-
er before or”, which would not allow for pre-voting.  I know the Minister of State may say 
this is about enabling the credit unions to decide for themselves but if there is a belief that we 
should allow credit unions or banks to make up their own rules, then let them make up their own 
rules and let us not regulate them at all.  The Oireachtas passes laws that allow or enable credit 
unions to do certain things and the question is whether this is an appropriate power for a credit 
union to have.  The question is a genuine one that has been raised by the credit union movement 
itself on the impact the change could have on the integrity of the nomination committee�  The 
concern has been raised by the Credit Union Managers Association, CUMA, and I hope it can 
be addressed by the Minister of State today�

In this section of the legislation the Minister proposes to introduce pre-meeting voting where 
members who are not present at the AGM can vote prior to it by electronic means or whichever 
means the credit union may decide.  As the Minister of State is aware, the nomination com-
mittee is one of the key committees established under the Credit Union Act, so it is not insig-
nificant.  The purpose of the nomination committee is to ensure that nominees to credit union 
directorships meet the highest standards.  This is something we discussed previously in other 
legislation in this House.  It is an essential part of what is described as their fitness and probity 
regime, which is so important in financial institutions.  A very difficult lesson was learned in 
that regard by the State, not with credit unions but with the banks.

The Minister of State will be aware that the Central Bank wrote to lenders and insurers on 17 
November warning that they were failing to follow fitness and probity rules.  These are in place 
to ensure key staff meet the highest standards of confidence, honesty and integrity.  Fitness and 
probity are vital for lenders, including credit unions.  As part of its process regarding nominees, 
the nomination committee shares a report with members, those who elect the directors.  That 
report is shared by the nomination committee with the members and then the members elect 
the directors.  Under the credit union rules, this report is shared in advance of any voting but 
under section 6(4)(a) of this legislation, a mechanism is allowed whereby votes could be cast 
by members before a meeting, therefore suggesting that voting would be allowed to take place 
before the nomination committee sends its report to members.  Consequently, members would 
be voting on the election of directors, which is crucial with respect to fitness, probity, integrity 
and all the rest, without the benefit, it could be argued, of having the nomination committee’s 
report shared with them.  That would be crucial in informing them of voting positions.

The matter has been raised with the Department of Finance by credit unions and it is really 
important that the Minister of State clarifies this.  He commented that we can see how this will 
work out but perhaps in this case we should take a little more time and not allow for pre-meet-
ing voting at this stage so we can have further discussions with the credit unions.

10/12/2020OO00200Deputy Sean Fleming: I thank the Deputies�  The section indicates a credit union “may” 
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and I keep referring to that word.  We are here to facilitate and help credit unions run their 
businesses and the conduct of voting at an AGM should be regulated by the credit union’s own 
rules, which vary between credit unions, rather than through legislation.  The big change we 
are making in this legislation is to allow an extra three months for the process, and this requires 
legislation because a date is specified in legislation already tying it to the end of January.

On the matter of these meetings being conducted in different parts of the country, we have 
all spoken about the integrity of the board of directors and key staff.  We should not tie their 
hands too much in legislation�  The section states: “A credit union may provide for participation 
in a general meeting by providing or facilitating, for that purpose, the use of electronic com-
munications technology, including a mechanism for casting votes by a member, whether before 
or during the meeting.”  A vote could include a postal vote, for example.  I am speculating but 
if people said they could not make a meeting on a Monday night and a proxy vote is either 
not allowed or desired, there might be the option of putting a ballot box in the credit union or 
wherever the AGM is being held so that people can cast the vote an hour or two beforehand in 
the afternoon�  There is scope for people to participate in an AGM perhaps by casting a vote by 
postal ballot in advance.  A credit union would not be excluded by having a ballot box at a par-
ticular location in the head office, for example, for 24 hours before the meeting if people want 
to vote on the day but cannot make the meeting�

I hope credit unions will take such flexibility on board if they feel it is in their interests.  The 
Deputy has mentioned that somebody could have 200 proxy votes but I cannot envisage how 
any credit union would amend rules to allow anybody to have more than a handful of votes to 
facilitate family member or a neighbour who cannot go to the meeting.  If a credit union went to 
a very high number of proxy votes per person, it would be open to some big risks and it would 
be very hard to see how that would pass through an AGM.  Other people would feel they would 
be outvoted by others with a large number of votes.  I am being practical.  If some credit unions 
want to go with ten or 20 proxy votes, although I would not personally recommend it, they can 
make their own rules.  The number of votes that would at any stage be allowed by proxy will 
be quite limited.

We know what is different here and it has been mentioned that it is the DNA of credit unions 
that there is one vote for each member.  Everybody understands that.  When we speak of proxy 
votes in the Oireachtas, people think of companies and shares where a shareholder may have 
25% of the shares�  That shareholder can give a proxy vote to somebody else�  In limited com-
panies with shares, voting strength is determined by the number of shares and it is not a case 
of each shareholder having one vote�  One shareholder could have the majority of votes in a 
company�  We often think of proxy votes in that context but the credit union movement has a 
principle of one vote for each person.  I expect the credit unions will keep very close to that 
even if they are of a mind to move a little away from it to facilitate older people who might not 
be able to make a specific meeting, for example.

I take the point about the nomination committees�  There are practical issues involved�  We 
should not hold up the legislation with this and it is something credit unions might discuss.  
They can consider if there is a mechanism to get the nomination committee report to members 
immediately before the AGM rather than being physically distributed at the meeting if some 
people cast their votes beforehand�

People may want to hear the nominations board recommendation at the meeting and some 
credit unions may use this as a reason not to introduce early voting through postal votes�  People 
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would vote at the meeting if they are there, online or in another mechanism.  It may be a reason 
some credit unions may not go down the early voting route while others may be happy to do it.  
There is flexibility and, from a practical perspective, each credit union would have to look at a 
mechanism to have the nomination committee’s report out before any of the members cast their 
vote if they choose, at a local level, to allow early voting.

I am trying to be fair and reasonable.  We are trying not to be overly prescriptive and we 
want to give maximum latitude.  I take the point but we are not saying “On you go”.  The 
argument I have heard since taking this role is that there is too much regulation but we are al-
lowing scope on this.  The credit unions normally complain about too much regulation and the 
additional associated costs.  Members know that just a short while ago we reduced the levies 
that the Central Bank imposes on credit unions by more than 50% for the coming year�  It is an 
indication of our support of credit unions and acknowledging where they are.

I am answering Members’ queries as best I can and in good faith.  We all have trust in the 
credit union movement to do their business properly as best suits their local needs.  That is why 
I do not wish to include the amendment.  This been through the Seanad but we want the legisla-
tion finished well before Christmas and signed by the President as quickly as possible.

Amendment, by leave, withdrawn.

10/12/2020OO00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I remind Deputies that Committee Stage is to conclude after 
60 minutes.  I know there are a number of amendments they wish to speak to.  We are approxi-
mately halfway through the allotted time.

10/12/2020OO00500Deputy Ged Nash: I move amendment No� 4:

In page 5, between lines 37 and 38, to insert the following:

“(c) The reference in paragraph (a) to casting votes includes casting votes on a reso-
lution and casting votes at an election and, in relation to voting at an election, the mecha-
nism referred to in that paragraph shall ensure the secrecy of the ballot�”�

I would appreciate the Minister of State’s view on this amendment, which concerns main-
taining the secrecy of the ballot.  This is clearly critical.  We know the credit union movement 
is essentially the people’s bank.  The Minister of State knows only too well the democratic and 
community-based nature of it.  Members of credit unions are always concerned that the integ-
rity and principles of the credit union be upheld, particularly that of one member, one vote, with 
secrecy of the ballot and so on.  I would appreciate his view on the amendment.

10/12/2020OO00600Deputy Sean Fleming: I thank the Deputy�  Everybody is concerned about the integrity of 
AGMs, including proxies, timing and the secrecy of the ballot.  The Deputy will be satisfied 
to hear that the amendment relating to ballot secrecy is not necessary as the legislation details 
exactly when secret ballots are required and that the board of directors of a credit union shall 
be elected, in any case, by secret ballot.  We have written into the legislation that the election of 
the board would be by secret ballot so the amendment is not necessary.  The intention is correct 
but we have the same view, so the issue has been dealt with in the legislation.

Amendment, by leave, withdrawn.

Amendments Nos� 5 and 6 not moved�
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Section 6 agreed to�

Sections 7 to 10, inclusive, agreed to.

SECTION 11

10/12/2020PP00500Deputy Pearse Doherty: I move amendment No� 7:

In page 11, between lines 12 and 13, to insert the following:

“(4) A proxy shall not be entitled to act as a proxy on behalf of more than one person�”� 

This amendment is in connection with the issue of proxy votes.  The Minister of State heard 
my comments earlier about concerns raised by some sections of the credit union movement�  
Proxy voting is a feature in the election of representatives to different parliaments, as is postal 
voting.  We do not have proxy voting in this jurisdiction but in the north east of our island, 
proxy voting is facilitated and has been for many years.  It is a way to increase participation.

Despite our concerns, what we have done here is to try to deal with the issue.  Proxy vot-
ing is illegal or unlawful in credit unions and will remain thus until this legislation is passed.  
I note the Minister of State’s comments with regard to credit unions allowing for numerous 
proxy votes to be held in the hands of one individual.  Obviously, casting a vote on behalf of 
somebody and his or her stated intention - we must assume that would be the case - is one thing 
but proxy voting goes further than that and many credit unions are concerned about it�  This 
amendment provides that a proxy voter shall not be entitled to act as a proxy on behalf of more 
than one person�

We are trying to reach a happy medium here�  The Minister made reference to the legislation 
having to return to the Seanad but the Upper House could deal with this in a matter of minutes 
with a degree of goodwill, as has been the case with legislation that has been sent back from 
the Seanad to Dáil Éireann.  Changes can be approved within minutes so there is a mechanism 
available if the Minister of State was willing to consider this amendment and I would encourage 
him to do so�

The 2016 Credit Union Advisory Committee published its review of the implementation of 
the recommendations of the report by the Commission on Credit Unions�  The committee noted 
that proxy voting was a specific concern for stakeholders.  Section 11 amends section 82 of the 
Credit Union Act 1997.  It deletes subsection (3) which prohibits members from voting by proxy 
at a general meeting of the credit union.  Section 11 of the Bill before us inserts a new section 
82A into the 1997 Act which allows credit unions to provide their members with an option to 
vote by proxy at general meetings�  It also sets out the rules governing such voting by proxy�  
These include that a proxy would have the same speaking rights as a credit union member and 
the same rights to vote on a show of hands and on a poll.  That is important.  At annual general 
meetings, as we all know from attending our own party conferences, for example, members can 
be delegated to vote on behalf of the branch they are representing.  If members have a free vote, 
the conversation or debate may have an impact on which way they will cast that vote and may 
also have an impact on future votes�  The issue of speaking rights and the ability to shape the 
views of people in the room is crucially important.  It is important in the context of proxy voters 
because such voters may not be members of the credit union�  The proxy could be somebody 
who has no right, other than being a proxy voter, to be at an AGM and somebody who has no 
stake in the credit union movement nationally or locally�
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Serious issues have been raised with regard to these proposals, including the fact that proxy 
voting could lead to conflicts of interest.  Furthermore, proxy voters could exercise undue influ-
ence on voting, as I mentioned earlier.  The possibility of a proxy voter acting as a proxy for 
several members is what amendment No. 7 tries to address because that could lead to undue 
influence being exercised by a single individual.  The Minister of State argued that proxy voting 
is being permitted in an attempt to encourage people to attend AGMs but while I acknowledge 
that other measures in this legislation will do that, proxies cannot do so because proxy voters 
would be entitled to attend the AGM if they were members of the credit union in their own 
right.  The only way that proxy voting could increase attendance at an AGM is if all of the proxy 
voters were not members of the credit union and that might not be a good thing.  Let us take 
the example of a credit union AGM at which 20 people turn up.  People have the right to attend 
if they are members of the credit union so the only way the attendance could be increased is if 
those attending were not members.  We do not want to see a situation where there are 30 proxy 
voters who are not members of the credit union outnumbering the members, even though they 
are acting on behalf of members�  The Minister of State should bear that point in mind�  Con-
cerns have been raised and this amendment would address one of those concerns by ensuring 
that a proxy cannot act on behalf of more than one person.  This would avoid the situation in 
which one person could act as a proxy for several members.  It is a reasonable proposal and I 
ask the Minister of State to show goodwill and take it on.  We are supporting this legislation 
but there is a bit of concern around this issue.  The Minister of State said that we can monitor 
what credit unions do in terms of changing their own rules but we need to be a bit careful here.  
Limiting proxies to representing one individual will reduce some of the concerns around this 
issue expressed by credit unions to me and others�

10/12/2020PP00600Deputy Sean Fleming: We are all supportive of the credit unions and believe they will run 
their organisations as best they can.  That is why we did not want to be overly-prescriptive by 
limiting proxy voting such that a proxy voter can only act on behalf of one person�  I gave the 
example earlier of an elderly couple who want their son or daughter to represent them both at 
the AGM�  The Deputy is suggesting that one half of the couple can be represented by the family 
member while the other half will have to call on a neighbour or someone else to act as a proxy.  
I see a practical benefit in allowing one family member to represent both parents.  The Deputy’s 
intention in limiting proxies is right and we are all agreed on that.  The tenor of the debate sug-
gests that we all believe the use of proxies should be limited to a very small number to facilitate 
issues like the one I just mentioned.  We do not want to allow people to gather up proxy votes.

Families are part of the credit union movement�  Generations of families have been members 
of the same credit union but to suggest that one member of a family cannot represent his or her 
parents who are members of the credit union is a bit too strict.  I would be happy to give credit 
unions the flexibility to decide whether proxies can represent one, two, three or four members 
or whatever small number they think is appropriate, if they want to go there at all.  Some credit 
unions may agree with the points made by Deputy Doherty.  They might believe they would be 
opening the door too much, that if they allow one this year, it will increase to three and then to 
five, ten and so on.  Some credit unions may decide not to allow proxy voting at all if they are 
concerned that there could be abuse.  Again, we have provided that non-members can act as 
proxy voters because, as in the example I gave earlier, a son or daughter may not be a member 
of a credit union but should be able to represent his or her parents�  That is just one practical 
example that springs to mind.  There are other examples.  Perhaps I might refine my wording, 
although I am not sure exactly what wording I used an hour ago.  We aim to improve participa-
tion at AGMs rather than attendance.  I take Deputy Doherty’s point; attendance will only be 
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increased if extra people attend and these would be non-members.  What we really want is extra 
participation at the AGMs�  There is a real fear that the elderly couple might not go at all�  At 
least if their son or daughter represents them through a proxy vote they can still participate even 
though not in physical attendance.  Somewhere along the line, virtual attendance may be pos-
sible.  That is what is really behind this Bill.  I know a lot of elderly people might not be familiar 
with this technology but many are now using Skype to talk to their children and grandchildren.  
Many who we think are not able for things like this are well able and more will become able as 
time goes on, once they are shown how it works.  

I understand the point about limiting proxy votes to one per person�  If credit unions are 
concerned about this, they can limit people to one proxy vote, or even to two or three if they 
wish.  If they are worried about the concept overall, they need not introduce it at all.  I feel it 
is not unreasonable to allow a son or daughter to represent both parents.  That is why I do not 
favour the limit of one proxy vote�

10/12/2020QQ00200Deputy Pearse Doherty: I hear what the Minister of State is saying and the position he has 
outlined is reasonable.  There is, however, an issue with regard to human nature.  We see this 
in different organisations.  In most organisations, it is difficult to get someone to stand forward 
and take on a role, such as the role of director.  There are other rare occasions on which some-
one is trying to get somebody elected for whatever reason.  In an extended family there may be 
seven, eight or nine individuals who have votes at an AGM but no interest in it.  There could be 
brothers, sisters, mothers and fathers who have never attended an AGM in their lives and who 
have no involvement in a credit union, bar having an account, savings or the odd loan with it.  
They may not have been involved in the workings of the credit union.  This Bill allows credit 
unions to change their rules in a way which would allow somebody to gather up those votes.  In 
this way, somebody who regularly attends the AGMs may have a weighted power when voting 
at AGMs.  This, in itself, may have a destabilising effect on other members who decide not to 
do this�

I am conscious of what the Minister of State has said about leaving it up to credit unions 
to decide themselves but he has not accepted that position on other issues�  There are serious 
restrictions placed on credit unions with regard to other matters, restrictions we would like to 
be resolved.  They are not allowed to design their own models or to decide how they lend or the 
limits to apply.  In this legislation, we move from a position in which proxies are illegal to one 
in which there is no limit in law on the number of votes a proxy attending an AGM may gather 
and cast�  That is challenging and it is regrettable that the Minister has decided not to accept 
the amendment, which is very balanced and measured given the concerns of the movement in 
respect of proxies.  For that reason, I will press the amendment.

Amendment put and declared lost�

10/12/2020QQ00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Amendments Nos� 8 and 9 are related and may be discussed 
together�

10/12/2020QQ00500Deputy Ged Nash: I move amendment No� 8:

In page 11, lines 28 and 29, to delete from and including “48 hours” on line 28, down to 
and including “provide)” on line 29 and substitute “seven days”�

The Minister of State went some way towards clarifying - if I can use that term - the ques-
tion of the 48 hours’ notice�  We believe it is reasonable to amend this provision to substitute 
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“seven days” for “48 hours”.  Will the Minister of State elaborate on, and put on the record, 
how he believes this 48-hour period would function?  Seven days is fair, given the potential lo-
gistical issues when organising meetings.  The question of potentially having to create a unique 
and discrete database of qualified members who are eligible to vote at an AGM has been raised 
with Deputy Sherlock and me.  That could present logistical and technical issues.  We would 
appreciate the Minister of State’s observations on that.  We believe it is reasonable to request a 
move from 48 hours to seven days, given the circumstances.

10/12/2020QQ00600Deputy Sean Fleming: I thank the Deputy for proposing this amendment�  It is good to 
tease out the issue.  The decision to allow proxy voting is at the discretion of individual credit 
unions.  If a credit union provides for proxy voting, the legislation sets the deadline for de-
positing an instrument of proxy.  This deadline balances the needs of the member, who is an 
individual, and of the credit union, which has the resources.  It would be an unfair burden and 
restrictive on credit union members if the deadline was further out from the AGM, giving them 
less time to organise an appropriate proxy.  It should be remembered that when people get no-
tices, they put them aside, think about them and come back to them.  It would not be appropriate 
for the last date to get in an instrument of proxy to be a full week before the AGM.  Many people 
only make up their minds as to whether to go to an AGM over the course of the week.  If this 
amendment is passed, it will be too late to send a proxy if somebody has not made up his or her 
mind not to attend a week before the AGM.

These questions only arise if a credit union decides to allow proxies in the first place.  It all 
comes back to that.  If a credit union believes the 48-hour period would result in an administra-
tive or technological burden and that it would be difficult to process instruments of proxy sub-
mitted three days in advance, it can choose not to go there at all.  I am thinking of the members.  
What is at the core of most of what is before us today is a desire to facilitate participation at 
AGMs�  Telling people that they cannot arrange a proxy if they do not have their mind made up 
more than a week before the AGM moves the balance too far towards making members make 
their minds up very early in the process after receiving the financial accounts and reports to 
be considered at that AGM.  This measure gives members more flexibility and allows them to 
make up their minds three or four days in advance of the meeting�  

I acknowledge that the credit union’s resources might be put under pressure by the need to 
have the technology in place to allow for this but the balance of resources is heavily weighted 
in favour of the credit union rather than the individual member.  If I am asked to find the bal-
ance between encouraging participation at AGMs and acknowledging the administrative bur-
den involved in processing applications for proxy votes, I prefer to keep the balance in favour of 
facilitating the member up to as late a point as is practicable, that is, two full days.  This allows 
members to make up their minds up to that point.  The credit unions will encourage people to 
get such applications in early, that is to say seven, six, five, four or three days in advance, and 
not to leave it until the last day.  In some cases, the processing of these applications might put 
an administrative burden on the credit union but I believe technology will ultimately solve that 
problem�  I prefer to give members the greatest opportunity possible to participate either in per-
son or by proxy.  Requiring that instruments of proxy be submitted seven days beforehand, and 
forcing members to make up their minds so far out from an AGM, may have an adverse effect 
on people’s participation�

I understand the point behind the amendment.  I hope the Deputy will see that there is a bal-
ance between these two issues.  Yes, we are putting an extra burden on the credit union, but only 
to facilitate the members and to give them as much time as possible before the AGM to make up 
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their minds.  On that basis, I will not accept this particular amendment, although it was worth 
highlighting some of the issues that may be involved should credit unions go down the road of 
discussing the issue of proxy votes�

Amendment, by leave, withdrawn.

Amendment No� 9 not moved�

Question proposed: “That section 11 stand part of the Bill�”

10/12/2020RR00100Deputy Pearse Doherty: On section 11, I want to talk about consecutive terms of appoint-
ment to the IFAC�  This should not be happening�  The members of the council have done an 
excellent job, including the reports they give to the Joint Committee on Finance, Public Expen-
diture and Reform, and Taoiseach, of which I am a member.  We differ on some issues and agree 
with others; that is the nature of it.  The council gives independent advice to the Joint Com-
mittee on Finance, Public Expenditure and Reform, and Taoiseach.  It published its report on 
the fiscal rules, irrespective of how we view those rules.  It produces a considerable amount of 
documentation that never gets discussed publicly but is of great assistance in increasing parlia-
mentarians’ depth of knowledge of the fiscal environment in which we operate.  The members 
have served their positions with distinction.

Under the current law a member may be appointed to the IFAC for two consecutive terms.  
There is nothing to stop them from being appointed-----

10/12/2020RR00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I am not sure the Deputy is on the right section�

10/12/2020RR00300Deputy Pearse Doherty: Okay�

10/12/2020RR00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The reason I just drew his attention-----

10/12/2020RR00500Deputy Pearse Doherty: May I make my final point so that we can save time on this issue?

10/12/2020RR00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We will be out of time in two minutes in any event.

10/12/2020RR00700Deputy Pearse Doherty: Let me make the point; I have just one more sentence to say�  
Nothing is preventing them from being reappointed for further terms, but we need to have a 
break�  We need to replenish the board members to retain freshness�  It is a crucial body�  This 
amendment is wrong.

10/12/2020RR00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I thank the Deputy�

10/12/2020RR00900Deputy Pearse Doherty: The Government should be able to appoint suitable people-----

10/12/2020RR01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy Doherty, just to be fair-----

10/12/2020RR01100Deputy Pearse Doherty: -----without the need for somebody being appointed three times 
in a row.

10/12/2020RR01200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I can give Deputy Nash a few seconds, if he wants to come 
in on that�

10/12/2020RR01300Deputy Ged Nash: I support Deputy Doherty’s position on this, as I enunciated on Second 
Stage.  I hope we can speak on this matter which arises in section 14 and not section 11.
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10/12/2020RR01400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are finishing up now; I wanted to be fair to Deputy Nash.  
By mistake, Deputy Doherty spoke to the wrong section.

10/12/2020RR01500Deputy Ged Nash: I appreciate that�

10/12/2020RR01600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We have 15 seconds left if the Minister of State wants to say 
anything�

10/12/2020RR01700Deputy Sean Fleming: We are going on to Report Stage�  I may be able to respond to the 
point then�

10/12/2020RR01800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are actually coming to the end completely�

10/12/2020RR01900Deputy Pearse Doherty: I beg the indulgence of the Leas-Cheann Comhairle.  I know lee-
way has been given.  This debate has gone very quickly.  Perhaps we could allow a few minutes 
to hear a response on this issue and then we will be finished.

10/12/2020RR02000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I do not have discretion on that�  This time for the debate 
was set down by the Business Committee.  If I could, I would happily give it, but that is the 
time that was set.

10/12/2020RR02100Deputy Pearse Doherty: I do not think anybody will object if the Minister of State goes 
over time for a couple of-----

10/12/2020RR02200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: It is a matter that has been set out.  At the beginning, I 
warned Deputies that we had an hour.  We have only three speakers.  I am really sorry; I must 
bring down the guillotine on it at this point.  The 60 minutes are up.

The time permitted for this debate having expired, I am required to put the following ques-
tion in accordance with an order of the Dáil, which was made on 8 December: “That in respect 
of each of the sections undisposed of, the section is hereby agreed to in Committee; the Title is 
hereby agreed to in Committee; the Bill is accordingly reported to the House without amend-
ment; the Fourth Stage is hereby completed; and the Bill is hereby passed�”

Question put and agreed to�

10/12/2020RR02400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: A message will be sent to the Seanad acquainting it accord-
ingly�

10/12/2020RR02500Central Mental Hospital (Relocation) Bill 2020: Order for Second Stage

Bill entitled an Act to provide for the relocation of the Central Mental Hospital from its cur-
rent premises in Dundrum, County Dublin to a premises in Portrane, County Dublin; to provide 
for the transfer of persons lawfully detained in the Central Mental Hospital Dundrum to the 
Central Mental Hospital Portrane; to provide for transitional arrangements; to provide for the 
closure of the former Central Mental Hospital Dundrum; to provide for the repeal of section 39 
of the Mental Treatment Act 1961; and to provide for related matters�

10/12/2020RR02700Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Mary Butler): I move: “That 
Second Stage be taken now.”
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Question put and agreed to�

10/12/2020RR02900Central Mental Hospital (Relocation) Bill 2020: Second Stage

10/12/2020RR03000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I remind Members that this debate will conclude after one 
hour and 40 minutes, if it does not conclude before that.

10/12/2020RR03100Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Mary Butler): I move: “That the 
Bill be now read a Second Time.”

I am here to introduce the Central Mental Hospital (Relocation) Bill 2020�  The Central 
Mental Hospital currently operates from a facility in Dundrum which was built in 1850.  That 

building is no longer fit for purpose.  Construction of a new hospital is a long-
standing Government policy and a priority in the programme for Government�  A 
significant and historic development will occur in 2021, with the opening of the 

new National Forensic Mental Health campus in Portrane, County Dublin.  This facility is made 
up of three psychiatric centres, including a new state-of-the-art hospital to replace the Dundrum 
hospital.  Legislation is needed to move to the new Central Mental Hospital site.

For 170 years, the Central Mental Hospital has provided secure care, specialist treatment, 
and rehabilitation for people at high, medium and pre-discharge levels of security.  At present, it 
is providing inpatient treatment to 94 people�  Most of those people are detained under various 
provisions of the Criminal Law (Insanity) Act 2006, with smaller numbers under the Mental 
Health Act 2001, as well as a small number of people who are wards of court.

The current hospital was built on a parkland site, as the Victorians believed that people with 
mental ill health could benefit from space and nature.  That belief was a progressive one, and, 
indeed, more enlightened than the name of the facility, which was a product of its time.  Today, 
the language of that time is inappropriate, outdated and offensive.  Unfortunately, as some of it 
is written in law, I will need to quote from it at times during this debate.

  In that context, I note that the current legal definition of the Central Mental Hospital comes 
from the Central Criminal Lunatic Asylum (Ireland) Act 1845.  This Act provided for what was 
defined as a “criminal lunatic asylum” to be built.  It was constructed in Dundrum and later, un-
der the Mental Treatment Act 1961, was renamed the Central Mental Hospital.  The provisions 
from those two Acts are what combine to link the hospital to its current location in Dundrum.  
This Bill is needed to allow the hospital to operate from a new location.

  The Bill is short and technical.  Its purpose is to provide a lawful basis for the relocation 
of the Central Mental Hospital from Dundrum, County Dublin, to a new facility at Portrane, 
County Dublin�  It also provides for the transfer of persons detained in Dundrum to Portrane 
and provides for an ongoing lawful basis for their detention.  It provides for the closure of the 
Dundrum facility, and repeal of section 39 of the Mental Treatment Act 1961, which links the 
Central Mental Hospital to the location in Dundrum�

  I will now take the House through the Bill to clarify its provisions.  Section 1 deals with 
definitions.  It defines the meanings of some of the terms used for the purposes of the Bill, in-
cluding ‘”relocation day”, “closure day” and “former Central Mental Hospital”.

  Section 2 sets out procedures for fixing a date by ministerial order for the relocation of the 

4 o’clock
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hospital.  The date shall be agreed after consultation with the Minister for Justice and the Men-
tal Health Commission.  From the relocation day, the new hospital in Portrane shall be known as 
the Central Mental Hospital.  A copy of a map marking the location of the new hospital will be 
included in the ministerial order, with the original map deposited in the Department of Health.  
From the relocation day, references to the Central Mental Hospital or Central Mental Hospital 
Dundrum in any enactment, court order or other document made before the relocation day will 
be read as meaning the new hospital.

  Section 3 provides that persons lawfully detained in Dundrum before the relocation day 
will continue to be lawfully detained in Dundrum on and after the relocation day, pending their 
transfer to Portrane.  During the transitional period between the relocation day and the closure 
of the Dundrum facility, persons lawfully detained in Dundrum will be transferred to Portrane 
and will continue to be lawfully detained during that transfer.  

  The specific provisions under which persons may be lawfully detained in the Central Men-
tal Hospital are included in this section.  These are: section 202 of the Defence Act 1954, where 
a person is unfit to stand trial by court martial; section 203 of the Defence Act 1954, where a 
person has been found guilty of an offence at a trial by court martial but was, as defined by the 
legislation, insane at the time of the offence; section 14 of the Mental Health Act 2001, which 
allows for the involuntary admission of a patient suffering from a mental disorder for their re-
ception, detention and treatment; section 15 of the Mental Health Act 2001, which allows for 
the period of involuntary admission of a patient to be extended; section 21 of the Mental Health 
Act 2001, which allows for a patient detained in another approved psychiatric centre to be trans-
ferred to the Central Mental Hospital either for their benefit or for the purpose of obtaining spe-
cial treatment; section 4 of the Criminal Law (Insanity) Act 2006, which allows the detention of 
a person who is accused of an offence, is suffering from a mental disorder, is in need of inpatient 
care or treatment for that disorder, and is not fit to stand trial; section 5 of the Criminal Law 
(Insanity) Act 2006, which allows the detention of a person who has been held to be not guilty 
of an offence by reason of insanity, is suffering from a mental disorder and needs inpatient care 
or treatment for that disorder; and section 15 of the Criminal Law (Insanity) Act 2006, which 
allows that a person, who is detained in a prison and suffering from a mental disorder for which 
he or she cannot be afforded appropriate care or treatment within the prison, can be transferred 
to the Central Mental Hospital to receive care or treatment for the mental disorder�

  Section 4 sets out procedures for fixing a date by ministerial order for the closure of the 
Dundrum facility as a psychiatric centre.  This date will be no later than the relocation day made 
under section 2.  The date shall be agreed after consultation with the Minister for Justice and 
the Mental Health Commission�

  Section 5 confirms that several existing entitlements for people detained under the Mental 
Health Act 2001 and the Criminal Law (Insanity) Act 2006 are unaffected by the changes in 
the Bill.  These are entitlements for a person to have his or her detention reviewed, to appeal 
against it, to have his or her detention revoked, where appropriate, or to be transferred from the 
Central Mental Hospital�

  Section 6 allows approved expenses associated with the administration of the Bill to be 
paid for from public funds�

  Section 7 repeals section 39 of the Mental Treatment Act 1961�  That section renamed the 
building commissioned in Dundrum under the 1845 Act as the Central Mental Hospital�  It must 
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be repealed to allow the hospital to operate from its new location.

  Section 8 is the Bill’s final section, and makes standard provisions setting out the Short 
Title of the Bill and arrangements for its commencement�

  For a long time now, the Central Mental Hospital in Dundrum has been unfit for purpose.  
While efforts have been made to refurbish and maintain the buildings, the permanent solution 
can only be a move to the new, purpose-built facility.  There are acknowledged capacity pres-
sures on the hospital, of which Members of the House will be aware.  The opening of the new 
National Forensic Mental Health Service campus will help to address these pressures.  Bed 
capacity in the existing hospital is 93.  The new hospital will have 130 inpatient places.  It will 
be supported by the phased opening of both an intensive care rehabilitation unit, with 30 places 
and a ten-bed child and adolescent mental health services, CAMHS, unit.  The new facility will 
provide additional bed capacity for women, which will allow for the development of a care 
pathway for women.  

  Relocation to the new facility will allow for a world-class service and will ensure that mod-
ern, intensive services for those with the most complex mental health needs will be delivered 
to international standards of quality and excellence and to greater numbers of individuals.  I 
recently visited the sites of the current and future central mental hospitals and I am hugely im-
pressed and optimistic for the future of forensic mental health services in this country.  Finally, 
I commend this Bill to the House and ask for the support of Members in passing it in a timely 
way.

10/12/2020SS00200Deputy Mark Ward: Sinn Féin will be supporting this Bill because it is technical in nature 
but I wish to raise some issues regarding the move of the Central Mental Hospital from Dun-
drum to Portrane.  I am aware that one of these issues is not within the remit of the Minister of 
State, but I need to address it today.  A significant land bank will be freed up when the Central 
Mental Hospital moves from Dundrum�  We are and continue to be in a housing crisis and it is 
important that this land is used to provide public housing.  I refer to affordable and social homes 
for workers and families in order that they can afford to live in Dundrum and surrounding areas.

I have seen reports stating that the Land Development Agency has indicated that only 30% 
to 40% of the properties in this development site would be for social and affordable housing, 
with as little as 10% allocated for social housing.  If the Land Development Agency factors in 
the cost of land, then, the chances of these homes being affordable for ordinary workers and 
their families are slim to none.  Public land must be for public homes, social and affordable 
purchase and affordable rental.  This will be a real test to see if the Government is serious about 
solutions to the housing crisis, solutions which will put workers and families before developers.  

I also am concerned that the increase in the capacity in the new Central Mental Hospital will 
not be enough.  In Portrane, the Central Mental Hospital will form one element of a broader 
National Forensic Mental Health Service campus, as the Minister of State noted.  It will, how-
ever, only have 26% more beds than at present.  I have a different figure regarding the present 
spaces available from that given by the Minister of State.  My figure is 103 beds, which I got 
from the Bill Digest of the Oireachtas Library and Research Service, while the Minister of State 
referred to 93.  The current number, however, will expand to 130 beds.  The Minister of State 
will know that the nature of these beds means they do not become vacant as they would in a 
standard hospital.  These 130 beds could become full very quickly with patients who could be in 
the hospital for a long time.  We need an urgent plan to increase the capacity and staffing levels 
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in the hospital.  The relocation of the Central Mental Hospital will free up spaces in our prisons, 
which are not the place for the mentally unwell.

The bail system also needs to be looked at because mentally unwell people are being re-
leased into society without treatment.  They are often a danger to themselves and to others.  
Currently, one third of the people entering our prison system have mental health issues and 
others develop such issues while incarcerated.  Many prisoners released early from prison often 
have worse mental health problems than they had on entering.  As I said, prisons are not places 
for the mentally unwell.  The Minister needs to develop a mental health plan for all prisoners.

A recent report on Irish prisons by the European Committee on the Prevention of Torture 
described conditions, including a mentally unwell man lying naked in his own faeces and urine 
in a cell.  On every level, this is wrong.  I spoke to several people who work within the Irish 
Prison Service who said that they do their utmost for prisoners.  I have no doubt that they do but 
prisons are not equipped to house the mentally unwell.

Earlier this year, the documentary “The Guards: Inside the K” highlighted the Garda deal-
ing with mental health.  Gardaí featured in the programme called on the Government to put 
more resources into mental health services for those who may not have access to them.  Chief 
Superintendent Finbarr Murphy said that many people who end up in prison have mental health 
issues and he believed there is a need for more support around those people, not from a criminal 
justice perspective, but a health perspective.  I have spoken to gardaí in my area and they have 
said the same.  People are who are mentally unwell and in distress can act outside the norms of 
society and come to the attention of the Garda�  We need to put in place a more humane proce-
dure than that available under the current judicial system�  The imprisonment of people in cells 
who need wraparound supports is a failure.  I have stated many times that we need 24-7 emer-
gency access to mental health supports.  This would take pressure off the Garda and society and 
it would help people in need of supports.

Provision is made in the new Central Mental Hospital for ten beds specifically for children 
and young people.  This will be known as the forensic child and adolescent mental health unit.  
We must ensure that these beds remain separate from the main facility�  I have previously raised 
the draconian practice in this country of children being admitted to adult psychiatric units, in 
respect of which there were 54 in 2019.  We must ensure that this practice ceases immediately.

10/12/2020TT00200Deputy Pat Buckley: I welcome the opportunity to speak on this Bill.  As mentioned by 
the previous speaker, Sinn Féin will be supporting it.  I am happy with the Minister of State’s 
honesty in her opening speech in regard to the existing hospital not being fit for purpose.  She 
is spot-on�  It is archaic�  An article I read recently states:

It is sobering to think that the brand new, and long-awaited, national psychiatric hospital 
will be full within a few years, such is the demand.

The new Central Mental Hospital, located in Portrane, in north Co Dublin, will increase 
the number of beds by two-thirds ...

In anyone’s books that seems like a substantial increase�

However, because it is coming from such a low base and because the beds are being 
taken up by a constant stream of people being sent by the courts as a result of being found 
not guilty by reason of insanity ... its increased capacity will be soon swallowed up.
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Over recent years, the ability of the existing Central Mental Hospital, CMH, to take 
offenders from the prison system - of convicts who have been assessed as having serious 
psychiatric disorders - has fallen significantly.

That is serious because we are well aware that the prison service is oversubscribed when it 
comes to people with mental health issues.

I want to return to the Minister of State’s comment that the existing hospital is not fit for 
purpose.  I read the Inspector of Mental Health Services 2019 report, which found that only 
one compliance with regulations was rated as excellent and that the hospital scored only 69% 
in terms of overall compliance.  That is a shocking indictment of a hospital in which our most 
vulnerable patients are resident.  In the section dealing with compliance and risk, the report 
refers to people wearing clothing that was rated as non-compliant as being high risk.  In the 
context of searches, people going missing was rated as non-compliant and a high risk.  In regard 
to privacy, people had no privacy and, as mentioned by the Minister of State, the premises was 
deemed not fit for purpose.  It has failed all of the inspections.  Staffing is also an issue.

Anything that is an improvement is always welcome.  We have had a lengthy wait for this 
new hospital.  I am curious to know if we will have enough resources to staff it.  No doubt, 
there will be another inspection report in respect of the existing facility next year.  In the context 
of the maintenance of records, operating policy and procedure, the rules governing the use of 
seclusion and the code of practice for the use of physical restraint, the facility was found to be 
non-compliant or moderately compliant.  I suspect that much of this is down to staffing issues.  
Staffing is a matter about which I am very worried.

The Garda was mentioned.  I remember when I lost my brother.  I spoke to the bean garda at 
the door and I apologised for what was happening that night.  I asked her if she was going home 
and if she had a family.  She told me she had two young children.  I asked her if she received 
any training or counselling in respect of mental health and she said “No”.  That was in 2002.  
I am glad that has changed and things have moved on but I believe we should be putting a lot 
more into education for An Garda Síochána, the Ambulance Service, the Fire Service and the 
Irish Prison Service and into resourcing them as well.  They are the first point of contact with 
these people.  Whether they are in or out of the prison system these are the first four services 
they will meet.

I want to touch on resources.  It was mentioned at the meeting of the Sub-Committee on 
Mental Health this morning that 114 assistant psychiatrists were taken on last year.  I know of 
a person who left a post because there was nothing to do.  One or two other people have since 
moved into the Irish Prison Service.  They are very happy and that is welcome.

I am pleased that we have moved forward.  I appeal to the Minister of State to ensure that, 
when this transition occurs, there will be some follow-up to make sure that staff are fully re-
sourced and that patients are protected.  If we can get the new facility off the ground properly, 
we can be proud of what could prove to be a decent legacy.

10/12/2020TT00300Deputy Duncan Smith: The Labour Party welcomes this Bill and will be supporting it.  In 
1903, St. Ita’s Hospital, Portrane, was built.  It was the most expensive building constructed by 
the British Government in Ireland.  In 2014, it was announced by the then Government and the 
former Minister of State at the Department of Health, Kathleen Lynch, that the national forensic 
mental hospital would be built on the same campus and that it would be the most expensive 
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hospital ever built up to that point�  I am sure not sure if the children’s hospital has superseded 
that.  In 2014, a public meeting was held in Donabate, which is located near Portrane and on the 
same peninsula, to discuss this building.  It was fascinating to be there that night.  There were 
a number of questions from the floor about the building and the impact it would have on traffic 
on the Donabate peninsula �  I recall that one individual mentioned the relocation of the Central 
Mental Hospital as being a negative.  It was unbelievable to see the room rise up to a man and a 
woman and announce that the community welcomed it and that it had a long tradition of caring 
for people with mental health issues through St. Ita’s Hospital.

The meeting that night was not about NIMBYism or people not wanting the hospital in their 
area.  It was about welcoming the investment and the hospital and the opportunity to care for 
people again on the peninsula.  From the 1980s onwards, St. Ita’s went into a state of decline as 
we moved to deinstitutionalisation and, thankfully, people began to develop a more enlightened 
approach to those with mental health issues.  Therapies improved and the whole medical frater-
nity improved its care for people with such issues.

For an asylum-era facility such as St. Ita’s, to use the language of the time to which the 
Minister of State referred, that meant mental health was taken away from it.  The community 
wanted to continue to help, to be at the forefront and to continue that tradition and move with 
the times and the care.  It is most welcome that that investment will come back to Portrane and 
to the peninsula, and that those people will again be at the vanguard of an improved and ever 
more caring approach to mental health�  For the people of north County Dublin and the pen-
insula, and Portrane in particular, this is a proud time where the centre of their community is 
coming back to them.  They are ready, as a community, to care as they have done to the best of 
their ability over the years.  This Bill before us, which will hopefully be passed in short order, 
is another positive step in that direction�

10/12/2020UU00200An Ceann Comhairle: The next slot is a Government slot�  Is there anyone from the Gov-
ernment side here?

10/12/2020UU00300Deputy Patrick Costello: I am right down here in front of the Ceann Comhairle.

10/12/2020UU00400An Ceann Comhairle: Gabh mo leithscéal.  The nearer the church, the further from God.

10/12/2020UU00500Deputy Patrick Costello: We will have to get the Ceann Comhairle a bigger chair so he 
can see me sitting here�

10/12/2020UU00600An Ceann Comhairle: If I had grown quickly, I might have been able to see out over the 
top�

10/12/2020UU00700Deputy Patrick Costello: We will get the Ceann Comhairle a few phone books to sit on.

Like everyone else, the Green Party welcomes this Bill.  It is a much-needed modernisa-
tion,  expansion and improvement of necessary services that work with very vulnerable people.  
There are a few interesting things to note in the Bill.  The improvement of the child and adoles-
cent mental health side of things is more than welcome.  This is a very specialist service within 
the child and adolescent mental health services.  It is excellent to see that.  I will avoid my usual 
rant about how child and adolescent mental health services are just not up to scratch and not fit 
for purpose.  I will bore the Minister of State with that some other time.

There is a wider conversation to be had about mental health in the Prison Service.  The Cen-
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tral Mental Hospital operates in that grey area between mental health and prison.  As we have 
learned from the recent Council of Europe report on our prison services, as well as many other 
reports, there is a huge problem with failing to provide mental health services for vulnerable 
prisoners in the Prison Service.  Along with the mental health services in the National Forensic 
Mental Health Service, that vulnerability for mental health for prisoners is something we need 
to address�  Maybe the National Forensic Mental Health Service and the Prison Service can link 
up and there may be a chance for shared resources and knowledge.

There is a commitment in the programme for Government to a high-level, cross-Depart-
ment, interagency forum that would look at the issue of mental health and addiction for those 
in prison.  Issues with mental health and addiction can lead people down a path that will end 
in prison but equally, people can experience those issues for the first time when they go into 
prison�  We need to ensure that our prisons are able to handle these challenges and that they are 
not causing the problem.  We need that working group to be up and running as soon as possible.  
I just wanted to take this opportunity to present that matter to the Minister of State and encour-
age it to be done as soon as possible�

There is also a commitment in the programme for Government, about which I am talking to 
the Minister for Justice, to ratify the optional protocol of the UN Convention against Torture, 
which would go a long way to supporting the quality service that I have no doubt both our pris-
ons and the new National Forensic Mental Health Service will deliver.

10/12/2020UU00800Deputy Louise O’Reilly: I welcome the opportunity to speak on this legislation.  I have 
had some experience of the Central Mental Hospital in my capacity as a union organiser�  Very 
few people in this House have ever been in it.  Not only have I been in it, but I have been in it 
on many occasions.  When conducting a ballot for industrial action with shift workers, I have 
had occasion to be in it until 3 o’clock in the morning.  I should point out, however, that I have 
never been in it for reasons other than work.

The hospital is not fit for purpose and has not been fit for purpose for a very long time.  It 
is welcome that the people in it will be moving to this new facility.  However, this is not just a 
place where people are cared for or a place for the residents; this is also a place of work.  The 
people who work in the Central Mental Hospital are some of the best people and workers the 
Government has working in the health service.  They give 110%.  They give their all and they 
do so in circumstances that are inhumane for both the people who have to live there and endure 
them and the people working there.  This is very welcome and is also welcomed by people in 
Portrane.  There are some concerns about additional traffic, which I am sure can and will be 
addressed.  People want to keep the additional road that was put in there.

I am concerned about the potential industrial relations aspects of the move�  A committee 
is meeting at the moment under the auspices of the Workplace Relations Commission, WRC.  
While the move is only 31 km on paper, it will take workers much longer to get to the hospital 
because they will have to travel along the M50.  I know from representing them that an awful 
lot of these workers live outside Dublin, in Wicklow and Wexford, and commute to Dundrum.  
This is an additional burden on them and I hope they will be adequately compensated for that.  
I also hope the phased opening can be accelerated.  As the Minister of State and I both know, 
that can only be done if additional staff are appointed and my understanding is that there has 
not been much luck in appointing those staff.  I hope the 200 additional necessary staff can be 
recruited and that this facility can be up and running as quickly as possible.  The place these 
people are leaving is not appropriate and we hope the place they are going will be much better.
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10/12/2020UU00900Deputy Róisín Shortall: I am glad to have an opportunity to make a few brief comments 
on this legislation.  The Social Democrats welcome the Bill and support it fully.  We have been 
talking for a very long time about the relocation of the Central Mental Hospital from Dundrum 
to Portrane.  It is very good that we have gotten to this point where we are about to pass legisla-
tion to provide for that relocation and to provide the legal underpinning of that very important 
move�

There are a few issues about which we just do not have full information, such as some of 
the practicalities of the move and the implications for the local Portrane area�  Deputy Duncan 
Smith spoke about the welcome in that part of north County Dublin for this decision and the 
very supportive role the community has played.  My colleague, Councillor Paul Mulville, has 
been very involved in the local community in support of the move and in putting in place all the 
necessary provisions to enable it to happen in a smooth and satisfactory way.

There are a few outstanding questions and it might be helpful if the Minister of State was 
in a position to answer them.  Some local people have raised questions about issues associated 
with any kind of disturbance or problems with people detained in the new facility.  The nearest 
Garda station is in Swords, which is a bit away, and people are keen to know what exact provi-
sions are in place for liaison with local gardaí.  The community liaison has been very successful 
to date in facilitating and teasing out all the implications of the relocation�  It is important that 
we know if the community liaison with local residents will continue after the hospital becomes 
operational.  It has worked very well so far during the planning stages.  It would be a good move 
for that community liaison to continue and I hope that is what is intended. 

There is a long-running issue in respect of which we have not had adequate clarification or 
commitment. There was a realisation many years ago that the big mental institutions needed to 
be wound down.  I have been in politics a long time.  I was involved with the health board and 
made several visits to the facility, a Victorian building which was far from the ideal in the con-
text of modern standards.  Those huge institutional facilities were built around the country and 
housed many thousands of people.  Over time, however, there was a realisation that this was not 
best practice by any means and that people with psychiatric problems should be catered for in 
the community as far as possible or if it had to be in a group setting, that it would be in smaller 
settings in domestic-sized houses or smaller units.  It was always stated that when decisions 
were taken about closing any of the big institutions, the revenue raised from their sale and that 
of the land around them would be reinvested in mental health facilities.  Many of the buildings 
involved were very valuable in themselves and were situated on very large and often extremely 
valuable tracts of land�  A great deal of money has been raised over the years from the sale of 
these properties.  What will happen to the proceeds from the sale of St. Ita’s and its lands, some 
of which have already been disposed of?  Where have the proceeds from the disposals that have 
already taken place gone?  The earlier commitment to reinvest the funds has not been carried 
through fully�  Will the Minister of State clarify the position in the context of the lands around 
St. Ita’s?  The Psychiatric Nurses Association, PNA, has been very vocal on this.  It recognised 
the need to move away from the big institutions but, equally, it is keen that the money that is 
realised stays within mental health and psychiatric services and is invested, in its entirety, in 
more appropriate and modern facilities for the residents themselves but also the staff, for whom 
the Dickensian or Victorian conditions were equally bad.

What will happen to the old St. Ita’s building in Portrane?  It is an enormous building and its 
various parts are in different states of repair.  It would require some investment.  Instead of the 
HSE leasing many buildings across County Dublin, for example, in Balheary, Naas and other 
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areas, could it centralise some administration in the St. Ita’s building?  One block has already 
been converted into office space.  Were other parts of the complex converted and used to cen-
tralise administration, there might be significant savings compared with paying for expensive 
leases in other areas around Dublin.  Large sums will be spent on leases for call centres.  A lease 
is being entered into for a test-and-trace call centre at the old Eir headquarters near Heuston 
Station�  Why not use parts of the building at Portrane to house this centre?  It is important that 
we bring all the existing accommodation into use.

The Bill does not provide for all the regional intensive care units�  Four units have been 
proposed, the first in Portrane, while the other three are not part of the Central Mental Hospital 
project�  Will the Minister of State clarify the status of the other three?

Finally, I turn to technical issues.  There are two spellings of the town to which I have been 
referring, namely, Portrane and Portraine.  Will both versions continue to be used?  What is the 
legal position on the spelling?  Is clarification necessary?  The Minister of State indicated that 
a map would be provided and laid before the Dáil.  Can that map be made available now and 
circulated to me and anyone else who is interested?  Given that we are passing the legislation, 
it would be reasonable to have possession of the map now.  I am happy to wholeheartedly sup-
port the Bill�

10/12/2020VV00200An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy McAuliffe is next.  It is very difficult to see him in his dark 
corner�

10/12/2020VV00300Deputy Paul McAuliffe: I think the bulb blew but the best referee in Croke Park might not 
see me, I am so far back.

I welcome the publication of the Bill.  Previous speakers described it as technical legisla-
tion, and in some ways it is, but it underpins the vision for the relocation of the facility.  I ac-
knowledge the improvement in services and facilities it will bring about.  I also acknowledge 
the provisions relating to child and adolescent mental health facilities that Deputy Costello 
mentioned.  Anyone who has been to the campus for the Technical University in Grangegorman 
will have seen how the built heritage of some of these former institutions can be incorporated 
into a very modern facility�

The second part of the relocation is what is being left behind.  In common with others, I am 
concerned and excited about the opportunities for the site in terms of the provision of hous-
ing under the Land Development Agency.  I look forward to the legislation underpinning that 
agency coming before the committee on housing, of which I am a member, because there is an 
opportunity to embed affordability and the option of affordable housing in a part of the city that 
desperately needs it.  In addition, this can be an example of how we can use these sites across 
the city to embed that affordability.  We have talked a great deal about the social impact of our 
housing crisis, which is undoubtedly stark and has a great impact on individuals’ lives.  It also 
impacts on the economic life of the city.  Almost three quarters of most multinational compa-
nies’ budgets are spent on staff salaries.  If people should not spend more than one third of their 
salaries on housing, then, on the basis of one formula, approximately 25% of the cost of doing 
business in Dublin is connected with housing in the city.  The argument for providing afford-
able housing is as much economic as it is social.  There is potential to provide 1,200 homes at 
the current site in Dundrum in order to help meet the demand�  The programme for Government 
refers to building public housing on public land.  I look forward to this being reflected in the 
details of the scheme, and reflecting a more ambitious target than the figures of 30% or 40% 



10 December 2020

533

I have seen.  Many of those who might benefit could be supported in shared accommodation 
units provided by the State, as well as in affordable and cost-rental housing.  This site offers 
a unique opportunity to deliver on the second part of the vision relating to this Bill, namely, a 
really important legacy in the context of the provision of social, cost rental and affordable pur-
chase housing.  The Minister of State has kept me and the Minister for Housing, Local Govern-
ment and Heritage, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, apprised of the developments relating to the first 
part of the Bill.  I hope the Minister of State and I will work with the Minister in delivering the 
second part of that project�

10/12/2020WW00200Deputy Michael McNamara: Like Deputy Ward, I wish to raise the cases that were brought 
to light by the Committee for the Prevention of Torture.  It is embarrassing, at the very least, for 
the State that people should be treated in this way in our country.  It is especially embarrassing 
that such treatment should only come to light through the visit of a delegation from an inter-
national body.  It is unacceptable that, in this century, people would be treated in the ways that 
were identified, including, in one case, being found lying in their own excrement.  This harks 
back to previous times.  In fact, such treatment was deemed unacceptable by the Victorians, to 
whom the Minister of State referred in her introduction.

I welcome the proposal to move the Central Mental Hospital, finally, from the facility in 
Dundrum, which was built long before the State was founded, to a new purpose-built facility in 
Portrane.  That is very much to be welcomed.  However, what we need more than a change in 
bricks and mortar is a change in attitudes to mental health, particularly in prisons.  I am talking 
about the attitudes from on high, which may include people in this House and certainly includes 
the Minister of State’s Department and the Department of Justice�  The Committee for the Pre-
vention of Torture noted in its report:

The CPT’s delegation received hardly any allegations of ill-treatment of patients by staff 
in the establishments visited.  On the contrary, patients mainly spoke highly of staff and the 
delegation observed their commitment to provide care and treatment to patients, often in 
difficult circumstances.

It is important, when the ill treatment of patients and prisoners has been highlighted to the 
extent that it has and when we are discussing the issue, that we acknowledge that it is not the 
fault of the staff in the institutions.  It is also important to note that what the situation highlights 
is a lack of attention to mental health within the Departments of Justice and Health.

There has been much talk about data on mental health and the lack thereof.  I was glad to 
receive a communication from the HSE, based on the issues I raised yesterday in the Dáil and 
which I also posted on social media, apologising for not responding before now and saying that 
it would welcome any interaction with me.  If it had welcomed interaction with me, I would not 
have raised the matter in the Dáil.  Every single question I have asked, and I have asked many 
since being elected to the Dáil, has been met with an exercise in obfuscation by the Depart-
ments of Health and Justice�  I am sorry to say that but I invite the Minister of State to look at 
the correspondence for the evidence of it.  I do not think any reasonable person would conclude 
otherwise.  When one asks specific questions, one gets general answers.  If one asks more 
specific questions, one gets no answer.  It is simply not good enough.  There was an attitude 
to many areas of health in the past - I daresay we still have it in some quarters - that doctors 
know best and they cannot be questioned.  I accept that doctors know best but I do not accept 
that they cannot be questioned.  Whether it is the National Public Health Emergency Team, the 
Central Mental Hospital or the College of Psychiatrists of Ireland, they are all funded by means 
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of taxpayers’ money.  It is the duty and role of this House to question what is being done with 
taxpayers’ money and whether the public is receiving a service.  It clearly will not be receiving 
a proper service until such time as we have adequate data.

I would like to know more about the man, identified by his initials only, who was found 
lying in his own excrement.  I understand he had been there for days and was there for weeks 
afterwards before the situation was dealt with by the High Court - not the executive, the High 
Court.  On the broader issue of mental health provision generally, I had the opportunity, not 
under the current President of the High Court but the previous one, to visit the wards list.  I am 
mindful of the need to observe the separation of powers but as the individual in question is no 
longer President of the court, I think I can say that it was very much to his credit how he dealt 
with the wards list.  It should not necessarily come to the very difficult decisions that have to 
be made at times in regard to that list�  I have digressed in talking about it�  Going back to the 
particular prisoner to whom I referred, where was he registered?  How is the State recording 
such incidents or is it recording them at all?  I do not know the answers to those questions.  I 
would really like a collaborative response rather than the usual exercise in hiding information.  
We all accept that unless we get information out there and unless we know what the problems 
are, they will not be dealt with.

I had the misfortune to say that I did not think that mental health data were being considered 
by public health doctors during the Covid crisis�  I received a barrage of criticism from doc-
tors for daring to suggest that.  Of course that information was being considered, I was told.  In 
fact, it was not being considered, because it was not being collated at the time.  There are two 
State agencies the role of which is to collate the data.  One of them, the National Self-Harm 
Registry Ireland in Cork, could not do so because its staff were not considered essential work-
ers during the first lockdown.  They have since resumed collating the data, both retrospectively 
and prospectively�  The other agency is jointly run by the HSE and the College of Psychiatrists 
of Ireland and we were told that it was collecting fantastic data.  However, when I looked for 
the information, it was not there.  Maybe it is there and perhaps my inability to access it is a 
consequence of obfuscation by the HSE or the Department of Health or their refusal to provide 
the data.  If the data are not there, why not just admit that is the case?  Why does the State not 
admit that it is pretending to run a modern psychiatric service in this country based on empiri-
cal data when, in fact, what it is doing is relying on findings and research from other countries 
because it could not be bothered - that would be the polite word to use - to collect the data itself 
or it does not have the resources to do so?  If we do not have the resources, then that needs to 
be highlighted�

This House, empty it is this evening, decides how resources are allocated in this State.  
There has been a sea change in attitudes to mental health, by the general public if not by the 
people who occupy Larry Goodman’s fine edifice on Baggot Street Lower in Dublin.  I say that 
because the mental health budget has repeatedly been plundered�  I supported a Government 
for five years that was very proud to say it was the first to ring-fence money for a mental health 
budget.  In fact, when one drilled down into it, there was an amount allocated for the first time, 
just as there is an amount allocated in the recent budget, but that was not spent on mental health 
and neither is the new allocation being spent on mental health.  Even this year’s budget was an 
exercise in obfuscation.  There was a large amount of money allocated for additional services 
but only 50% of what it costs to provide the existing level of services was allocated.  One does 
not have to be a mathematician or accountant to figure out that if existing services cost twice as 
much as is allocated for them, they are going to eat into the additional budget for new services.



10 December 2020

535

Having said that, I welcome the allocation for additional services.  I would welcome even 
more an assurance that those funds will, in fact, be spent on mental health and that when we 
look back this time next year, we will be able to see how they were allocated.  Looking into the 
HSE’s budget and how it spends its money can be a little like trying to find data from NPHET 
or data on mental health�  There is a lot of obfuscation and one gets led around in a lot of circles 
and, at the end of it all, one goes from being told that there are fantastic data from all over the 
country to finding out that there is a representative sample, which I understand is what we have 
up the end of August.  That is what I was provided with when I asked for all of the data, namely, 
a representative sample of 12 emergency departments out of the 36 which, in normal times, 
would be recording presentations of self-harm.

My time is almost up.  I will conclude by saying that there is a great deal of talk about an 
increase in suicides, but we do not know whether there has been such an increase.  Even if there 
has been an increase, I fully accept that not every suicide is a result of mental health problems.  
Some certainly are but others are not.  There are people without any mental health problems 
who make what could be considered a fully rational decision to end their own lives.  That is 
tragic but it is even more tragic and more damning of this State if recurring mental health prob-
lems are not treated, leading to someone ending his or her own life.  

I welcome this Bill.  I welcome the fact that we are moving this service from Dundrum to 
Portrane.  However, we have to change attitudes as well as the physical locations of certain fa-
cilities�  We need much greater data collection and greater clarity in the provision of that data�  
We also need data to be provided in a timely manner, not after two years.  

10/12/2020XX00200Deputy Matt Shanahan: From one Waterford representative to another, I would like to 
remind the Minister of State that the Government accepted the recent Regional Group motion 
on mental health.  One of the key requests called for a national lead on mental health issues.  I 
hope the Minister of State can implement that as soon as possible.  I also wish to highlight the 
significant deficiencies in mental health services in University Hospital Waterford, of which the 
Minister of State will be aware.

Since the beginning of the Covid-19 lockdowns there has been a lot of public discussion on 
the challenges of mental health and the need for renewed Government emphasis on resourcing 
and prioritising the sector.  The legislation before the House, which seeks to relocate the Central 
Mental Hospital from the 170-year-old facility in Dundrum to a new purpose-built centre in 
Portrane in north Dublin, is to be welcomed.  The buildings at the current Dundrum premises 
have been unfit for their modern purposes for many years.  They have had capacity and waiting 
list issues and cannot continue to provide the level or scale of services required of a modern 
national forensic mental health centre�  I refer for example to the Central Mental Hospital’s Irish 
Prison Service remit.  A 2019 report noted significant problems with holding prisoners in se-
cure observation cells, sometimes for weeks or months at a time, while awaiting transfer to the 
Central Mental Hospital�  For several years the Irish Prison Service has raised safety concerns 
about managing mentally ill prisoners while they await transfer to the CMH.  The increase in 
bed capacity at Portrane will add 67 additional beds to the capacity on offer in Dundrum, which 
is to be welcomed.

Significant questions, however, must be asked.  Will this expansion be enough to cover the 
growing trend of prisoners being found not guilty by reason of insanity in the courts?  This fear 
was expressed by the executive clinical director of the CMH, Professor Harry Kennedy, who has 
noted that the proposed additional capacity in Portrane might be overtaken in the near future if 



Dáil Éireann

536

the present sentencing trends continue�  He also points out that Ireland’s national forensic men-
tal health service has two secure beds per 100,000 people.  Most modern European states have 
more than ten secure beds per 100,000, five times our national figure.  He points out that even 
with the full complement of 170 beds that is to become operational at Portrane, Ireland’s ratio 
of forensic mental health beds will increase to just 3.5 per 100,000 people, which is still just 
a third of the average for modern European states�  We have to hope that Professor Kennedy’s 
reservations will be assuaged by the Government’s stated intention to expand other elements of 
the National Forensic Mental Health Service at the former St� Ita’s Hospital in Portrane�  

It has long been observed that a society can be judged by how it treats its most vulnerable.  
Included in this category are those who have come through the courts and face committal to the 
Central Mental Hospital.  However, society also has a responsibility to all its other citizens to 
ensure that those requiring such help receive it and that their detention and subsequent release is 
managed to the highest standards of forensic psychiatric medicine and in accordance with Irish 
Prison Service rehabilitation protocols�  

St. Ita’s Hospital is to be legally renamed as the new Central Mental Hospital.  I presume 
the proposed legislation has been rigorously legally reviewed to ensure that those at present 
resident within the service cannot appeal or interfere in any way with their original committal 
orders or the duration or terms of their sentences as a result of this change to the legal name, to 
governance orders or to their place of domicile.  One hopes too that the new facilities and en-
vironment that inmates will live in at Portrane will help with their treatment and improve their 
quality of life.  

The lawful transfer to and future detention of patients at Portrane, County Dublin, raises 
another very important issue for Dublin residents, namely, the redevelopment of the Dundrum 
site after the hospital move.  This has long been known as a fashionable and desirable precinct, 
adjacent to many fine amenity opportunities.  The 11.3 ha site at Dundrum must present a very 
significant opportunity for badly needed housing development.  In reviewing the site, the Land 
Development Agency has suggested that up to 1,300 homes can be created in an entirely new 
neighbourhood here.  Significant financial benefit will accrue to the State as a result of the repur-
posing of this land.  Perhaps the Government should consider ring-fencing a significant portion 
of this windfall for the future development of forensic mental health services in Ireland.  This 
would signal a changing perspective on the priority of the needs of those resident in the Central 
Mental Hospital.  It would also allow the ethos of providing care, treatment and rehabilitation 
to mentally ill offenders ,which began in Dundrum 170 years ago, to continue for years to come.  
With the relocation of the CMH and the possible residential development of the Dundrum site, 
the State can hopefully close the door on the use of Victorian-era facilities, which are mostly 
unsuitable for the provision of modern medical services to the people of Ireland� 

I hope the proposal being discussed today will deliver significant medical and clinical im-
provement to the lives of vulnerable and disadvantaged people who may find themselves resi-
dents of the CMH.  I also hope it will help staff and clinicians to continue to achieve the highest 
standards of service delivery at the new Central Mental Hospital, the National Forensic Mental 
Health Service at Portrane, County Dublin.  Medical advances in recent months have opened a 
door where the challenge of Covid-19 is concerned.  Hopefully with the opening of the doors at 
Portrane, we are witnessing a new-found perspective in Government circles, with new priority 
placed on providing resources to meet the needs of those faced with mental health challenges, 
regardless of how or where they present. 
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10/12/2020XX00300Deputy Mattie McGrath: I apologise for missing my slot earlier�  I have not yet mastered 
the skill of bilocation.  The traffic is very heavy so I ran the last part of the journey.  I will be as 
fit as Ronnie Delany for the Olympics.

I wish the Minister of State, Deputy Mary Butler, well in her portfolio.  I know she will 
make genuine efforts to help with mental health in a caring way and will budget accordingly.  I 
welcome the Central Mental Hospital’s move from the site we have known to the new Portrane 
site.  I know the Land Development Agency is also involved.  Any moves we can make to of-
fer some empowerment, respect and a listening ear to people who have psychotic tendencies 
or mental health issues are very welcome.  I listened to Deputy McNamara’s comments on the 
journey here.  I often listen to him on these issues because since the first months of the pan-
demic, he has consistently called for data to be collated.  I have done so too but he is far more 
eloquent and in tune with the issues than am I.  Some mental health workers have not been 
deemed “essential” and their work was halted for that reason.  Some others, including special-
ists who do a wonderful job in their own right, were taken away from services and facilities that 
are very important to young and old.  Removing staff from these services could actually create 
mental health issues�  Specialist therapists are especially important for adolescents�  Last night I 
spoke to a colleague who was aware of a 14-year-old child at a boarding school who is in a very 
distressed state�  That case could traumatise everyone around him�  

Trying to get any information from the National Public Health Emergency Team, NPHET, 
is like trying to get the third secret of Fatima�  Trying to get information about mental health 

should not be that difficult.  The conglomerate of the HSE and the Department of 
Health tells people to go around the house and mind the dresser�  These bodies keep 
the circle going by keeping the paper replies going and most of them are meaning-

less.  They seem to invent new adjectives and words.  They must have scriptwriters experienced 
in thinking of long words that say nothing.  As referenced by Deputy McNamara, the 2007 to 
2011 Government ring-fenced funding with great aplomb.  There was a blaze of glory but drill-
ing down into it revealed that the money went to other parts of the HSE.

I am not saying we in Tipperary know better than anybody else about this, but one of our 
hospital institutions, St. Michael’s, lost its long-stay beds on the same grounds as St. Joseph’s, 
now South Tipperary General Hospital, another nice name dreamt up by the HSE.  Whatever 
was wrong about being under the watchful eye of St. Joseph I do not know.  He looked after 
many of us who appreciate him or pray to him and he still does.  We have to get rid of all this.  
We lost our hospital.  We were promised the sun, the moon and the stars by the former Minister 
of State, John Moloney, at the time and I railed against it.  Then the former Minister of State, 
Kathleen Lynch, put the tin hat on it and we lost our hospital.  We were promised the Rolls 
Royce of service in the community�

  I salute the people involved in the community teams but they do not have enough members, 
time or facilities.  We are trying to get upgraded works carried out to our crisis house.  They 
have been going on for ever.  They will now start, I hope, in the first quarter of next year.  How-
ever, we need long-stay service beds in Tipperary because the people of south Tipperary, which 
is a big area, have to travel to Kilkenny.  People in the north of the county have to travel to En-
nis.  Those two places are overfull already.  I am not saying they do not want Tipperary people 
but they just cannot cope with them.  In Kilkenny they have the south-east region of Carlow-
Kilkenny and Wexford to look after as well as Waterford.  We in Tiobraid Árann are, pardon the 
expression, on the hind tit and we do not ever want to be on the hind tit.  We are entitled to our 
rightful place in the queue for services, especially for people with mental health issues.

5 o’clock
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  The Minister of State, Deputy Butler, has visited us, met us twice and listened to us.  She 
has also visited the facility in Kilkenny, which was brought through an atrocious court case.  
Atrocious things happened there because the facility is understaffed, poorly managed and lacks 
resources�  That has changed�  The Minister of State said something to us that I dispute furious-
ly, as do all of us; she found it was under-capacity.  It is not under-capacity.  All my stories are 
from mental health service users and their families and the consultants and doctors�  They say 
it is almost impossible to get in there and that when people get in they are not halfway through 
their treatment before they are out�

  There have been some awful incidences in Waterford as well.  I read and heard about the 
court cases.  The Minister of State delivered beds recently for Waterford, and rightly so.  I 
would not deny any county more beds.  All counties are entitled to fair play, but vulnerable 
people are especially entitled.  We need our long-stay beds back.  The former Minister of State, 
Jim Daly, said in the House several times to me and others that we had a deficit of 15 beds in 
south Tipperary and we would get them.  HSE officials held meetings.  Now, however, the cur-
rent Minister of State is saying something different to us, trying to convince us there are enough 
beds and saying we will not get any beds in Tipperary.  That will not be accepted.  People in 
Tipperary are entitled to these beds because we have no public transport.  From Emly down to 
Kilkenny is an awful distance.  From Monard to the famed Limerick Junction there are huge 
areas and distances.  Then there is the other way, from north Tipperary up into Ennis.  When a 
loved one, friend or whoever else goes into one of these institutions, they need help, they are 
down and they are low, but they will recover with the support of the medical and specialist ser-
vices.  They also want buddies, by which I mean families, friends, partners or whoever else, to 
support and visit them, but those buddies cannot visit them in Kilkenny.  They have to get a taxi 
out from the bus station adjacent to the hospital, St. Luke’s, which is just not possible.

  Then there is the enormous amount of money it costs the Garda, with Garda cars carrying 
people, whether they go voluntarily or involuntarily, to be transferred to Kilkenny.  It is unbe-
lievable.  There is an enormous waste of time and money in the consultants travelling to and fro, 
from Tipperary to Kilkenny and from Tipperary to Ennis.  There is huge waste in the system.  I 
appeal to the Minister of State this evening as we are bringing this out and shining a light on the 
mental health services here and the facilities in Portrane.  We need to deal with the waste.  Part 
of the Rolls Royce model was a taxi service.  Two or three taxis were hired.  Then there was 
a row with the Psychiatric Nurses Association, PNA, nurses because if it was an involuntary 
case, I think they wanted three nurses.  The next thing, one Friday evening, at about 6 o’clock, 
a wonderful driver rang me.  He had got an email at 5.20 p.m. telling him his services were no 
longer required.  People either walk, run or swim to Kilkenny or they get a Garda car but they 
cannot get other transport�

  There are huge deficiencies, and it is unfair to these people.  After all, they are our siblings, 
friends, family and community members and they need those services and have to get them.  I 
appeal to the Minister of State, along with what she is doing in Portrane, along with her compas-
sionate attitude, to ensure that long-stay beds are put back in Clonmel.  We are not looking for 
them forever, but when people need a couple of weeks or a month, perhaps, they need them to 
be there.  The crisis house is fine but it is small and needs to be extended, and the community 
teams’ work will be easier because they will have continuity and a place to treat patients if they 
have to be treated�

  This is very serious, as I said, and there are the pressures that Covid has now added on top 
of even students, including sixth-year students.  I have a daughter who was in sixth year last 



10 December 2020

539

year.  She is a wonderful girl, thank God, but the uncertainty was so difficult for students.  Stu-
dents who are now in college are sent to work from home.  Families try to save up the money, 
and they did so for the first semester, but now they are getting calls and demands for rent for 
a second semester when the students are not living there.  They are living at home and have to 
use all the facilities there�  They are not able to use the facilities in college�  There are all those 
pressures�

  There are the pressures on business people�  Businesses have been shut by Government 
diktats and draconian measures, as I call them.  We are the best country in Europe at managing 
Covid, we are told regularly by the Minister.  That is because we have the most severe restric-
tions.  I ask the House to consider what has been done to the publicans, hairdressers and dancing 
teachers.  Thank God we are fighting to get them back and they are slowly getting back, but it 
is nothing short of a tyranny, and these sweeping powers will go on until next July.  We wanted 
a review in February but we did not get one.  The moratoriums on the banks were lifted.  We let 
them ride into the Wild West, all guns blazing, terrorising people.  That is what they are doing.  
We have institutions supported by the State that are terrorising people.  We almost own one of 
the banks.  They are doing this to people when they should not be doing it.

  I appeal to the Minister of State’s better judgment and kind disposition and ask her to try 
to empathise with these people.  I am not an expert on this, but my late mother was in St. Mi-
chael’s and availed of its services, as did many other people.  It was a wonderful institution.  I 
will never forgive the former Minister of State, Ms Lynch.  She said it was set in stone, written 
in blood, that it was to close.  Now €1.9 million has been spent on upgrading it for Covid.  We 
are told it will not be suitable when Covid is gone - and we hope it will be gone - for any mental 
health patients.  That kind of lack of joined-up thinking and disgraceful and wasteful spending 
should not be allowed to go on.

  I wish the Minister of State well with this project.  I thank the Ceann Comhairle for al-
lowing me in because I could have missed my slot.  I look forward to the Minister of State’s 
response�

10/12/2020YY00200An Ceann Comhairle: Does the Minister of State wish to respond now or proceed to Com-
mittee Stage?

10/12/2020YY00300Deputy Mary Butler: Whatever you think is suitable, a Cheann Comhairle.

10/12/2020YY00400An Ceann Comhairle: If the Minister of State wishes to respond to the Members, she may.

10/12/2020YY00500Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Mary Butler): Yes, please.  An 
awful lot of issues were raised.  I thank everyone who came in and spoke.  I know they will sup-
port this legislation.  I will try to answer the questions raised about the legislation specifically.

Deputy Ward started off and asked what will happen to the Dundrum site.  The site is owned 
by the Commissioners of Public Works�  It is an 11�3 ha site�  The Dundrum Central develop-
ment is to be located on the site of the former Central Mental Hospital after it relocates.  It will 
be progressed by the Land Development Agency�  A planning application for the Dundrum site 
is expected to be submitted in mid-2021, with construction to start in 2022, subject to planning 
approval�  That is all the detail I have to date�

There were questions from all sides of the House as to whether the new Central Mental 
Hospital will address the waiting lists.  It will, to some extent.  It will increase capacity from 
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93 to 110 places immediately, increasing to 130 at full capacity.  The 30 places in the forensic 
intensive care and rehabilitation unit on the campus, which will open on a phased basis, will 
also help to alleviate pressures.  However, the increased bed capacity of the new campus will 
not entirely keep pace with the trends in demand for places.

Deputy Buckley, I think, asked what exactly this new campus will look like.  I have visited 
both facilities.  The Dundrum facility is no longer fit for purpose.  Moving to a new facility will 
make a huge difference to the welfare of those who have been treated both in practical terms 
and in quality of care.  Each inpatient unit is centred around a series of courtyards and secure 
perimeter gardens.  The courtyard arrangements facilitate therapies, collective activities and 
direct access for patients from each ward to fresh air.  Each unit has internal gardens, exercise 
facilities and shared communal spaces�  The hospital is laid out as a series of pavilion buildings 
around a village green or village centre�  The village centre includes primary healthcare facili-
ties, sporting and exercise facilities, educational and vocational facilities and social facilities 
such as a café, shop and library.  There is a landscaped village green.  It is hoped that patients 
will be able to sit out there with their families and visitors at appropriate times.  There is also 
a large horticultural area, including polytunnels and animal pens, where patients can become 
involved in gardening and looking after the animals.  It is a fantastic facility.  I was delighted 
to visit it�  There has been a lot of talk about child and adolescent mental health services�  I 
addressed that issue yesterday during the motion on mental health policy and in responding 
to oral questions this morning.  It will be fantastic to have this ten-bed facility for youths and 
adolescents who needs these types of supports.

Deputy Costello stated that he was present at the very first meeting at which Portrane was 
suggested as a location�  He and Deputy Duncan Smith spoke about the history of the hospital 
and how it is a very proud time. 

Deputy O’Reilly made the valid point that this is not just about the patients and residents in 
the Central Mental Hospital, it is also about the staff.  It is a place of work.  That has all been 
taken into account and the staff have been engaged with at all stages of this process.  

On the issue of the arrangements for relocating patients to Portrane, there are no plans to 
close the M50 to facilitate the transfer of patients to the new location for the Central Mental 
Hospital.  Doing so has never been a consideration, although it was mooted in a recent news-
paper article�  Detailed arrangements for the transfer of patients to Portrane are an operational 
matter for the HSE in conjunction with other relevant State authorities.

Deputy Shortall asked about the community and the fact that the nearest Garda station is in 
Swords.  The Garda has been in consultation with the HSE throughout the process.  HSE estates 
has set up a National Forensic Mental Health Service community group�  It is a representative 
group for local community interests�  It has been inclusive and is supporting people�

She also raised an issue of which I had not heard previously, that is, whether there is need 
for clarification regarding the spelling of “Portrane”.  The Attorney General stated that the cor-
rect spelling is that which we used throughout the process, and the spelling I knew of, that is, 
“Portrane”�  There are no issues in that regard�

Deputy McAuliffe referred to the housing issues which I have addressed already.

Deputy McNamara raised issues relating to the European Committee for the Prevention 
of Torture.  I was absolutely appalled to hear about how the patient to whom he referred was 
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treated.  My section of the Department, which has responsibility for mental health, has been 
in consultation with the Minister for Justice, Deputy McEntee.  A committee is being set up.   
Obviously, mental health does not stop at the Department of Heath.  That is why Sharing the 
Vision looks at a cross-departmental approach, which is very important.

The Deputy has raised issues relating to data on several occasions.  I will check that out 
for him.  Obviously, data are very important.  There may have been a lag during Covid when 
services were under pressure.  I will certainly raise that issue.

I thank Deputy Shanahan for his contribution and for tabling the motion on mental health 
policy which the House dealt with yesterday.  He asked whether the expansion will be suffi-
cient.  It is certainly a step in the right direction.  It will build extra capacity.  He raised issues 
local to our constituency of Waterford�  There have been issues relating to bed capacity in the 
south east�

Deputy Mattie McGrath also raised the issue of bed capacity�  He is very passionate about 
long-stay beds.  As I stated in my opening remarks, the national implementation monitoring 
committee will hold its inaugural meeting tomorrow morning.  One of the first things at which 
it will look is mental health bed capacity throughout the country.  If the report indicates bed 
capacity is needed in certain areas, that will be the way we have to look at it.  I too consider it 
a very important issue.  I am aware of the challenges being faced in County Tipperary in terms 
of people having to travel�  When I visited the mental health facility at St� Luke’s Hospital in 
Kilkenny, I was given data indicating it was at 85% capacity throughout the year in question.  I 
can only work with what I have been given.  We will consider the issue of capacity.

I thank all those present for supporting this move.  It will make such a difference for all the 
patients in the Central Mental Hospital and it is not before time�

Question put and agreed to�

10/12/2020ZZ00300Central Mental Hospital (Relocation) Bill 2020: Committee and Remaining Stages

Sections 1 to 8, inclusive, agreed to.

Title agreed to�

Bill reported without amendment and received for final consideration.

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

10/12/2020ZZ00700An Ceann Comhairle: I congratulate the Minister of State and all her staff who have been 
involved in this particularly important endeavour�

10/12/2020ZZ00800Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Mary Butler): I thank Deputies 
for contributing to this debate and for giving their support to this important legislation�  It is 
heartening to see that the strong tradition of Deputies of all parties and Independents working 
together on matters of mental health endures.  This is never more important than when those 
affected are some of the most vulnerable people in our mental health system.

Moving to a premises that is fit for purpose will make a significant difference to the welfare 
of those who are being treated in the hospital both in practical terms and in quality of care.  
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Rooms will be appropriately sized and have storage facilities, which is not currently the case 
for all in the current premises.  The new facility will be wheelchair accessible.  More broadly, it 
will allow for a world-class service to be provided to those with the most complex mental health 
needs.  It will be delivered to the highest international standards of quality and excellence and 
to greater numbers�

I thank those who helped in bringing forward the legislation, including the HSE, the Mental 
Health Commission, the Joint Committee on Health, the Business Committee and the Whip’s 
office, for their support in scheduling the Bill in a timely way.  I thank the officials in the Depart-
ment of Health for their hard work on this legislation.  I particularly thank Lynn Sullivan and 
Evelyn Robinson of the Office of the Attorney General for their contribution in recent months.

The mental health programme of work continues to be a busy one.  It has become even more 
busy during this pandemic.  The effects of the pandemic on mental health are significant and 
will last for some time.  This issue is discussed every day in the House, both as part of Govern-
ment business and Private Members’ business�  I thank Members for their commitment to mat-
ters of mental health and I look forward to continued engagement and collaboration with them 
on these issues�

10/12/2020ZZ00900Deputy Michael McNamara: On a point of order,  I wish to make clear that the prisoner to 
whom I referred was being held in Cloverhill Prison and not the Central Mental Hospital.  The 
ill treatment did not occur in the Central Mental Hospital�  I make that point lest anybody think 
that because the Central Mental Hospital is the subject of the Bill, the prisoner’s ill treatment 
occurred there.  It did not.  It is quite clear that it occurred in Cloverhill.

10/12/2020ZZ01000An Ceann Comhairle: I thank the Deputy for setting the record straight�

Question put and agreed to�

10/12/2020ZZ01100Ábhair Shaincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Matters

10/12/2020ZZ01200An Ceann Comhairle: I wish to advise the House of the following matters in respect of 
which notice has been given under Standing Order 37 and the name of the Member in each case: 
(1) Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan - to discuss the challenges facing business owners to access 
funding from banks and Microfinance Ireland as part of the credit guarantee scheme; (2) Deputy 
Brendan Smith - to discuss the need to appoint more paediatric rheumatologists and eliminate 
the unacceptable delays in appointments for children; (3) Deputy Chris Andrews - to discuss 
the decision to allow the FAI underage national leagues for under-17 girls, under-17 boys and 
under-19 boys to recommence and whether this will be extended to equivalent levels in other 
sports; (4) Deputies Bernard Durkan, Réada Cronin and James Lawless - to discuss alternative 
or extra special needs accommodation for children with special needs at St. Raphael’s Special 
School, Celbridge, County Kildare; (5) Deputy Matt Carthy - to discuss current funding plans 
for the opening of the group home in Carrickmacross for people with physical and sensory dis-
abilities; (6) Deputy Dara Calleary - to discuss the plans for the Ireland’s greenest town compe-
tition as per the commitment in the programme for Government; (7) Deputy Maurice Quinlivan 
- to discuss any plans to address the delay in court sittings for criminal cases involving drug 
seizures in Limerick; (8) Deputy Gary Gannon - to discuss the option of remote learning after 
Christmas for schoolchildren who are living with persons in the very high risk category for 
Covid-19; (9) Deputy Donnchadh Ó Laoghaire - to discuss the need for a new school building 
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for St. Gabriel’s Special School, Cork; and (10) Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú - to discuss Louth and 
Meath mental health services, particularly the provision and maintenance of all aspects of care 
for patients during the Covid-19 pandemic�

The matters raised by Deputies Brendan Smith; Bernard Durkan, Réada Cronin and James 
Lawless; and Dara Calleary have been selected for discussion.

10/12/2020AAA00100Saincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Debate

10/12/2020AAA00150Paediatric Services

10/12/2020AAA00200An Ceann Comhairle: The Minister of State, Deputy Butler, is dealing with this matter.  
She is multitalented�

10/12/2020AAA00300Deputy Brendan Smith: I wish to record my appreciation to the Ceann Comhairle for se-
lecting this important topic for discussion.  Before the Covid-19 pandemic, the waiting list to 
see a paediatric rheumatologist was three years long.  It may very well be worse now.  There 
is also a year’s wait for a private appointment.  There are only two paediatric rheumatologists 
for the entire country.  Clearly, this level of service is anything but acceptable.  Down Syn-
drome Ireland, Irish Children’s Arthritis Network, iCan, and Arthritis Ireland had a meeting 
with Crumlin children’s hospital personnel almost a year ago in respect of these issues.

The family that has been in contact with me posed a legitimate question, on their own behalf 
and on behalf of other families, about when the additional paediatric rheumatologist, promised 
by the then Minister for Health, Deputy Harris, in 2019 will be appointed.  Some advocacy 
groups in this area are strongly of the view that the country needs six such consultants.  Given 
the incidence of Down’s syndrome in this country, this issue requires urgent attention.  Research 
has been brought to my attention which shows that one in 50 children with Down’s syndrome 
has arthritis and that annual screening is required.  I also understand there is a long delay in get-
ting MRI scans, which is also unacceptable.  Appropriate access to such diagnostics is essential.

The parents who contacted me say that Down’s syndrome-associated arthritis is a very ag-
gressive disease and requires aggressive treatment with particular medication.  Continuous 
monitoring, along with follow-up MRI scans, are essential to assess the progress and value of 
such medication.  Parents emphasise that these children may also have other ailments, with ad-
ditional consequences for their immune systems.  As we know, delays in getting assessments 
and follow-up treatment will generally cause further damage to the child’s health that cannot be 
rectified.  It has also been represented to me that access to MRIs is further limited as most chil-
dren with Down’s syndrome need a general anaesthetic and cannot avail of the private option.

Children with Down’s syndrome face enough challenges without the extra burden of not 
having essential rheumatology treatment provided in a timely manner.  A few years ago, parents 
were promised that appointments would follow within three months of referral.  Regrettably, 
this evening we are talking about three years, not three months, for referral and follow-up treat-
ment if deemed essential�  I appeal to the Minister of State to ensure that this issue is addressed 
in an appropriate manner without further delay.

10/12/2020AAA00400Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Mary Butler): I thank the Dep-
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uty for raising this serious and important issue�  I am addressing the Dáil on behalf of the Min-
ister for Health, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, regarding the unacceptable delays in appointments 
for children with rheumatism and those with Down’s syndrome also.

First, the Minister and I sincerely regret that children can experience a long waiting time for 
rheumatology treatment�  The Minister is conscious of the burden this places on them and their 
families.  In response to the Covid-19 pandemic, the HSE took measures to defer most routine 
elective scheduled care activity.  This was to ensure patient safety and that all appropriate re-
sources were made available for Covid-19-related activity and urgent, time-critical work.  This 
decision was in line with the advice issued by the National Public Health Emergency Team, 
NPHET, international guidance and the national action plan published on 16 March.

Children’s Health Ireland, CHI, at Crumlin has advised the Department of Health that dur-
ing the initial phases of the Covid-19 pandemic, all face-to-face hospital outpatient reviews 
and most planned diagnostic tests were deferred in response to the pandemic.  CHI at Crumlin 
has recommenced the majority of outpatient and diagnostic services, albeit at a reduced num-
ber in light of the need to ensure appropriate physical distancing�  Patients are being seen by 
consultant rheumatologists in CHI’s outpatient suite, including urgent patients and those who 
were deferred during the early phases of Covid-19.  However, there is a significant waiting list 
at present and there is an increasing volume of referrals.  In 2019, there were 1,705 referrals to 
CHI’s rheumatology service, compared with 1,055 in 2018.

At the same time, there is an improvement in the numbers being seen.  Even with the disrup-
tion caused by the pandemic, the rheumatology service has seen more outpatients in this year 
to date than it saw in 2019.  Some 1,338 have been seen so far this year.  This is in part due to 
the 2019 and 2020 investment in medical, nursing and healthcare and social care profession-
als, who have developed additional initiatives such as musculoskeletal physiotherapy led triage 
and clinics, further development of transition services with St. Vincent’s University Hospital 
nurse-led clinics and speciality clinics for those patients on specific treatments such as disease-
modifying anti-rheumatic drugs, DMARDs, biologies.  CHI advises the rheumatology team is 
also seeking to run additional clinics in CHI at Connolly Hospital in 2021 within the current 
resources�  It has further advised there is an active recruitment campaign for an additional rheu-
matology consultant under way.  The closing date for applications for this post is tomorrow, 11 
December.  It is anticipated that the recruitment of a suitable candidate will allow an increased 
number of patients to be seen and diagnosed, with treatment initiated as part of a comprehensive 
rheumatology service�

I assure the Deputy and patients that the Minister is committed to ensuring that children 
have access to the service they require.  The Department of Health will continue to work closely 
with the HSE in this regard.

10/12/2020AAA00500Deputy Brendan Smith: I thank the Minister of State for her reply.  I welcome the fact that 
she says there is an active recruitment campaign�  We often hear about posts being advertised 
and interviews taking place, but the filling of the post is critical.  That is where a timeline is 
required.  I realise that sometimes the HSE cannot appoint consultants as quickly as they are 
needed, but I appeal to the Minister of State to ask the Minister to insist to the HSE and CHI that 
this matter be prioritised.  We all understand the restrictions due to Covid-19 and the slowdown 
in services.  However, there was a three-year waiting list before Covid-19 and a totally unac-
ceptable waiting time for MRI scans.
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There is another issue.  I understand that University College Dublin, UCD, working with 
the parents of some of these children, has developed an information leaflet that would be of 
benefit to general practitioners and other healthcare professionals.  That was to be distributed 
widely throughout the medical and nursing community, but I do not think it has happened.  It 
was a partnership between UCD and parents to highlight and try to create a greater awareness 
of the incidence and prevalence of arthritis in children with Down’s syndrome.  That awareness 
campaign should be facilitated and brought forward as well.

I received another message from parents of children with Down’s syndrome, particularly 
those who have arthritis as well.  They want the public services to listen to them.  Far too often 
the people providing services do not listen to the parents and families of the affected children.  
In many instances, unfortunately, these children are non-verbal.  They depend on their parents 
to convey the pain they suffer and the treatment they need.  I want this issue to be prioritised 
as much as possible.  I am glad the Minister of State said there will be an active recruitment 
campaign.  I sincerely hope we will not be discussing another year next year.  We must have this 
appointment in 2021.  As I said, before Covid-19 there was an unacceptable three-year waiting 
list and that has probably got worse.  We need quick progress in ensuring that these children get 
the assessments and follow-up treatments they require.  Their parents are not demanding, they 
just want fair play for their children.

10/12/2020BBB00100Deputy Mary Butler: I again thank Deputy Brendan Smith for raising this important issue�  
He has hit the nail on the head; the key word here is an “active” recruitment campaign, which is 
most important in order that we can pursue the intensely long waiting list.  I restate the gratitude 
of the Minister, Deputy Donnelly, to the staff and management of Children’s Health Ireland for 
the delivery of services to patients during a particularly challenging year�

As I indicated already, routine activity was deferred in the earlier part of the year and, inevi-
tably, scheduled activity was significantly impacted by the necessary decisions.  However, Chil-
dren’s Health Ireland has been phasing up services since June and activity has been increasing�  
Children’s Health Ireland has been working not only to return services to their previous levels, 
but also to continue the ongoing improvement in service delivery that will culminate ultimately 
in the move to the new children’s hospital facility.  This is reflected in the increased level of 
service for rheumatology outpatients, despite the effects of Covid-19, which has come about 
as a result of innovative approaches by the rheumatology team.  The service will be further de-
veloped by additional resources and it is hoped that the recruitment campaign, which is due to 
close tomorrow, will result in the key additional consultant resource being recruited.

The information leaflet to which the Deputy referred, which was formulated between UCD 
and various parents, is an extremely good idea.  There is no doubt that parents need to be lis-
tened to, as do their children.  Communication is key.  Awareness is most important.  I will refer 
back to the HSE on the information leaflet and I will ask the HSE to write to the Deputy directly 
on the matter�  I agree that it is a very good idea to roll that out for the information of parents 
who have children waiting for rheumatology services.

10/12/2020BBB00200Schools Building Projects

10/12/2020BBB00300Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: Thank you, a Cheann Comhairle, for facilitating the Members 
from north Kildare on this particular issue, which arose from a public meeting we had with the 
various school authorities in Celbridge in the past week.  As we are all aware, heretofore Cel-
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bridge has experienced considerable pressure in terms of an increased population and will con-
tinue to so do for the foreseeable future�  St� Raphael’s Special School in Celbridge is a very old 
school, which is totally outdated.  It is an unfortunate place for pupils and staff to work in and to 
operate in with job satisfaction.  This school has been a matter of concern for up to ten years.  It 
was hoped to make provision for it previously, but that did not happen for a variety of reasons.  
We hope it can be expedited now and that it and other schools in the area can be accommodated 
in the fastest time possible in order to ensure a high standard of accommodation for all of the 
children at primary and post-primary school in the area.  I accept that Rome was not built in a 
day.  We are not talking about Rome; we are talking about children with special needs and their 
parents and the reassurance that they require.  There is also a requirement to associate this issue 
with the local authority because roads provision in the area will have a bearing on the location 
of the alternative schools and the resolution of traffic management problems that have existed 
for some years.  We ask that these matters would be treated with extreme urgency and we look 
forward to the response.

10/12/2020BBB00400Deputy Réada Cronin: I thank Deputy Durkan for sharing this Topical Issue with the north 
Kildare Teachtaí Dála.  We had a meeting on Monday evening with the principals and repre-
sentatives from St. Raphael’s Special School, Celbridge Community School and St. Patrick’s 
National School.  They have located a site.  I am anxious to assist these schools, which go above 
and beyond every single day, but especially in the past six months with Covid.  In the case of 
St. Raphael’s, some of our most vulnerable and important citizens receive their education there.  
The school at the moment is grossly neglected and the buildings have certainly seen better days, 
decades ago, but they still provide a magnificent service.  A new school is needed.

The school gave us a great presentation the other night outlining its needs and plans�  A site 
has been located but road access is a main impediment�  We have an Oireachtas Members meet-
ing with Kildare County Council tomorrow morning and we will certainly try to bring it up.  I 
urge the Minister of State, and everybody involved, to make this happen, to heed the schools 
and to provide the services that are desperately needed in terms of vital infrastructure and oth-
erwise.  We are blessed in Kildare to have school principals with such skill, devotion and vision 
and, above all else, the heart they need to provide great school communities for the wider com-
munity�  It is a privilege to represent them�

We take a census every few years.  When I was a councillor on Kildare County Council, 
Maynooth University was involved in the All-Island Research Observatory census data.  We 
know that where new houses are built, children come next.  It would be great if we could plan 
ahead and make sure children do not have to go to school in deplorable conditions.  I hope we 
can work this out.

10/12/2020BBB00500An Ceann Comhairle: Is Deputy Lawless here?  No.  I call on the Minister of State, Dep-
uty Madigan, to respond.

10/12/2020BBB00600Minister of State at the Department of Education (Deputy Josepha Madigan): I thank 
Deputies Durkan and Cronin for so eloquently outlining the issues faced by St. Raphael’s 
school and the details of a public meeting, of which I was not aware, concerning the issues 
St. Raphael’s in particular has been facing.  The Deputies will be pleased to hear that a build-
ing project to provide a new school building for St. Raphael’s is included in the Department’s 
school building programme.  As was mentioned, a site is required for that purpose.  At present, 
the Department is at a very advanced stage in the process of acquiring a suitable site, which is 
located at Donaghcumper.  When this has been acquired, the architectural planning process for 
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the new school can be initiated.  In the meantime, the Deputies will be aware that my Depart-
ment approved three temporary classrooms for the school in May 2020�  The project has been 
devolved to the school for delivery�  I understand that a decision on the planning application is 
due shortly.  When that is secured and the accommodation is tendered, the school will submit a 
tender report with a recommendation to my Department for approval.

It is important to me, as the very first Minister of State with responsibility for special educa-
tion, that we look after children with special needs.  Education is a right and it should be vin-
dicated as such�  We must look after the most vulnerable in society and that includes children 
with special needs.  In recognition of that, 20% of the Department’s budget, or €2 billion, is 
dedicated to special education.  Since 2011, we have increased the number of special classes 
by 235%.  We have gone from approximately 548 special classes to approximately 1,800 such 
classes.  That is progress.  This year alone, we have 197 new special classes and approximately 
189 of those are autism spectrum disorder, ASD, special classes.  Notwithstanding this invest-
ment, we are always looking to increase the provisions we make for children with special needs 
by adding to an existing school, setting up a new special school, setting up a special class or 
integrating children into the mainstream�

The National Council for Special Education does a significant amount of work and has 
overall responsibility for co-ordinating and advising on education provision for children with 
special needs.  At this stage, it has well-established structures in place for engaging with schools 
and parents.  It is important that we get the co-operation of schools when we are trying to ex-
pand a school or improve it.  I clearly heard what the Deputies said about the existing facilities, 
in particular at St. Raphael’s school, not being in any way sufficient.  Therefore, I am glad a new 
site is required for a school campus development in order to cater for the permanent needs of 
St. Patrick’s National School, Celbridge Community College and St. Raphael’s Special School.  
As I stated, the Department is at a very advanced stage in the process of acquiring a suitable 
site located at Donaghcumper�

I can confirm that agreement in principle has been reached with a landowner for the acqui-
sition of that site and that ongoing work is progressing in respect of the technical matters that 
are crucial to the delivery of this acquisition.  We are, of course, continuing to engage actively 
and regularly with both Kildare County Council and the landowner, who is currently prepar-
ing a master plan for the site as a whole.  I note what the Deputies have said about roads and 
infrastructure in the environs�

10/12/2020CCC00200Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: I thank the Minister of State for her helpful reply�  My imme-
diate response is that the location, site and infrastructure will be determined in the first instance 
by the local authority and its road traffic management proposals.  A previous proposal was un-
veiled a year or so ago and it was not acceptable because it did not deal with the traffic problems 
at all.  It is important to remember the location of the site for the schools in question will be 
determined to some extent by the location of the roads, hence the importance of that element.

The Ceann Comhairle will know the importance of St. Raphael’s Special School in Cel-
bridge to special needs children over many years, catering for north Kildare, west Dublin and 
further afield.  Tremendous work has been done in very difficult circumstances in a building 
that was constructed in the 1960s.  It is therefore of vital importance that the project be moved 
ahead to provide that facility to the school and the other schools that require a permanent loca-
tion in the shortest possible time�  We should minimise delays because of the urgency and the 
special needs element�
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I ask the Minister of State, in the first instance, to make contact with the local authority to 
iron out any problems that may exist.  We will also have to help the local authority come to a 
conclusion on how fast it will be able to deliver the goods in terms of alternative traffic routes.

10/12/2020CCC00300Deputy Réada Cronin: I thank the Minister of State for her response and I wonder if 
I could get it in writing.  The meeting between Oireachtas Members and representatives of 
Kildare County Council will go ahead in the morning and I will try to raise this matter.  Will 
the Department also put on a bit of pressure and stress the importance of the infrastructure that 
will be required for this proposed site in Celbridge?  I know the other Teachtaí Dála who are not 
here know how important this matter is.  I urge everybody to make this happen and provide the 
services that are so desperately needed.  I used to work in Celbridge and I know many of the 
teachers and special needs assistants in the school.  The conditions are really bad and we must 
get on urgently with the case.  We must move heaven and earth to get this done as soon as pos-
sible�  I thank the Minister of State again for her response�

10/12/2020CCC00400Deputy Josepha Madigan: I thank the Deputies for shining a light on the matter because it 
is important that we look after children with special needs as best we can.  I want to try to expe-
dite the process as much as I can and it remains an absolute priority for me and the Department 
to progress the acquisition.  Unfortunately, due to the very specific and commercially sensitive 
nature of the site acquisition, I am not able to elaborate further on the issue.  The Deputies can 
rest assured that the project is being given priority and our full attention�

When the current technical appraisal process is deemed satisfactory, the acquisition will 
advance to the legal conveyancing stage, when draft contracts can be prepared and legal due 
diligence can be undertaken in respect of the proposed transaction�  It is expected that at that 
stage, the project to deliver the new school accommodation can simultaneously progress to the 
architectural planning stage.  I assure all parties that they will be kept apprised of progress on 
this priority project�

The process is very complex and subject to the completion of successful negotiation and 
conveyancing processes, as I have said.  It is not possible to give Deputies a definitive time-
frame for the completion of the acquisition, although I would like to.  My officials and I will 
endeavour to bring the process to a conclusion as soon as possible�  I expect this to be sooner 
rather than later�

I appreciate the fact that both Deputies are caring for their community and they have taken 
the time and trouble to engage not just with Kildare County Council but with the schools, con-
stituents and parents.  They have attended public meetings, and it shows that they care about 
these children with special needs, who are often forgotten.  I commend the Deputies on this.

10/12/2020CCC00500Environmental Schemes

10/12/2020CCC00600Deputy Dara Calleary: I thank the Ceann Comhairle for choosing this matter and the Min-
ister for being here.  During the programme for Government discussions there were a number 
of conversations about this proposed competition.  It did not make the final draft but it was 
something that we engaged on.

We must mobilise communities right across the country in the climate change challenge�  
The green schools initiative has been a particularly good example of mobilising the next gen-
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eration and we must bring that sense of spirit and adventure to communities.

My town of Ballina is very proud of its daughter, Mary Robinson.  At the last major public 
gathering in the town before Covid-19 arrived, she set a challenge, saying that if somebody 
does something on their own, we wonder what difference it makes, but what if whole commu-
nities do it?  She said that if the entire population were to live differently, it would change the 
system.  With those words in mind, a large number of groups have come together, including 
Ballina Chamber and the Ballina Community Clean Up.  One of our natives, Mr. Kevin Lof-
tus, is a young man from the town working with a Dutch-based architectural practice in urban 
regeneration.  All these people and groups are looking at how we can make Ballina Ireland’s 
greenest town.

There are a number of commitments in the programme for Government, including a com-
mitment to “mobilise “Challenge Calls” to identify and fund fresh, disruptive ideas to help meet 
our targets from broader society”.  If the Minister issues such a call and gives me the details, 
Ballina will answer that challenge.  The programme for Government also commits to expanding 
the environmental fund to invest in biodiversity and climate initiatives�  I invite the Minister to 
come to see the work being done in the town this year alone around biodiversity through the 
work of the “Beelieve in Ballina” initiative led by Ballina Community Clean Up.  Supporting 
towns in an ambition to be the country’s greenest town is a perfect fit for that fund, and there is 
also a commitment to a local environmental innovation fund to enhance community participa-
tion�

All this could be based on the very successful European Green Leaf Award, which involves 
towns that are bigger than I would envisage - between 20,000 and 100,000 people - but we 
could adapt the model.  Limerick has previously been a winner in the competition.  The Euro-
pean Green Leaf Award recognises urban centres with good environmental records and com-
mitments to generating green growth and it encourages centres to actively develop citizens’ 
environmental awareness and involvement.  It also encourages centres to be green ambassadors 
and to encourage other towns and communities.  Ballina is up for that challenge and many other 
towns across the country are up for it too.

I remember in the very early days of the Internet there was an Information Age Town com-
petition, which mobilised towns across the country in seeking the benefits of the Internet and 
how they could apply them.  We should do something similar to bring people on board with this 
challenge and get them to recognise the urgency of this matter.  We must realise that we can no 
longer put this on the long finger but at the same time we can see the positives of communities 
uniting that can be brought to people’s daily lives.  The best thing we can do in taking on this 
challenge is to do this as a collective and a community�

As I mentioned, the programme for Government speaks of a challenge and we are up for 
that challenge in Ballina.  I am sure many other towns in the country are up for it too.  If the 
Minister sets the challenge, we will take it on.

10/12/2020CCC00700Minister for the Environment, Climate and Communications (Deputy Eamon Ryan): I 
thank the Deputy for raising this topic�  The programme for Government sets out our ambition 
to more than halve our carbon emissions over the course of the decade.   The action we take in 
the coming years will be critical in order to address the climate crisis which renders our cur-
rent economic model redundant and threatens our safe future on this planet�  In order to deliver 
on our expanded and deepened climate ambition, additional far-reaching policy changes will 
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be developed across every sector�  The development of the next iteration of the climate action 
plan has commenced and cross-cutting measures such as those related to citizens’ engagement 
will be important to involve the wider community in the formulation and implementation of the 
plan�  

While there is no commitment in the programme for Government for a greenest town com-
petition, the programme does commit to support a new green flag programme for communities 
building on the successful programme in schools.  To achieve this we need to bring communi-
ties with us as new energy infrastructure gets installed.  The climate action plan includes a num-
ber of relevant actions on renewable connection policy, community elements in the renewable 
electricity support scheme, RESS, and microgeneration to promote community involvement 
in renewable energy.  It provides for training and support for initiatives where community and 
voluntary stakeholders support community, local and national low-carbon development, incor-
porating community outreach elements�  

Accordingly, the Government will prioritise the development of microgeneration, letting 
people sell excess power back to the grid by June 2021.  We will ensure community energy can 
play a role in reaching at least 70% renewable electricity, which included a community benefit 
fund and a community category within the first RESS auction last summer.  We will continue 
to work with the EU to agree community participation as an integral part of installing new re-
newable energy and a route for community participation in the projects.  We will conclude the 
review of the current planning exemptions relating to solar panels to ensure that households, 
schools and communities can be strong champions of climate action�  

The Government is also progressing a number of related initiatives, including the transposi-
tion of the renewable energy directive by June 2020, continued funding for the SEAI’s solar PV 
programme, the roll-out of the smart meter programme by 2024, implementation of the support 
framework for microgeneration targeted for June 2021 and revision of the exemptions under 
planning regulations in relation to solar installations.  In addition, a review by the Commission 
for Regulation of Utilities, CRU, of network charges in Ireland is planned in 2020.  The CRU 
also proposes to implement a new connection policy for micro and small generators above 11 
kW hours and below 50 kW hours by June 2021.  

The RESS includes a ring-fenced community preference category within the auction that 
will support community projects and future renewable auctions will seek to increase the com-
munity preference category volume as a larger pipeline of shovel-ready community projects 
develops.  Seven community projects qualified for the community category in the first auction 
which shows the way for more community projects to follow in subsequent auctions.  The 
RESS auctions also include a mandatory community benefit fund requirement for all projects, 
the proceeds of which can be used by communities to progress sustainable community projects.  

The programme for Government also commits to the development of a new model of en-
gagement with citizens, sectors and regions as an early priority for Government, building on the 
learning of recent years.  The new model will embrace dialogue on a structured basis so that di-
verse elements of society can contribute to the process.  There will be a specific youth dialogue 
strand and we will also promote citizen, sectoral and regional involvement in delivering actions 
within their own sphere of influence.  

Since 2017 Departments, the EPA and local authorities have engaged with various elements 
of Irish society to engage citizens on the need for climate action and a number of regional town 
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hall meetings have been held.  A number of other initiatives across Government, including my 
Department, are in progress which are raising awareness and calling citizens to action.  These 
include the nationwide green schools national climate action and awareness programme, en-
gagement with the arts community, the youth climate justice fund and local authority initiatives.  
My Department has recently commenced a series of meetings with other key Departments to 
plan for a widespread public consultation process on a 2021 climate action plan.  It is antici-
pated that this public consultation will take place early next year and input will be sought from 
citizens, businesses and academics.  The 2021 climate action plan will be informed by this 
consultation and the plan’s overall structure and focus will remain flexible to adapt and evolve 
over time as Ireland strives to first achieve and then maintain its long-term climate objectives.

10/12/2020DDD00200Deputy Dara Calleary: I thank the Minister for that information but what we need is a 
structure that makes information and resources accessible to communities that want to act.  
Communities like Ballina have plans in place and they want to start acting on them, involving 
the people of the town and the wider region.  I would love to get some information from the 
Minister on the status of the community green flag initiative and the various other initiatives I 
mentioned such as the challenge call, the environmental fund and the local environmental inno-
vation fund.  We must put a structure in place that communities will find easy to access.  These 
community initiatives are being led by volunteers who are passionate about their communities 
and about the environment.  They want to make sure that the environment is there for the next 
and subsequent generations to enjoy.  They are busy people and we need to engage them.  The 
Minister of all people knows that when the passion is there to act, we need to act quickly and 
put supports in place.  A national competition would rally communities.  It is not a case of win-
ning but of raising awareness and giving a sense of achievement.  It would provide a target for 
communities and encourage them to put plans in place, knowing that there is funding available 
at the end to implement those plans�

This week Ballina lost a community champion, the late Mr. Cyril Collins, the founding 
chairman of the Belleek Woods Enhancement Project�  Belleek Woods is one of the biggest ur-
ban woods in the country and Mr. Collins, together with a number of his friends and colleagues, 
as well as Coillte and the Minister’s Department, transformed the woods.  He went to his eternal 
reward this week and in his memory I would love to see a long-term structure put in place that 
will inspire more people like him to take on protecting and minding the environment of towns 
like Ballina for the next generation�  

10/12/2020DDD00300Deputy Eamon Ryan: Deputy Calleary is absolutely right about the need for this to be 
something from the bottom up that is community led.  I could not agree with him more and 
Ballina would be a fine town to lead that.  There are very few towns in Europe that have salmon 
jumping upriver in the town centre in the dramatic way that can be seen in Ballina, which is 
such a beautiful town.

I will give the Deputy a couple of pointers for the people of Ballina.  Yesterday evening the 
GAA launched a new greener clubs scheme.  Forty five clubs were represented at the launch.  
I must check if there was a club from Ballina but my own local club, Kilmacud Crokes, is in-
volved along with clubs from all over the country.  The scheme is just like the green flag scheme 
for schools�  The aim is to get local GAA clubs involved in supporting biodiversity around their 
own grounds, in carbon reduction through new and clever ways of using transport to move 
teams around, in developing waste plans, making efficient use of energy and so on.  It is exactly 
what the Deputy spoke about in terms of encouraging the sharing of best practice and learning 
from each other.  It is really clever because it involves clubs working with local authorities, 
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energy agencies and those with real expertise in the area.  Clubs will also learn from each other.  
It is a really good example of a green scheme and the launch last night was really enthusiastic.  
The scheme is only beginning but it could be really transformational along the lines outlined 
by Deputy Calleary�

A second very practical approach that the town of Ballina might consider involves working 
with the local authority.  Last week we announced a competitive fund for local authorities out-

side of the metropolitan areas�  We invited them to present bids for investment in 
walking and cycling infrastructure in local areas.  Some €50 million is not a huge 
amount of money when divided among all the counties but if we can keep doing 

this on a regular basis, it will make a difference.  If counties and towns start coming up with 
plans, that will have a transformative effect.  It is exactly as the Deputy suggested in terms of 
being an open fund for which bids can be made to the National Transport Authority.

I have given the Deputy two very practical examples there but on the wider issue of a con-
sultation process with a community-led approach to climate change, I will take the Deputy’s 
suggestion on board and make sure it is delivered within Government because it is absolutely 
the correct approach to take.  We will start that in the new year.

Prohibition of Sulky-Racing Bill 2018: Second Stage [Private Members]

10/12/2020EEE00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: I move: “That the Bill be now read a Second Time.”

The Title of this Bill, the Prohibition of Sulky-Racing Bill 2018, might be a bit misleading.  
As the Minister will know, I introduced similar legislation in 2018 in an effort to bring together 
different communities.  The horse is a wonderful animal.  I am glad to see Deputy Gino Kenny 
is here because I know he has an interest in these projects.  As a buachaill óg and a young man, 
I worked with a horse on the farm.  We drew the water and covered the spuds and so on.  I like 
horses.  The horse racing industry in Tipperary has a wonderful record in many disciplines, 
including flat racing and show jumping.  There is great prowess and engagement in the county.

I was involved in a Traveller bow-top wagon project when I worked with the vocational 
educational committee as cathaoirleach of the adult education board.  It was a fabulous project.  
I am interested in working with all people to ensure that sulky racing and sulky trotting can take 
place safely.  I know a good few gentlemen in the parish next door to me, Ballybacon, who keep 
ponies and do pleasure runs in a little sulky�

What I am trying to work with people to avoid is racing on public roads without a licence.  I 
thank the people from all over the country who have sulkies and who contacted me today.  They 
sent me splendid photographs and evidence of their sulkies, ponies and trailers, carts or what-
ever they want to call them.  They have engaged and are anxious to meet me, even tomorrow, 
to see if we could work together.  I believe ní neart go cur le chéile.  There is no point in having 
division rather than engagement�  I have approached Horse Racing Ireland and some tracks to 
see if facilities could be shared to allow this sport to be carried on in a safe and authorised way 
with police clearance.  Perhaps charities could benefit from it.

I salute Mr. Jonathan Irwin of The Jack & Jill Foundation fame.  Most will know him.  He 
was very involved in this area.  He gave a seminar in the audiovisual room some years ago, 
which Deputy Gino Kenny and I attended, about the prisoner horse project in Castlerea Prison 

6 o’clock
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in the west.  I spoke to Mr. Irwin today and the ten stables under one roof for this project are 
finished although there has been no engagement with the project yet because of Covid.  I look 
forward to the roll-out of that project, which will allow people to continue their love of, and 
friendship with, animals.  As the Minister knows, animals can be very therapeutic for people.  
We see that with dogs who help people with autism and so on.  We know things now that we 
did not know before.

I have said all this as a foreword.  The Bill has one simple aim, which is to prohibit sulky 
road racing where - I emphasise this - no lawful permission has been granted.  The primary 
motivation behind the Bill is to address growing health and safety and welfare concerns for the 
public, the horses and the young passengers who are often involved.  The Bill does not impact 
upon off-road sulky racing in any shape, make or form.  Sulky road racing, in which children 
as young as ten hitch lightweight carts to ponies or horses to race them down busy motorways, 
national primary roads, or tertiary roads, is an extremely dangerous activity.

It is also brutal and cruel with regard to the health and welfare of the animals concerned.  I 
know this from both the people who have contacted me and from vets who have been called to 
the scene of incidents.  I am going on their evidence rather than my own.  I am no expert on the 
body parts of the horse, especially the legs.  I am not qualified to deal with that.  The horses are 
often raced at an age when they are far too young to be ridden.  That is a problem.  The gentle-
man I spoke to today acknowledged that there are rogue elements in this area and that this is 
not right.  Racing horses at this young age puts them at a higher risk of torn ligaments, broken 
bones or other serious injuries�  They rarely have proper shoes or tack and their riders usually 
do not have permits or insurance, which means that any horse wounded during a race is likely 
to be killed on site.  There is legislation under which horses have to be microchipped and own-
ers have to have licences and permits but that is another issue�  There are also usually moving 
vehicles on the same road at the same time as these sulky races are held, putting motorists, pe-
destrians, sulky riders and the animals themselves in grave danger.  That is the worry.  Recent 
footage, a copy of which I received today, showing a race involving two trotting ponies drawing 
sulkies has shocked the Irish public�

The tragic case in February 2016 which led to the death of a young boy of only 12 when he 
was thrown under a truck after being involved in a sulky accident was a motivating factor for 
me in bringing this Bill before the House.  The family of that young boy, Seán Doyle, have said 
that they hope stronger regulations can prevent future loss�  That is very magnanimous of them�

The Bill essentially seeks to address some of the deficiencies in existing law.  It is currently 
almost exclusively a matter for local authority by-laws to address this issue.  This is leading to 
a complete lack of a consistent approach.  Kilkenny, Limerick, Waterford and my own county 
of Tiobraid Árann all have different by-laws.  I had an interesting engagement with the Minister 
of State from Kilkenny today, a Green Party member whose name alludes me.  When he was 
on Kilkenny County Council, the council made great efforts to get sulky racing off of roads and 
onto tracks.  It nearly got it over the line but, unfortunately, it fell at the final furlong or the last 
fence, which is a pity.  I thank the Minister of State for sharing his experience with me.

Local authority by-laws have proven completely insufficient to address the issue.  This Bill 
aims to implement a more holistic and cohesive national approach to regulation in this area�  
That is what I want.  I am not a killjoy.  I am not anti-sport or anti-horse.  Health and safety are 
the primary reasons for this Bill�
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Section 1 sets out the meaning of sulky racing in the Bill, which is “the racing of a horse-
drawn vehicle on any road under local authority jurisdiction.”  Section 2 provides that:

A person shall not organise or cause or permit to take place any performance involving—

(a) sulky-racing,

(b) riding or attempting to ride an animal which, by the use of any appliance horse 
drawn carriage, is or has been stimulated with the intention of making it race,

or

(c) any other activity that may cause unnecessary suffering to an animal and is pro-
hibited by animal health and welfare regulations.

  That last provision is very important.  I thank an iar-Sheanadóir, Brian Ó Domhnaill, and 
Mr� David Mullins for helping me draft this Bill�

Section 3 of the Bill sets out local authorities’ responsibilities�  The Bill grants local authori-
ties all powers necessary to enforce the law.  Section 4 of the Bill provides that those found 
in breach of the law could face “a fine not exceeding €5,000 and a term of imprisonment not 
exceeding 6 years.”  Section 5 of the Bill outlines the administrative steps to be followed with 
regard to proceedings and sanctions, including the provision of fixed penalties.

I hope my colleagues will be minded to support this legislation which aims to find a national 
formula to address this serious ongoing issue before any other fatalities or tragedies occur�  I 
look forward to constructive debate.  That is my motivation.  I am not saying this Bill is perfect 
or anything like it.  I do not know whether the Government will oppose or accept my effort.  I 
am completely open to changing and amending the Bill in order to create proper, meaningful 
legislation which will deal with this very concerning issue.  Not a day goes by, especially in the 
summertime but in the wintertime too, on which my office does not get a call from somewhere 
in Munster, or around the country, about people being forced off the road on their way to or 
from work.  The people from Galway to whom I spoke about racing are adamant that we work 
together to run legally permitted races once or twice a month without any cars or vans driving 
alongside to make a video.  That is the inherent danger when there is a wave of three or four 
sulkies across the road along with several cars and vans right behind them urging them on.  Oth-
er road users have nowhere to go.  Some time ago, the car of a pregnant woman coming from 
work in Limerick was forced off the road and finished upside down in a field.  That is not right.  
I have come across countless cases where cars have been damaged and, in many instances, the 
sulkies did not stop but kept going.  That is not fair to hard-pressed taxpayers who pay their 
taxes and insurance and want to be on the road.  I have recently seen sulky racing taking place 
in dangerous fog.  I have seen it taking place in frosty weather on a slippery road.  That could 
not be safe.  We need to work together to find a formula and a solution.

I mentioned the horse project I was involved in, the bow-top wagon project.  I also men-
tioned the horse project taking place in the prisons�  I salute the Prison Service�  I hope the 
Minister for Justice continues to support this project�  It is badly needed and very therapeutic�

Animal cruelty, in the context of this matter, needs to be stamped out.  The animal rescue 
centres in Clonmel, Tipperary and all over the country do tremendous work.  There are the 
Déise Animal Sanctuary, Anne Williamson from Cappanagarrane, the PAWS animal rescue in 
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Mullinahone and others.  Departmental officials have been called out.  We have incidents every 
year close to my home where large numbers of animals are kept on land inappropriately and 
there have been horrific experiences.  That is not related to sulky racing.  The horses are win-
tered there, and it is just not right.  It is sad.  People are very hurt and challenged by it.

I pay tribute the late Sergeant Niall O’Halloran, who was our local community garda.  He 
made gallant efforts to deal with this situation.  Those horses are also trespassing on many 
people’s property.  Due to the fact that they are hungry, it is not possible to blame the horses.  
They do not have enough fodder or feed�  The regulations need to be tightened up across the 
board - the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, An Garda Síochána and local 
authorities.  I understand the UK has a dedicated police outfit to deal with it because it is so 
dangerous.  It could be enjoyed by many people if it took place off-road or occasionally on-road 
with permits.  In France, it is a very lucrative industry.  A considerable amount of money comes 
to the coffers of the French finance minister from the proceeds, the betting tax and everything 
else.  Therefore, it can be done.

We need to look at best practice throughout Europe and internationally�  The harness racing 
people have a different set up.  Their races are organised and take place on tracks.  Deputies do 
not get complaints about that.  I am not saying I get all the complaints, but I get many of them.  
We can look at best international practice�  We can try to have better regulations�  I favour the 
use of the carrot and the stick�

We should try to bring the people with us to ensure in the first instance that the riders, some 
of whom are very young, the horses and, above all, the general public - cyclists, pedestrians 
pushing buggies, people out for a run and motorists - are protected.  We are all entitled to share 
the same space to the best of our ability, but safety must be paramount.  The injuries that can 
occur are horrific.  We have seen them.  The potential for further injuries, and worse, still exists.  
This Bill is a humble effort on my part to try to address this serious issue.  I look forward to 
hearing the views of the Minister and the other Teachtaí Dála who are interested in the matter.  
We need to deal with this issue once and for all.   We need to enact legislation to make it safer 
for everyone�

People tell me they are appalled and rightly so.  A child in a car needs to be restrained, and 
rightly so.  Some 20 or 30 years ago it was different, but those are the laws now.  Children are 
literally hanging off these sulkies and I would be fearful that someone would fall off.  In this 
time of year when the days are short, but those to whom I refer never wear fluorescent jackets 
or have any lights on their sulkies�  We need to try to resolve this matter and proceed together in 
respect of it.  I am willing to meet the relevant representatives in the coming weeks and in the 
new year in order to work with them on arriving at a better and regulated - more regulated cer-
tainly - situation and have fewer chances for major incidents, accidents or even deaths to occur.

Debate adjourned�

10/12/2020FFF00300Personal Explanation by Minister

10/12/2020FFF00400Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): Before proceeding with the debate, the 
Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine has informed the Ceann Comhairle that he wish-
es to make a personal explanation to the House pursuant to Standing Order 56�
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10/12/2020FFF00500Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine (Deputy Charlie McConalogue): This 
is the opportunity to correct the record of the House regarding my contribution to statements 
on the level 5 response to Covid-19, which took place on Friday, 23 October, here in the con-
vention centre�  I previously referred to this matter at a meeting of the Joint Committee on 
Agriculture and the Marine and I want to comment on it again now.  On the date in question, 
I took the opportunity to update the House on a notice issued by my Department for the hand 
sanitiser product, ViraPro.  I indicated that preliminary results from samples taken between 30 
September and 2 October were received in my Department on 8 October.  However, I am now 
aware that these preliminary test results were, in fact, received by my Department on 6 October.  
I wanted to make sure that the record was correct in this regard.  I wanted to bring that correct 
information, which has come to my attention in the interim, to the attention of the House in 
order to ensure that the record is corrected.  I thank the Ceann Comhairle and his office for their 
assistance in the matter�

10/12/2020FFF00600Prohibition of Sulky-Racing Bill 2018: Second Stage (Resumed) [Private Members]

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

10/12/2020FFF00800Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine (Deputy Charlie McConalogue): I 
thank Deputy Mattie McGrath for bringing this Bill forward.  The use of sulkies or any other 
horse-drawn vehicles, including on public roads, is a legitimate activity provided it is done in 
a safe manner and having due care and consideration for other road users and the well-being of 
the animals involved and, in particular, in compliance with any relevant legislation including 
local government, road safety, public order and animal welfare legislation as well as any local 
by-laws, which the Deputy mentioned.  The use of sulkies on public roads specifically, as with 
the use of all vehicles, including animal-drawn vehicles, is governed by the relevant provisions 
of the Roads Acts and the Road Traffic Acts.

The practice of holding unauthorised races of any kind, including sulky races, on public 
roads which are open to traffic is dangerous.  The Roads Act 1993 requires anyone intending to 
hold, organise or promote a road race to give at least one month’s notice in writing to the road 
authority and to the Garda Síochána�  The road authority may then prohibit or impose condi-
tions on such races.  Anyone who contravenes the requirement to give notice or adhere to such 
a prohibition or conditions is guilty of an offence.  Enforcement of these provisions, as with 
law enforcement generally, is a matter for the Garda Síochána.  In opposing this Bill, therefore, 
I again remind Deputies that racing of any kind, including sulkies or any other horse-drawn 
vehicles on the roads, can be a legitimate activity provided it is done in a safe manner giving 
due care and consideration to other road users and the animal’s well-being, and in accordance 
with the law as it currently stands.  There are very clear and precise legalities and requirements 
for anyone considering a race�

In considering the animal welfare perspective, I draw the Deputy’s attention to the Animal 
Health and Welfare Act 2013, which provides robust and wide-ranging protection for all ani-
mals.  This includes horses and ponies used in racing of any sort, including on roads.  Horse 
owners or keepers who allow harm to come to the animals in their care will have committed an 
offence under this Act.   Anyone employing animals for any purpose, including sulky drivers, 
must also comply with the Act, which prohibits a person from carrying out any activity in a 
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manner that causes unnecessary pain and suffering or endangerment to the health or welfare of 
an animal in their control�

The issue of regulating the activity has been examined by my Department�  The issues are 
complex and not always clear-cut, particularly as a variety of horse-drawn vehicles are legiti-
mately and safely used on Irish roads.   My Department’s engagement with sulky racing is fully 
focused on animal welfare and education, raising awareness of the importance of good horse 
care and welfare among sulky participants, and the owners and keepers of trotting horses.  My 
Department has demonstrated this commitment by funding an education programme designed 
specifically for sulky drivers and trotter horse owners in a number of locations around the coun-
try in 2018 and 2019.  In addition to education on husbandry, handling and welfare generally, 
these courses encourage participants to move away from the road racing practices and move to 
racing on tracks and to engage with the regulated sport of harness racing on tracks as operated 
by the Irish Harness Racing Association, IHRA.

While I am fully aware of the potential dangers of holding unauthorised races of any kind, 
including sulky races, on public roads which are open to traffic, I remind the Deputy that a 
mechanism to permit, prohibit, or impose conditions on such races exists under section 74 of 
the Roads Act 1993�  The issues regarding the use of public roads are already covered by the 
Act.  In addition to the Road Traffic Acts, local authorities also have powers under the Control 
of Horses Act 1996 to introduce by-laws regulating activities involving horses in their respec-
tive functional areas� 

Finally, the programme for Government undertakes to continue prioritising equine welfare, 
and to developing additional urban horse welfare programmes where education on all aspects 
of equine husbandry are considered.  The Government has committed to the continued robust 
enforcement of the Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013 and to review the sentencing regime 
underpinning this legislation.  Any welfare concerns identified in Deputy Mattie McGrath’s 
proposed Bill can be considered as part of this review. 

10/12/2020GGG00200Deputy Matt Carthy: I thank and commend Deputy Mattie McGrath on bringing this im-
portant issue to the House via legislation�  It is Sinn Féin’s intention to support the passage of 
this Bill on this Stage to ensure we have an opportunity to debate and thrash out all the issues 
that have been outlined.  I am disappointed that the Minister has taken a different approach.  
This is a real issue.  A Deputy would not go to the effort of drafting and bringing a Bill before 
this House unless this issue was being raised in offices by concerned individuals in our com-
munities�

These concerns are multifaceted.  There are concerns regarding road safety and equine 
welfare and neither of those issues is being adequately addressed.  The Minister referred to the 
powers of the Garda.  The difficulty is that there are distinctions and difficulties with road traffic 
law because it is not an offence to have a horse- or pony-drawn carriage but it is an offence to 
race them.  There is often a difficulty determining whether something constitutes a race.  Horse-
drawn carriages of course are not allowed on motorways at all, and we have seen some danger-
ous instances in this regard in recent years�

I am sure Deputy Mattie McGrath, the Minister and others will be aware that there are ma-
jor problems with equine welfare throughout this State.  It is not necessarily a problem with 
the legislation per se�  The Minister mentioned the Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013 and 
the role of the local authorities and others.  The problem, however, is that when issues regard-
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ing equine welfare are raised with the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, they 
are then pointed in the direction of the local authority, from where they are then pointed in the 
direction of the Garda and from there they are directed back to the Department�  There is not 
a clearly defined line of responsibility where people take charge of this issue.  In most parts of 
the country, almost no dedicated staff and resources are allocated to the monitoring of equine 
welfare issues.

I would have thought that this Bill presented the ideal opportunity to start dealing with these 
issues and I was looking forward, as a member of the agriculture committee, to teasing out the 
provisions of the Bill as they stand to see where we could improve them and make them more 
robust, in conjunction, of course, with the Minister and the Department.  I think that would be 
the best approach to dealing with these issues.  There are several areas we must address.  We 
must deal with the issue of equine welfare.  It is absolutely pivotal; too many aspects of the 
existing legislation are being ignored and there are too many gaps in it�

We must get this right because animals, and horses in particular, have a special place in the 
Irish psyche.  They are beautiful animals, as has already been said, and they have played a major 
part in the development of Irish culture over many years�  That has not only been in rural com-
munities because Ireland is almost unique in having an urban culture in respect of horses.  Un-
fortunately, however, that culture has had very negative connotations in recent times.  I do not 
believe it needs to have those negative connotations.  We should work with those communities 
and urban centres that have had a tradition of horse ownership, as well as with other commu-
nities, including the Traveller community, which have traditions and cultures associated with 
horses, to ensure we get over the negative perceptions concerning this area and address the real 
animal welfare concerns regarding how some animals are being treated.  We could then create a 
vibrant and dynamic new culture of animal and horse ownership, which respects the welfare of 
horses all the time.  These are important issues and they warrant substantial debate and teasing 
out on Committee Stage.  For that reason, Sinn Féin will be supporting this Bill.

10/12/2020GGG00300Deputy Maurice Quinlivan: I reiterate that Sinn Féin will be supporting this Bill and I 
thank the Rural Independent Group for bringing forward this legislation.  In a Dáil debate on 
13 December 1977, the then Deputy from Limerick, the late Mick Lipper, raised the issue of 
wandering horses in Limerick and asked what actions the then Minister for Justice would take, 
if he proposed to take any action, regarding the serious problem created by wandering horses 
in Limerick city�

Here we are some 43 years later talking about the same problems.  At least 1,120 wandering 
or stray horses have been collected in Limerick since 2015.  Most of them, unfortunately, end 
up being euthanised.  This is a waste of Garda and council resources, as well as time and money.  
From a response which I got from the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine to a 
previous parliamentary question, I know the Department has contributed almost €12 million to 
local authorities in respect of activities regarding the control of horses from 2011 to 2016�  Of 
this amount, €1.8 million was paid to Limerick City and County Council.

I believe that a State-wide approach is needed in regulating sulky racing.  Such regulation is 
needed to protect sulky riders, other road users and to ensure the welfare of animals.  The keep-
ing of ponies and horses has long been a tradition in many parts of my home city of Limerick�  
It is a tradition which has passed through generations of families and for the most part, the ani-
mals are well maintained and cared for.  I know many of these people and they are decent and 
good citizens of Limerick.  Someone like Ger Hogan, and his horse, probably saved the lives of 
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people in Limerick during the floods of 2014.  Respecting these traditions, I believe it is time to 
consider an equine centre within Limerick city, one which can be accessed by all.  

Having said that, however, we cannot ignore that there are many who use and basically 
abuse these animals.  They have a lack of compassion towards animals and treat these beautiful 
creatures cruelly.  Many have no tradition whatsoever of keeping horses.  In the past week or 
so, I had to contact the authorities in Limerick twice in order that the carcases of dead horses 
could be removed.  One horse was malnourished and had abrasions throughout its body.  It was 
an awful sight to see and, unfortunately, images of this poor animal were circulated on social 
media.  Another young pony lay dead in a city estate.  Fortunately, some local residents cov-
ered the carcase with a blanket so the children in the area did not see the full extent of the poor 
creature’s injuries�  A person had to intervene on Saturday to have those remains removed from 
a busy city estate�

In another part of our city, horses were left in the city graveyard.  I believe they were put 
there intentionally.  They were uncared for and grazing within the confines of the graveyard.  
The horses damaged the site and deterred those who wished to visit the resting place of their 
loved ones.  This flagrant disregard for the welfare of the animals and the wishes of the visitors 
to the graveyard was shameful.

Wandering horses have been an issue in Limerick for many years�  It is shameful that the 
situation has been allowed to continue for decades.  In some cases, the authorities have been 
met with threats of violence when they have attempted to seize abused animals.  This is not fair 
or proportionate but is what happens when the law is not applied year after year and that is a 
result of the Department not doing its job.  It is now a major problem in some of our towns and 
cities in the State.  Interestingly, this problem is largely associated with working class areas of 
Limerick, Cork and Dublin cities, as well as areas of rural Ireland such as Tipperary.  If these 
horses were wandering around Montenotte in Cork, Foxrock in Dublin or the North Circular 
Road in my native city of Limerick, I suspect that there would be a different definition of a fair 
and proportionate response�  We have seen the videos of unregulated sulky races�  We do not 
need to be a member of the traffic corps to understand the danger in which these races place the 
participants and other road users.   These races place the Garda in an extremely difficult and 
conflicted position.  Gardaí know they must stop the race to protect other road users as often 
these races take up both sides of the road.  However, they are faced with a tough decision when 
it comes to intervening.  If they do take direct action, they risk the welfare of the animals, the 
riders and other road users�

I appreciate the intention of this Bill but I am concerned about some aspects of it.  First, 
some of the definitions contained in it are too broad and, in some cases, contradictory.  Second, 
the Garda is empowered to deal with illegal sulky racing and riding and I am concerned that 
introducing a new Ministry into the policing of sulky racing could cause operational problems.

I would like to see more Garda enforcement in terms of illegal sulky racing on our streets.  
In Limerick, road users get frustrated and anxious when they have to decide whether to stay 
behind or overtake a sulky that is often controlled by somebody who is too young to drive a car.  
There is a tradition around sulky racing and we should recognise that, but we must also respect 
the safety of all road users�  It is not acceptable to have underage children controlling an animal 
or vehicle on public roads�

Animal welfare remains a big issue across urban and rural areas.  This year, thus far, in Lim-
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erick 118 horses have been seized.  Unfortunately, the vast majority of them were euthanised.  
There have been numerous documented cases of disgraceful abuse and cruelty to horses both 
within Limerick and further afield.  We need better enforcement of animal welfare laws and 
more support for animal welfare groups.  In Limerick, one such group is Limerick Animal 
Welfare, which does tremendous work and deals with all types of animals.  When I speak to the 
wonderful people who operate this organisation, I am struck by the volume of calls it receives 
monthly.  Regrettably, all too often when it comes to horses and ponies, all it can do is contact 
somebody to ensure the animal’s life is terminated in the most humane way possible.

This Bill needs greater exploration�  The intentions of it are very good but I have concerns 
about its execution.  I will support the Bill’s passage to Committee Stage so that these particu-
lars can be examined�

10/12/2020HHH00200Deputy Matt Shanahan: I welcome the opportunity to speak on this Bill.  I hope the Gov-
ernment will be generous in reciprocating what Deputy Mattie McGrath is proposing.  This is 
an issue that needs to be aired�

Sulky racing is seen as a cultural activity for many.  It is important we do not conflate the 
difference between trotting ponies and people who keep ponies for recreational use, drawing 
carts and sulky racing.  Sulky racing revolves around horse trading, there is quite a bit of gam-
bling involved and there are certainly animal welfare rights issues.  Like in every other activity, 
there are some people who do it to a very high standard and, unfortunately, many others who 
do not�

Sulky racing, as the Minister will be aware, is conducted on public roads.  I have never heard 
of a sulky race in my area, and I have seen plenty of them, in respect of which the Garda had 
been notified and a road was closed.  It is often cruel to animals.  It is largely done using ponies 
who may not be fully grown.  As someone who knows a little about horses, I would not gallop 
ponies unshod on a road because it would be very hard on their feet and would cause lameness 
in animals, but I have seen it done many times in sulky racing.  It is also extremely dangerous 
to other road users because they do not know, as has been already highlighted, whether they 
should overtake a sulky or not.  As has been pointed out, one will often see young children sit-
ting unstrapped and unsupervised on sulkies�  They are creating a danger to themselves and to 
some unfortunate person who may be involved in an accident with them.

Sulky racing also encourages the keeping of animals by owners who do not have land-
holdings or stabling.  This is prevalent throughout the country, particularly, as we know, on 
local authority lands�  Many schemes have been mooted over the past couple of years through 
which stabling is being made available, especially to members of the Traveller community.  
This should be encouraged but it requires the allocation of sufficient lands to care properly for 
horses.  As in the case of any landholding and the ratio of cattle to an acre, there should be a 
ratio of horses to land�  Stabling is very important�  The local authorities need to ensure there 
is compliance in terms of registration of ponies and, in particular, microchipping.  Oftentimes, 
there is significant intimidation of private landowners.  I have seen this for myself.  Ponies are 
placed on land, and if the landholder threatens to take them out, he or she is threatened.  That is 
unfair.  This happens in the minority of cases, not the majority.

For sulky racing to be successful, it needs to be regulated.  There are many involved in this 
area who would welcome some form of regulation, standards and compliance as this would 
allow them to carry on this activity safely as a recreation.  We need a solution that respects the 
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rights of all involved.  We need to allow sulky racers to create competition because this is how 
those who wish to sell the horses and ponies create value for them.  As outlined by Deputy Mat-
tie McGrath, there must be opportunity for the local authorities to make lands available.  There 
is great success in pony racing in the US and, as highlighted by Deputy McGrath, in France.  
There is probably a very vibrant industry here to be developed.  It would be a win-win for ev-
erybody.  First, we must have standards and they must be enforced.  We need to look to what is 
being done successfully in other countries and we need to start with mutual respect.  In mutual 
respect, everybody has to get something of what they want.  There must be compromise and a 
win-win, but equine animal standards must be observed.

People are right to seek to have their cultural icons preserved.  We do not want to do any-
thing to disrupt that, but we want to make sure that it is done fairly and in the right way.  The 
local authorities have a large part to play in this regard.  The Garda has enough to be doing with-
out having to regulate sulky racing on the roads.  Therefore, we have to provide some amenity 
areas where this can be done safely.

10/12/2020HHH00300Deputy Gino Kenny: It is good that we are having this debate about animal welfare and, in 
particular, equine welfare.  There is no getting away from the fact that equine welfare in Ireland 
has a patchy history, to say the least.  I always come from the standpoint that the vast majority of 
horse owners are responsible with their animals.  There is an element of irresponsibility which 
is borne out in sulky racing on roads, which nobody can defend.  It is reckless and dangerous 
not only for the people on the sulkies but also the horses and other road users�  Sulky racing is a 
reckless activity for those who engage in it.  Most of the time, there are vast amounts of money 
involved in the practice as well.

Coming from an urban environment, there were a lot of horses in the area where I grew up.  
There was an issue around the stabling of horses and so on but that has been addressed over 
time.  There is a long tradition of horse ownership in an urban environment.  It has been a posi-
tive experience in terms of the responsibility attached to owning a horse.  In the past three or 
four years, the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine has allocated a lot of money to 
a project in Clondalkin known as the Clondalkin Equine Club, which is the only club of its kind 
in Ireland.  It provides young people with a place to stable a horse in an urban environment.  It is 
a controlled, educational and responsible environment.  This is a good way of supporting horse 
ownership in rural and urban environments.

On the Bill, when we ban something, we drive it underground.  That is what this Bill will 
do.  A ban on sulky racing will have the opposite effect.  There are regulations and laws in place 
which provide for prosecution of illegal activities.  It is obvious that sulky racing is illegal.  Har-
ness racing is a responsible sport in Ireland.  There is a really good track in Portmarnock where 
harness racing takes place responsibly�  It is regulated and it is a really good sport to be involved 
in and to observe.  It is important not to conflate the activities of people who are responsible 
with those who are very irresponsible and will do as we see in online videos where they are rac-
ing horses recklessly on dual carriageways.  That will lead to an accident sooner or later.

It would be very difficult to support this Bill.  Deputy Mattie McGrath’s sentiment relates 
to animal welfare.  I understand that but this will have the opposite effect by driving sulky rac-
ing underground where it will be even more dangerous than it is now.  Regulation, education 
and engaging with sulky owners is the way to do it.  There are parallels between this issue and 
the scramblers with which we have a big problem in urban environments.  Laws alone will not 
solve this issue.  There are laws in place but we need more regulation and control and to tell 
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people that this is a very dangerous pastime for national roads, which could lead to people dy-
ing.  On that basis, it would be very difficult for People Before Profit to support this Bill.

10/12/2020JJJ00200Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (Deputy Mar-
tin Heydon): I thank Deputy Mattie McGrath for bringing this legislation before the House�  I 
acknowledge the concerns raised by him and Deputies Carthy, Quinlivan, Shanahan and Gino 
Kenny.  They originally spoke about sulky racing but their concerns were broader than that and 
went into the area of horse welfare and beyond.  Most people in Kildare are passionate about 
racehorses, much like Deputy McGrath and Tipperary people, and as a Kildare man I know this 
is a debate that needs to be had�  I am very happy that my Department has increased the funding 
allocation for horse welfare, and it is something it takes very seriously, through Horse Racing 
Ireland.  I acknowledge the concerns about some of the images of sulky racing on national roads 
that we have all seen.

However, when introducing new legislation or changing existing legislation, we must iden-
tify exactly what problem we are trying to solve and make sure the remedy being proposed will 
do that.  As legislators, we must be careful of unintended consequences, and certain associated 
activities could be impacted by the introduction and amending of legislation that was not neces-
sarily planned for�

It is important to reiterate that sulky racing in and of itself is a legitimate activity, provided 
it is carried out in an appropriate location.  Sulky racing is one thing, but for sulky racing to 
take place on national roads without authorisation is completely different.  Sulky racing itself 
is legitimate if carried out in an appropriate location in a safe manner, having due care and con-
sideration to other road users, with animal welfare and well-being being absolutely paramount.  
It must be done in compliance with all relevant legislation, including local government, road 
safety, public order and animal welfare legislation, as well as any local by-laws.  In introducing 
new legislation we need to ensure existing legislation does not have the same purpose and ad-
dress the same issues.  We need to ask if an issue requires legislation or if we just need compli-
ance and implementation of existing legislation�  We must also ensure that in trying to address 
an area of concern, we do not ban or outlaw other legitimate activities as a consequence and 
possibly by mistake�

I reassure the House that the animal welfare issues raised by the Deputies are already cov-
ered under the Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013, which is significant legislation.  I was 
a member of the Select Committee on Agriculture, Food and the Marine when it was passed 
and we spent a lot of time on it.  Additionally, the issues regarding the use of public roads are 
already covered by the Roads Act 1993�  Holding unauthorised races on public roads that are 
open to traffic is very dangerous.  As the Minister made clear earlier, anyone who holds such an 
event without the required authorisation is committing an offence.  More generally, the use of 
all vehicles is subject to the relevant provisions of the Road Traffic Acts, and local authorities 
have the powers to introduce by-laws regulating activity involving horses in their areas.  All 
races involving sulkies or other horse-drawn vehicles must be done safely, in accordance with 
the law and having due care to animal welfare.

The Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013 provides robust and wide-ranging protection for 
all animals, including horses and ponies used in any kind of racing.  Anyone employing animals 
for any purpose must comply with this Act, including sulky drivers.  The Act prohibits people 
from carrying out an activity in a manner that causes unnecessary pain, suffering or endanger-
ment to the health or welfare of animals in their control.  The Act ensures protection of animals 
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used in sulky racing, and this is the focus of the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Ma-
rine.  Racing is a sport and so comes under the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, 
Sport and Media, and the use of roads comes under the Department of Transport, but animal 
welfare is the responsibility of my Department and one we take very seriously.  My Department 
works very hard to raise awareness of the importance of good horse care and welfare among 
sulky participants and the owners and keepers of trotting horses.

Under the current programme for Government, the Government is committed to continuing 
robust enforcement of the Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013 and increasing investment in 
animal welfare, horse welfare in particular.  I take on board the concerns raised by Deputy Mc-
Grath and others in their contributions today.  My Department is happy to engage with them and 
the Joint Committee on Agriculture and the Marine, to which Deputy Carthy referred, regarding 
the role of the Animal Health and Welfare Act 2013, as is the Department of Transport on its 
role regarding the Roads Act 1993�

I again thank Deputy Mattie McGrath and the other Deputies for their contributions, but 
as I have outlined, legislation currently exists to deal with this issue.  As Deputy Gino Kenny 
pointed out, it is not always easy to catch this activity that happens on motorways and roads.  I 
understand Deputy McGrath’s concern, but the legislation is there and this is about its enforce-
ment.  We are dealing with the issues of animal welfare but we are always open to discussing 
those more, whether here or at a committee.

10/12/2020JJJ00300Deputy Mattie McGrath: I thank all the Deputies who contributed to the debate.  Tradition 
cannot act as a veto on legal responsibilities.  The Minister, Deputy McConalogue, did not even 
stay for the full debate.  He probably would not have been here at all only he had to correct the 
record about something else�  The Minister of State referred to the Animal Health and Welfare 
Act 2013 and the Roads Act 1993.  As Deputy Quinlivan noted, 43 years ago the issue of stray 
horses was brought up by a former Deputy, Mick Lipper.  That was 43 years ago.  The Minister 
of State can wheel out all the legislation he likes but his office is clearly getting calls about this 
and he can see it himself�

I thank the Deputies who came to the debate and were interested in sorting this issue out.  
Whatever is being done is clearly not working.  I support the Department of Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine and thank its officials, the council and the Garda for the way they have tried 
to grapple with this, but it is clearly a mismatch and there is no coherent or decent legislation 
about this issue.  The United Kingdom has a dedicated police unit for dealing with this, not the 
councils or a department.  We heard stories of what happens in cemeteries and graveyards.  That 
is just not acceptable and people have to respect that�  We have those problems in Tipperary as 
well, especially in Cashel.

I am not a killjoy, or a fount of knowledge.  I am shocked that the Government can close 
its eyes to this issue.  It was first raised in this House 43 years ago, if that was even the first 
time.  Two years ago I brought it up again and things have only got worse as regards the animal 
cruelty.  The Government must have money to throw away with the amount of money it has 
given the fund in the past five years, which I think is €12 million.  That is a shocking amount of 
money.  I know what it costs and I know the number of horses that have been euthanised.  The 
cruelty involved is shocking.  The Government should deal with the problem by bringing in 
proper, meaningful legislation with powers that can be clearly enforced, rather than a bit from 
the council, a bit from the Department or elsewhere and a bit from animal welfare organisa-
tions.  Let us deal with this issue up front.
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We have a very respectable and proud racing and horse-owning tradition.  I did not refer to 
it earlier but it is wonderful to see the horse-drawn carriages, especially in the cities and towns, 
with Guinness and all kinds of delivery goods.  There is a huge respect and relationship between 
Irish people and the horse.  It has gone to new heights internationally with the race horsing 
skills we have in Tipperary with Coolmore, Aidan O’Brien and his family, and Tommy Stack.  I 
could be all day naming people�  We are very proud of them and they give much employment�  
Look at how they treat their horses.

My hope was that the Government would not just reject this because it was Deputy Mattie 
McGrath’s Bill.  Every Deputy who spoke admitted, and they have been honest, that there is a 
problem.  Deputy Gino Kenny has issues with parts of it, which I accept.  Maybe prohibition is 
the wrong word, but we must engage and try to have this brought in under one piece of legisla-
tion where races cannot be held without a licence.  I would love to ask the Minister a question 
but he is not here now.  He said one had to give a month’s notice and make an application to the 
Department and An Garda Síochána to run a race.  How many applications have been received 
by the Department?  How many applications for licences have been refused?  How many have 
been granted?  I cannot hear what the Minister of State is saying, but he can tell me privately 
afterwards or whatever.  He was all flowery language but it is meaningless.

10/12/2020KKK00200Deputy Martin Heydon: It is for the Department of-----

10/12/2020KKK00300Deputy Mattie McGrath: Pass the buck to another Department�  Around the kitchen and 
mind the dresser.  What was the name of the famous man from “Céilí House”?  The Acting 
Chairman, Deputy Durkan, is here longer than I am and he will remember him.  It was Kieran 
Hanrahan�  Around the house and mind the dresser�  Around the country and mind the Depart-
ment of Agriculture, Food and the Marine, the Garda Síochána, the county council and the 
health authority.  Why does the Government with all its Departments and resources not bring 
forward robust legislation and deal with this and not come into the House and rubbish this Bill 
and say that it is a tradition?  It is not a tradition.  The Travellers’ affinity with horses is a long-
standing tradition.  I have fond memories of the sweep coming, Mr. O’Connor and his wife 
with the mule drawing the bow-top wagon and a donkey at the back.  There was engagement 
between the people and families and they made lovely coal scuttles.  When I built the house in 
1984 I bought a coal scuttle from him and it is still around.  The craftsmanship that was in that 
is unbelievable�

We can work on this together, we can deal with it and we can get it off track.  I ask the Min-
ister of State, Deputy Heydon, who, like the Acting Chairman, is from the plains of Kildare, al-
though I would claim that we have more racing prowess in Tipperary than ye have and that can 
be seen on the racetracks, to engage with Horse Racing Ireland, the different tracks and many 
under-utilised race courses to see if days can be organised.  People phoned me from Galway to 
tell me that sulky racing cannot go on a track.  I do not know the reasoning for that and I will 
not know until I meet him, but I think it is much safer and easier for any animal.

Greyhounds are able to run on a sand surface�  It cannot be good to have horses running on a 
tar road with no shoes.  If one asked any of us to run from here to Kildare, we would have fairly 
sore limbs, and ankles as well, but the animals are racing at speed.  Animal cruelty is involved 
here too�  I salute the animal refuges�  It not fair that they have to pick up the tabs�  The Minister 
is probably all ready to send out the letters that go out every year before Christmas, throwing 
slops of funding to animal rescue�  It is very much needed�  They operate on a shoestring and 
do tremendous work and we need to support them.  There are huge cruelty issues and huge 
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anomalies.  There is no point in saying it was raised 43 years ago by Deputy Lipper; I raised it 
two years ago and I am raising it again.  Will we do something about it, please?  I am surprised 
that no Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael backbenchers or no Labour Party or Social Democrat Depu-
ties are interested in this.  A few weeks ago, the Social Democrats were here trying to ban and 
destroy our vital greyhound industry.  This is going on under our noses and we want to turn a 
blind eye to it and want to turn backwards and blindfold ourselves when serious incidents are 
taking place.  It is a serious threat to human safety.  I am no killjoy.  I want to work with people.  
I would love to have an all-party committee that would work with people.  I know we have a 
committee dealing with Traveller issues but this is an issue that should be dealt with.  It could 
be very enjoyable.  It could bring some revenue to the Department of Finance and the Minister, 
Deputy Donohoe, as it does in other countries.  We are so insular here, we will not look abroad 
to see best practice�  This is going on in many constituencies and Deputies are getting calls 
about it but, for whatever reason, they do not want to talk about it.  Talk about sweeping things 
under the carpet - it must be dealt with.   

I am quite appalled at the Minister, Deputy McConalogue, and the Minister of State coming 
in here this evening and just rubbishing the Bill�  I am not saying it is perfect�  They can take the 
Bill, embrace it, send it forward for scrutiny and discuss it at the different committees - agricul-
ture, transport or maybe health - and try to put a formula together so that we can work together 
to improve it.  I received about 60 WhatsApp messages in an hour this evening from sulky own-
ers and racers all over the country.  They are interested.  They were worried in case I was trying 
to do something that I was not.  I am interested in working with them.  I got threatened the last 
time, for what it is worth.  I hope it will not happen this time that I will be shot in Dublin for 
bringing up this issue�  We cannot have these kinds of threats in a modern democracy�  We can-
not be all afraid to deal with it because the vast majority of people involved, and I know many 
of them, are 100%, but there is a rogue element.  The people who spoke to me today accept that 
and that it must be weeded out.  It is time that we grasped the nettle.  The Government is grasp-
ing at so many things that are nice and dandy, policies that it thinks will go down well with the 
media.  It does research and polls to know what the people want; the people want their children 
to be safe in their cars when they are bringing them to school or college.  A husband wants to 
know that when his wife, a pregnant woman, is coming home from work that she will not be 
forced off the road and put upside down into a field when the whole road is taken over.  Does 
the Government expect gardaí where two are on duty in a station like Cahir to go out and stop 
a race on the old N8 which is used regularly with maybe 30 or 40 sulkies and maybe a couple 
of hundred people, vans and cars?  It is mayhem.  There is no point ignoring it, the Government 
knows the problem is there.  We must try to deal with it.

I know that the horse project with which Jonathan Irwin is involved  in the prison is very 
important.  Initiatives exist, but they are individual efforts.  Ní neart go cur le chéile.  We need 
to make an effort together in this Parliament.  It is our duty to protect the public, animal wel-
fare and the gardaí, and to give the gardaí plenty of support and the powers, along with the 
departmental officials.  It is also necessary that we protect the county council officials and the 
horse wardens, and whomever else.  We badly need a horse warden in Tipperary.  We are just 
scratching around the surface and just tinkering around with it, pardon the pun.  We are fooling 
ourselves to think that it is not necessary to deal with this issue.

The new Minister, Deputy McConalogue, comes from Donegal, where this might not be 
happening, but he should know better than to come in here and read out that kind of spiel and 
flatly refuse to discuss this.  I hope we will have a go at this again and work together with the 
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people who are involved.  Deputy Gino Kenny has been involved with his group.  I would like 
to go and see that harness track someday with him.  I said I would do that before.  I would like 
to do that because I like to learn as well.  It is a bad day when we do not learn something.

10/12/2020KKK00350Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): This race has now concluded.

 Question put�

10/12/2020KKK00450Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): In accordance with Standing Order 
80(2), the division is postponed until the weekly division time on Wednesday, 16 December 
2020�

The Dáil adjourned at 6.58 p.m. until 1.10 p.m. on Tuesday, 15 December 2020.


