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Déardaoin, 25 Márta 2021

Thursday, 25 March 2021

Chuaigh an Leas-Cheann Comhairle i gceannas ar 10 a�m�

Paidir.
Prayer.

1A00100Covid-19 Vaccination Programme: Statements

25/03/2021A00200Minister for Health (Deputy Stephen Donnelly): I am sharing time with the Minister of 
State, Deputy Rabbitte�

I welcome the opportunity to discuss with colleagues in Dáil Éireann this morning the prog-
ress of the vaccine programme�  Covid-19 has presented Ireland and countries around the world 
with our biggest public health challenge in living memory�  In recent months, more transmis-
sible variants have driven up infections, and governments right across Europe are extending 
restrictions�  As we are all aware, daily numbers of new cases in Ireland remain stubbornly high�  
Last Sunday, 769 new cases were reported in the country�

It must feel to many like this pandemic will never end�  Many people are understandably 
frustrated at what can seem like a largely unchanging landscape�  Pandemics end, however, and 
this pandemic will end too.  Its end is firmly in sight thanks to the remarkable triumph of science 
and medicine, which have produced hugely effective vaccines very quickly.

Our biggest weapon against Covid-19 is our vaccination programme�  More than 700,000 
vaccines have now been administered�  People right across Ireland, from Achill Island to Mizen 
Head, from Tory Island to Cape Clear Island, have been vaccinated�  Many more will be vac-
cinated today�

The stories from GP clinics around the country have been uplifting�  Dr� Mait Ó Faoláin 
described how the GP-led vaccination clinic at The Helix in Dublin vaccinated more people in 
one day than there were Covid-19 cases nationally over the previous week�  I heard another GP 
describe the sense of collective mission and history being made�  I believe he spoke for many 
when he expressed the deep satisfaction felt by so many directly involved at finally taking 
the fight to Covid-19 after what he described as a year of defensive skirmishes.  That GP, Dr. 
Stephen Murphy, described what we are now witnessing as a kind of D-Day for GPs�  These 
personal stories are filled with hope.  There will be more of these stories in the coming weeks 
and months as our supply of vaccines increases�
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We are using three highly effective vaccines and expect to have received in excess of 1 mil-
lion doses by the end of March in just six days’ time�  Next month, we are due to begin to receive 
deliveries of a fourth vaccine, made by Janssen�  More than one in eight adults has now received 
a vaccine in Ireland�  We now have clear and strong evidence that the vaccines are having a big 
effect in keeping people safe from the effects of Covid-19.  This is hugely encouraging.

Our nursing homes were among the most vulnerable settings for this virus�  Nursing home 
residents and staff were the first to be vaccinated in Ireland.  Serial testing for Covid-19 in nurs-
ing homes is now showing a positivity rate of less than 0�2%�  In late January, 11% of Covid-19 
cases were detected in nursing home outbreaks�  By mid-March, that had fallen from 11% to 
less than 1%�  That is a big drop and it is bringing comfort and relief to nursing home residents, 
their families and, of course, everyone working throughout the country in the nursing home and 
long-term residential care sectors�  Now, in-person visits to nursing homes are restarting�  Many 
families will be wondering when they can hug a loved one in a nursing home or hold their loved 
one’s hand without worrying about putting them at risk�  By reducing transmission in the com-
munity and ensuring widespread vaccination, that will become a reality again�

Good progress is also being made vaccinating older people�  We are moving through the age 
cohorts.  The first group was those aged 85 and older.  We then moved on to those aged 80 to 
84 and have now started vaccinating those aged 75 and older�  Here again, the results are really 
positive�  The number of cases of Covid-19 among those aged 85 and older has fallen by nearly 
a half over the past two weeks alone�  Our Covid-19 vaccination programme is also having a 
spectacular impact on hospitalisations of older people�  In January, 11% of people hospitalised 
with Covid-19 were residents in long-term residential care�  That has now fallen from 11% to 
just half of 1%�  Given this really encouraging data, it is no surprise that public support for vac-
cines in Ireland is very high�

In April, we are due to receive approximately a million vaccine doses�  That will be approxi-
mately the same amount received up to the end of this month�  In May, and then again in June, 
we are also due to receive around a million vaccines a month�  As always, this is dependent on 
the pharmaceutical companies delivering to the agreed amounts�  If they do, then four in every 
five adults can be offered either one or two vaccine doses by the end of June.

I want to finish by addressing the current situation with Covid-19 cases, something we are 
all watching very closely�  It must be said that huge progress has been made since January�  Ire-
land now has one of the lowest rates of Covid-19 cases in Europe�  As we all know, cases are 
still high and have been rising in recent days�  We are seeing a big fall in cases associated with 
the vaccinated cohorts.  That big fall, unfortunately, is being offset by an increase in cases as-
sociated with increased mobility and increased interactions�  I thank colleagues right across the 
Dáil for their ongoing efforts in engaging with people in their communities and nationally by 
encouraging them to stick with the public health measures�

While vaccines will facilitate our exit from these tough public health measures as more of 
the population is vaccinated, we are now also making other interventions�  Enhanced measures 
are being introduced today at specific locations to help monitor and suppress the spread of 
Covid-19 in areas that are showing case levels which are persistently high�  Measures include 
deployment of HSE mobile units with walk-in testing, that is, self-referral for testing, Commu-
nity Call supports, and engagement with local communities by our public health teams�  We are 
using antigen or rapid testing in the healthcare and meat processing sectors, and pilot projects 
will soon be launched to examine opportunities for rapid testing in other sectors as well�
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We are introducing mandatory hotel quarantine for people travelling from what are regarded 
as high-risk zones.  We are the first country in the European Union to introduce such a com-
prehensive system, and it builds on extensive measures already in place.  These include fines 
and-or prosecution for non-essential travel, pre-flight PCR test requirements, mandatory home 
quarantine and genome sequencing of positive tests from category two countries.  Work is on-
going around a new campaign, delivered in co-operation with employers and trade unions, on 
compliance with the work safely protocol�

This will be the largest vaccination programme in the history of the State�  Huge progress 
has been made in a short time�  The vaccination programme is less than three months in opera-
tion and we are vaccinating people as quickly as possible.  I thank all of those involved for their 
hard work which has brought us to this point which will, in time, result in the full resumption 
of our normal lives�

25/03/2021B00200Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Anne Rabbitte): The national 
vaccination programme is unprecedented in its scale and will grow to become the largest im-
munisation programme in the history of the State.  It is less than three months since the first vac-
cination dose was administrated in Ireland�  Already more than 680,000 people have received a 
first dose with more than 184,000 of our most vulnerable and at-risk, including some of those 
with a disability, now fully vaccinated against the disease receiving both a first and a second 
dose�  Ireland continues to perform above the EU average with almost 5% of the adult popula-
tion now being fully vaccinated�

The vaccination programme continues to progress and has reached the community as we 
continue to vaccinate our older citizens.  The benefits of the vaccination programme are being 
experienced as Covid infection rates continue to fall among the groups targeted for vaccination�

In the context of disability services, this is all being done while the provision of services 
continues.  I must stress how grateful we all are to the staff working on the front line, continuing 
to deliver services for people with disabilities and their families, day in, day out�  There have 
been a total of 317 outbreaks of two or more cases in disability services since the onset of the 
pandemic, 149 of which occurred this year.  This has been a significant challenge for service 
users and staff.  Services have done their utmost to keep people safe.  I am pleased to report that 
two thirds of the disability outbreaks in 2021 have now been declared as closed as of 20 March�  
However, 53 such outbreaks still remain open�

Tragically, the Health Protection Surveillance Centre, HPSC, has advised that we have lost 
35 service users to Covid in these outbreaks�  To lose a loved one is always painful�  To lose one 
during the pandemic, where nobody can shake a hand or give a hug, compounds it�  To those 
families who have lost loved ones, I pass on my sincere condolences�

The most frequently asked questions I get about the roll-out of the vaccination are for people 
with disabilities and their carers.  As the Minister, Deputy Stephen Donnelly, will confirm, we 
have had a number of conversations in recent months about this�  I have also had discussions 
with several officials in the Department of Health and the HSE to ensure we can provide clarity 
around when people with disabilities will be vaccinated�  From the very beginning, the vaccina-
tion programme has been built on fairness�  The focus has been on ensuring those who face the 
greatest risk of severe disease and death, the oldest and most vulnerable in society, as well as 
those who care for them, were prioritised for vaccines�
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Last month, the vaccination allocation strategy was revised to take into account the latest 
clinical and medical advice based on national and international evidence�  Those with a medical 
condition that puts them into a very high risk of severe disease and death are now being vacci-
nated in group four�  I am delighted the HSE recently began vaccinating this vulnerable group�  
This provides people with disabilities further reassurance of where they align in the vaccina-
tion allocation strategy�  It is good to see that 1,200 people with a disability living in residential 
care, aged over 65, have been fully vaccinated, while an additional 4,000 people in disability 
services were vaccinated up to the week of 13 March�  It is important to note too that disability 
services staff who are front-line healthcare workers are scheduled for vaccination as part of the 
prioritised healthcare worker cohort�

Next Monday, the vaccination programme will be three months old�  Truly remarkable prog-
ress has been made in such a short space of time�  There is no doubt that there will continue to be 
challenges but the programme has already demonstrated its agility in responding to unpredict-
able changes in delivery schedules and changes to clinical evidence�  The programme sets out 
from the start to protect our most vulnerable, along with the front-line healthcare workers who 
place themselves at great personal risk to care for them�  The vaccines are proving to be more 
than effective and more than we could have hoped for.

25/03/2021B00300Deputy David Cullinane: We are entering into a critical phase in the fight against Covid.  
This is the phase in which we can fight back and win.  It is the phase in which we can give 
people hope that, over the next number of months if we start to get things right, we can see the 
easing of restrictions as we move into the third quarter.

For that to happen, however, the State has to get its part right�  The contract we made with 
people was that they would abide by tough restrictions�  They have been doing so for some time�  
The State then would step up its responsibilities and make sure it would get right what is under 
its control.  In areas such as test and trace, travel and quarantine, as well as the vaccine roll-out, 
we fell short in the first quarter, however.  To have any chance of winning the battle against 
Covid - the Minister said the same in his opening statement - in the next quarter we have to get 
all of those basics right�

 What is the number of vaccines which will have been received by the State and adminis-
tered by the end of March?

25/03/2021B00400Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I acknowledge the Deputy’s comments on this being the start 
of a period of hope�  We all obviously have a job to do here�  However, I think we would speak 
as one in looking to the coming quarter as one of hope as vaccines roll out, cases are reduced 
and as we can begin to have the conversation we all want to have about returning to normality�

 In terms of test and trace, travel and vaccines, we will obviously just have to disagree or 
agree to disagree�  The testing and tracing programme is very comprehensive�  We have one of 
the highest capacities and compare very favourably�  Our international border measures are now 
the most comprehensive in the European Union�

As with any vaccine programme in the world, of course there have been things that we need 
to learn and do better�  The vaccine programme I think has gone well�  In terms of the numbers, 
we are expecting significant deliveries in the next five days or so.  We do not really want to 
get caught up in whether it is the last week of March or the first week of April.  The contracted 
deliveries are for the end of March�  We would expect to receive in excess of 1�1 million doses�
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The target then obviously is to administer those doses as they come in�  Approximately 95% 
of vaccines are administered within seven days�  For April, May and June, the delivery sched-
ules are such that we would expect to receive in excess of one million vaccines per month�

25/03/2021B00500Deputy David Cullinane: The 1�1 million doses are short of what we were expecting�  
Obviously that is down to the shortfall in the AstraZeneca vaccines�  Will the Minister give us 
a guarantee that the shortfall, which comes to several hundred thousand doses and is quite sig-
nificant, will be made up in the second quarter?

25/03/2021B00600Deputy Stephen Donnelly: If everything comes in within the next five days as contracted, 
the shortfall would be fewer than 100,000 doses�  Obviously, we want everything that has been 
committed to, as we have discussed on several occasions�  AstraZeneca has not to date lived 
up on that�  The shortfall will involve, rather than 1�2 million doses, 1�1 million doses or there-
abouts�  It is meaningful and it does matter�  We are engaged closely and we fully expect to 
AstraZeneca to make good on its full deliveries�

25/03/2021B00700Deputy David Cullinane: The projection we were given some months ago was 1�4 million 
doses�  It was reduced to 1�2 million and then to 1�1 million�  That is a bit more than a 100,000 
shortfall�  Will the vaccine doses that were previously committed to and were part of the ad-
vance purchase agreements and which did not arrive in the first quarter of this year be made up 
in the second quarter or will there be a continued shortfall as we move into the second quarter?

25/03/2021C00200Deputy Stephen Donnelly: We want all of the deliveries from AstraZeneca as were origi-
nally committed�  As we are all aware, there are very intensive discussions going on at an EU 
level with the European Council and the Commission�  As of right now, AstraZeneca has not 
committed to the European Commission that it will fulfil its original obligations.  Obviously, 
we are not happy with this and the Commission is not happy with it�  We are continuing to push 
hard for as much vaccine supply as possible because that is what the Irish people deserve�

25/03/2021C00300Deputy David Cullinane: The bottom line is that it is down to the relationship between the 
European Commission and AstraZeneca but that shortfall will not be made up�  That is what 
I am hearing�  We are not going to get the vaccines that were committed to by AstraZeneca, 
which is deeply frustrating and deeply disappointing�

People want to know that the Minister can get what is under his remit right�  I have two 
questions about that remit.  The Minister spoke earlier about testing and tracing and said we 
can agree to disagree�  I have never believed we got it fully right because testing and tracing 
has to be used to hunt down the virus and stay ahead of it�  Many public health experts have 
written in our national newspapers and pointed out the same issue I have raised time and again�  
We simply do not have the capacity�  We need thousands of contact tracers if we want to do 
the deep retrospective contact tracing that needs to be done�  Last November the Minister and 
his Government committed to deep retrospective tracing to get to the source of infections and 
outbreaks, looking back over nine days and not 48 hours�  Has that happened?  Is it going to 
happen?  How robustly is that going to happen?  As we sit here today, how many contact tracers 
are employed in the HSE?  How many of them are doing the type of deep retrospective contact 
tracing that is necessary?

Regarding the vaccine roll-out, will the Minister give us an assurance on it today?  Of 
course it is good news that 1 million doses are coming in the second quarter, but as the admin-
istration of vaccines ratchets up, people will want to know the Minister can get the roll-out and 
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the administration side right.  Do we have the staff to make that happen?

25/03/2021C00400Deputy Stephen Donnelly: To clarify, we will receive 1 million doses per month�  Over the 
second quarter it would be approximately 3 million doses rather than 1 million, which is very 
positive�

The answer to the Deputy’s question is “Yes” and it is exactly the question I have been put-
ting to the HSE repeatedly�  We are expecting a very high volume of vaccines to come in in the 
next number of days�  We are not looking at an incremental increase in April; we are looking at a 
step-change in the number of people being vaccinated�  As recently as yesterday I met with HSE 
management and we again went through this�  I asked whether we are ready for a step-change in 
April to increase the GP clinics and vaccination centres significantly and the answer was “Yes”.  
I fully expect that, come the first week of April, we will see the kind of increase we all want.

As regards testing and tracing-----

25/03/2021C00450An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Minister-----

25/03/2021C00475Deputy Stephen Donnelly: Are we out of time?

25/03/2021C00500Deputy David Cullinane: My colleague is coming in now�

25/03/2021C00600Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I can revert to the Deputy on the other matters he raised�

25/03/2021C00700Deputy Pa Daly: I am sure many Deputies were contacted by a lecturer in Irish studies in 
the University of Liverpool during the week�  I felt like writing back to him because anyone 
who wants to understand the inequalities in Irish healthcare would feel the lack of a proper sys-
tem such as a national health service has been highlighted in the vaccine roll-out�  I understand 
that pandemics highlight inequality.  People who are housebound due to ill health have been 
contacting my office in Tralee as they have not received a vaccine.  Their daughters have been 
contacting us and their GPs�  The GPs told them to go to the HSE, and the HSE said to go to the 
National Ambulance Service�  That roll-out has not worked out well for them�

If people are aligned to a large GP practice, they are top of the queue, but if they live in a 
rural area or are attached to a small practice, it has been suggested they buddy up with another 
practice�  That is okay for organising a school tour to Fota Island but it is not good enough for 
getting a vaccine rolled out in a fair way�  GPs feel the system was not managed�  There was no 
system for pairing or buddying up, there was no guidance and there was nobody available to 
listen to them when they needed it most�  Desperate patients contacting us is not good enough�  
The supply chain has not worked well enough�  There is too much confusion, and when there 
were problems in the supply chain, the flaws in the Government’s roll-out were exposed badly.  
What has the Government learned from the initial stage of the roll-out?  What steps have been 
taken to ensure a smoother roll-out?  What steps are being taken to ensure there is communica-
tion with patients and members of the public when they go to access the vaccine into the future?

The vision of reopening has to be apparent to people�  The communication must be there so 
people can be motivated to keep going with all the restrictions�

25/03/2021C00800Deputy Alan Kelly: I have three questions for the Minister.  First, following on from Dep-
uty Cullinane’s question, how many doses is the Minister expecting to arrive next week and the 
week after from the three companies that are giving us vaccines?  Will he give me the figures 
on how many vaccines will arrive from the three different companies next week, which is the 
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last week in March, and in the first week of April?

25/03/2021C00900Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I am more than happy to get the Deputy a note on that�  What 
I can tell him is that by the end of March, which is in the next five days, we expect to have re-
ceived in excess of 1�1 million doses�  However, I must heavily caveat that statement because 
the delivery schedules move regularly�  The Deputy and I have had this conversation a few 
times�  A large number of vaccines due to come in on 30 March, for example, might come in on 
1 or 2 April�  Rather than getting too focused on individual days or weeks, which has caused a 
lot of anxiety for people as they have seen those dates move, we are trying to keep the discus-
sion at a higher level, like what is coming in in March or what is coming in in April�

25/03/2021C01000Deputy Alan Kelly: I have been down this road with the Minister multiple times and I re-
spect the fact these things change�  I have no issue with that and I know the Minister does not 
control the deliveries.  However, I do find it extraordinary that he cannot stand up in the Dáil 
and say today how many doses he expects next week and the week after�  That is the reason I 
did not ask way in advance�  It is extraordinary�  He is the Minister for Health�  He should at 
least know how many doses are expected next week.  Those figures should be in front of him.  
Getting me a note is kind of irrelevant�

Denmark has said it is going to have everyone over 50 years of age vaccinated by the end 
of May and it has a plan it is rolling out for then�  It has a similar population and is of a similar 
size to Ireland�  Why can we not do what Denmark is doing?

25/03/2021C01100Deputy Stephen Donnelly: As to the Deputy’s first point, we do have detailed numbers 
for every single day for each company�  I will ask for a note to be provided but I just wanted 
to caveat it by saying the provision of that kind of information has caused real anxiety for the 
public�  We obviously know what is expected to the day but these dates get moved around at 
very short notice�

With regard to the number of people we should be able to vaccinate, countries are saying 
different things.  We will see what happens in Denmark, in Ireland and everywhere else.  The 
date we have been looking to is June�  If the vaccines come in as agreed, it will be possible to of-
fer either one dose or both doses of a vaccine to four in every five adults in the country, whether 
under the age of 50 or over the age of 50,  by the end of June�  That is a very positive message�  
As we move into April, June is not so far away�

25/03/2021C01200Deputy Alan Kelly: The final issue I will raise is very irritating to me and to many others.  
“The Hard Shoulder” has run this story multiple times.  What is going on with the recruitment 
of vaccinators?  We are heading into a critical period�  We are now extending the deadline again�  
I have no clue why we cannot widen the criteria for vaccinators; I have no clue why we need 
birth and junior certificates or any of these things; I have no clue why professors, GPs, nurses 
or other retired specialists in healthcare cannot administer vaccines; and I have no clue why 
medical students who are nearing the end of their studies, together with a range of other people, 
cannot be recruited�  We are not going to have enough vaccinators the way things are going, 
which would be criminal�  Can the Minister please intervene in this matter to ensure that the 
ridiculous nature in which the recruitment is done can be addressed?  Can he also address the 
range of recruiters we can get so that it is widened as soon as possible?

25/03/2021D00200Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Deputy for that question.  I have seen some of the 
same coverage and I was concerned at some of the things that I was hearing�  I have chased 
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much of it up with the HSE and much of what I heard turned out not to be the case�  For exam-
ple, not only can medical students be in our vaccination team, they already are�  I met medical 
students in the Helix who were vaccinating�  The position with retired people is the same�  We 
have now trained in excess of 10,000 vaccinators and are continuing to grow that�  I think we 
share the same objective�  He can rest assured that it is my intention that the team of vaccinators, 
which is exactly the point that he is making, is as big as it can be�

25/03/2021D00300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We move back now to the Government slot in which there 
are three speakers and I call Deputy John McGuinness�

25/03/2021D00400Deputy John McGuinness: I compliment those on the front line of the vaccine roll-out 
who are doing an excellent job�  There is no doubt that things are getting better but we started 
from a very low base�  My concern is that the positivity that the Minister expresses as to where 
we are now and where we are going and the caveats therein cause significant confusion with the 
public because they are deeply concerned through the stories that they are hearing from their 
GPs, on the radio or in print media, that the vaccine is slow in its arrival�  The Minister cannot 
ignore that�  At a time when we were talking about vaccines and were asking America for the 
loan of vaccines because they had a stockpile, we were being told that that was not the case�  
The New York Times carried a banner headline on an article about the AstraZeneca vaccine that 
was stockpiled in the US�  The Minister cannot deploy spin to beat the facts and the fact is that 
AstraZeneca has failed us, Europe has failed us to a degree, and we are not getting sufficient 
vaccine�

The Devil is in the detail�  When we talk about the categories that are being vaccinated, we 
have to continue to remember that there should be a political input into this�  I reject the state-
ment made yesterday that if carers in the home get vaccinated they are taking it from somebody 
else�  That is simply not true�  We are asking that they be recognised properly and that they be 
given a place within the different categories which respects the work that they do and their posi-
tion�  That can be said also of the Garda, vulnerable teachers and so on, and we need to address 
it and to show political leadership by responding in a way to the change that is needed in the 
different sectors when a case is made.  That is not asking for anyone to jump the queue.  

In the same way we hear the argument about going back to places of worship�  The fact of 
the matter is that ten people attending a funeral in a massive church is absolutely ridiculous and 
there is no common sense attached to the argument that there should only be ten people�  These 
are the issues that people are watching, understanding and questioning.  They want to know 
why there can only be ten people in a church but that there can be as many people in a store as 
one likes�

I ask the Minister to look at the carers and at the places of worship and to give consider-
ation-----

25/03/2021D00500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Deputy’s time is up�  I call Deputy Moynihan�

25/03/2021D00600Deputy Michael Moynihan: I thank the Leas-Cheann Comhairle�  We are at a critical 
stage�  The challenges that have been with us over the past three months have been aggravating 
and the public mood is very concerned about this and the issues involved�  We need to be very 
fair in our comment on this�  Europe has been behind the curve on this and we, as a result, have 
been taking the flak.

When European Commission officials were looking for vaccines, were they considering the 
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price rather than the supply and did they put price before supply?  

I also note the joy of people when they receive vaccines, such as the elderly, the front-line 
staff, and so forth, but we also need to look at the carers.  There has been much talk about the 
carers who are providing a significant service on behalf of the State and we need to ensure that 
they are looked at insofar as it is humanly possible�

Whatever the figures are for the roll-out of the vaccine in quarter 2, when we are here on 
25 June 2021, the facts must stand up that we have achieved what is needed�  Society is on 
the verge with mental health issues, frustration and anxiety after having dealt with this for 12 
months�  It is important that we ensure that everything coming from Europe and every commit-
ment that is given is followed through�

It is crucial for the public to know the time it takes once the vaccine arrives in Ireland to 
be in somebody’s arm.  It is very important that a sense must be given that there is an efficient 
roll-out of the vaccine as fast as it is coming in�  

Can the Minister address the European issue, vaccines availability in the second quarter and 
the timescale for vaccination?

25/03/2021D00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Minister has been left with 30 seconds to respond�

25/03/2021D00800Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Deputy and I will revert to him in writing because 
we will run out of time�  I fully share his position on this because we must get the most vaccines 
possible�  By working through the European Commission we have been able to pre-purchase 
18�5 million vaccines, which is very positive�  However, I am very frustrated with AstraZeneca 
and particularly frustrated with the fact that it has reneged on some of its commitments in de-
livery to the European Commission while apparently-----

25/03/2021D00900An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I call Deputy O’Dowd to speak now�

25/03/2021D01000Deputy Fergus O’Dowd: The battle against Covid-19 has been fought very successfully 
on the front line in our acute hospitals up and down the country�  Facts have been brought to my 
attention and perhaps the Minister can contradict them if I have been given the wrong informa-
tion�  There will be 138 fewer new interns, that is, doctors working on the ground, than there 
were this time last year.  That will have a significant adverse impact in fighting Covid-19 and, 
indeed, as the numbers increase in our hospitals, on other services that people cannot avail of 
now�  Hospitals such Our Lady of Lourdes Hospital Drogheda, which I am particularly con-
cerned about, could lose three or four intern places.  Can the Minister address this question, 
please?

I welcome in the Minister’s statement, which nobody else acknowledged, the reference to 
the work that has been done in vaccinating elderly people in their homes and, indeed, in insti-
tutional care�  The reduction in serious illness and deaths in our nursing homes is remarkable�  
Too many people have died in our nursing homes�  There is major concern about homes such as 
Dealgan House.  There is a need for an inquiry to establish exactly what happened there.

The programme for Government commits to a statutory scheme for home and community 
care under which people will have an entitlement to care in their homes rather than in institu-
tions�  People are going into institutions now because they do not have a choice in many cases�  
What advance has been made in the provision of statutory and high-quality home care that is 
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well-regulated and well-paid?

25/03/2021E00100Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Mary Butler): I thank the Deputy 
for his comments�  To update the House, the housebound vaccination programme commenced 
on 12 March.  At the end of this week, 740 people will have been vaccinated.  The first dose 
has been completed in Dublin city and county, the north east and the midlands, and vaccination 
has commenced in the south east and will continue there this week�  In the coming weeks, the 
programme will expand to the west and south of the country.  All first doses are expected to 
be administered throughout the country in early April�  A lot of progress has been made on the 
statutory home care scheme and I will get a note to the Deputy�  This year, 128 people will be 
recruited to do an assessment of need, which is the InterRAI single assessment tool for the roll-
out�  I will come back to the Deputy with a more substantial note on this�

25/03/2021E00200Deputy Róisín Shortall: Will the Minister sort out the issue of recruitment of vaccinators?  
There are huge problems and we are all getting complaints about it�  The application form is 14 
pages long�  No phone number is available for people to ring to clarify any point�  People are 
complaining about their details getting lost�  They are also complaining that they are repeatedly 
being asked the same questions for the same information.  It is hard to see why on earth there 
are these glitches in the recruitment process.  Will the Minister sort them out?  We cannot afford 
any more problems in this area�

The Minister undertook to provide a daily briefing to Members of the House.  We got one 
yesterday but it was the first one we had received in eight days.  What is the reason for this?  
Why has the Minister not been able to live up to the commitment he gave to provide a daily 
briefing?

I want to ask about the delivery of the vaccines to this country�  I have asked the Minister 
repeatedly to provide data on a daily basis about vaccines in and vaccines out�  We should have 
this information per day�  The Minister will not do this�  He has said he will provide it on a 
weekly basis but it has not yet been provided on the data hub�  When will the Minister do this?  
Will he reconsider providing the information on a daily basis so there is absolute transparency 
about this?

The Taoiseach said the target for the number of vaccines to be administered by the end of 
March would be 1�25 million�  This was then revised by Paul Reid who said it would be 1�1 mil-
lion.  I cannot see any way this target can be reached.  In the first three weeks of the month of 
March, 680,000 vaccines were provided�  There is a huge gap to be made up if we are to reach 
the target�  Is there now a revised target for the month of March for vaccines administered?

My next question relates to the need for a revised forecast for the second and third quarters 
of the year.  The only figures we have are those in the document The Path Ahead, which is very 
much outdated at this stage�  Will the Minister provide a revised supply forecast for the second 
and third quarters of the year?

My next question is on those aged over 70.  It was announced that vaccination of those aged 
over 75 would be started this week and people were delighted about it�  I have come across a 
couple of instances where the day before, by chance, people aged between 75 and 77 discovered 
that only enough vaccine was delivered to the GP for those aged 78 and 79 to be vaccinated�  
Will the Minister be clearer about his messaging?  He is raising people’s hopes and then those 
hopes are dashed a few days later�  Will the Minister clarify this?  Why did he say those aged 
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over 75 would be vaccinated?  He needs to be much more careful about this�

25/03/2021E00300Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Deputy for the various questions.  On the recruit-
ment of vaccinators, absolutely I will look into it�  A lot of progress has been made�  In excess 
of 10,000 vaccinators have been recruited and this is a lot of people�  Rest assured, if there is 
duplication and too much complexity, I will take it up with the HSE immediately because this 
process has to be as easy and seamless as possible while, obviously, being safe and secure�

I did undertake to have daily briefings and they should be happening.  I will speak to the 
team immediately about it�  It is very important to me that there is as much information as pos-
sible out there�

25/03/2021E00400Deputy Róisín Shortall: Not daily�

25/03/2021E00500Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I will take it up with the team straight away because the Deputy 
should be getting the briefings.  I directed that there should be daily Oireachtas briefings and the 
Deputy should be getting them�

There is daily information on vaccines�  I know the Deputy is speaking about supply and 
doses administered�  What we have so far online on the data hub and on the tracker app is that 
the numbers of first and second doses are updated every day.

25/03/2021E00600Deputy Róisín Shortall: I am talking about what is delivered�

25/03/2021E00700Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I appreciate the Deputy is also looking for information on de-
liveries�  It is something I will certainly take up�  What is most important for the Irish people 
is knowing just how many are being taken�  I take the Deputy’s point and we have discussed it 
here previously�

I apologise if I run out of time in answering the Deputy’s questions, and if I do, I will revert 
to her�  With regard to the end of March, can we be clear that my target and our target is to get 
the vaccines out as soon as they come in?  This target is being met on an ongoing basis�  The 
Deputy is absolutely right�  The initial projection was that we would have slightly in excess of 
1�2 million vaccines in�

25/03/2021E00800Deputy Róisín Shortall: What is the current target?

25/03/2021E00900Deputy Stephen Donnelly: Right now, what we can say is we expect in excess of 1�1 mil-
lion vaccines to be delivered�

25/03/2021E01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I thank the Minister�

25/03/2021E01100Deputy Stephen Donnelly: May I add a quick caveat?

25/03/2021E01200Deputy Róisín Shortall: The number administered�

25/03/2021E01300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are going to run out of time�  The Minister might have a 
chance at the end to come back�

25/03/2021E01400Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I will revert to the Deputy�

25/03/2021E01500Deputy Darren O’Rourke: With regard to the vaccine priority list, the Minister has said 
medical conditions and the magnitude of the risk they pose will continue to be monitored and 
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periodically reviewed�  There is robust evidence for poor outcomes in Covid-19 in the presence 
of pre-existing heart failure�  This is for hospitalised patients and patients in the community�  I 
can send the references to the Minister�  I understand the HSE’s national heart programme has 
made submissions to the NIAC advisory group on cardiovascular patients�  It believes they need 
to be placed in allocation group four�  These are heart failure patients under 70 years of age and 
patients waiting in-house for cardiovascular surgery�  The national heart programme believes an 
error has been made�  Will the Minister seek a further review of the vaccine priority list given 
this error?  When will this happen?

25/03/2021E01600Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Deputy�  Certainly NIAC undertook a rigorous 
assessment but no one has a monopoly on wisdom on these issues�  If the Deputy would like 
to send me the technical information he has, I will, of course, make sure it is reviewed by the 
public health team and NIAC�  If there are omissions, we should not be afraid of them and we 
should correct them if it turns out to be the case�

25/03/2021E01700Deputy Darren O’Rourke: I thank the Minister�  Is it the normal course of events that there 
are reviews?  Are there ongoing reviews or scheduled dates for reviews?  The Minister might 
come back to me on this�

The next issue I want to raise is the roll-out of vaccines to adults with intellectual disabilities 
and Down’s syndrome, particularly adults with intellectual disabilities in residential care who 
have been shown to have worse Covid outcomes�  Advocates and support groups in my county 
report that the roll-out is patchy�  There seems to be a greater chance that people will be vac-
cinated if they are attending and back in day services�  Separately, does the Minister know how 
many of the estimated 4,000 people with an intellectual disability in residential care have been 
vaccinated?  The Minister of State, Deputy Rabbitte, mentioned 1,500 but I would like some 
clarification on this.

25/03/2021E01800Deputy Anne Rabbitte: I thank the Deputy for the questions.  A total of 1,200 people aged 
over 65 have been vaccinated�  The 4,000 are residents of congregated settings or community 
homes who were vaccinated up to 13 March�  We then paused it because of the issues with As-
traZeneca�  It has now recommenced and we have approximately 12,000 to do�

25/03/2021E01900Deputy Darren O’Rourke: I ask the Minister to come back on whether the reviews are 
scheduled�  I might contact the Minister of State, Deputy Butler, on one or two cases in my area 
with regard to the roll-out to people aged over 85 who are confined at home.

25/03/2021E02000Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Deputy for his questions.  I have set up a helpline, if 
we want to call it that, for Members of the Oireachtas and the Deputy should have those details�  
If there are individual issues on an ongoing or daily basis, I ask the Deputy to use this service�  
The feedback we have got on it is very good and we want it to be as transparent and open as 
possible�

With regard to the NIAC review, NIAC keeps these under review on a rolling basis, so as 
new evidence emerges here in Ireland or internationally, it is linked in to an international net-
work which reviews these on an ongoing basis�

25/03/2021F00200Deputy Kieran O’Donnell: I will take a minute to ask the Minister questions and he might 
respond.  When will he get to a point, with the roll-out of the vaccine and the quantity of vac-
cines coming in, where he will be able to indicate to all cohorts when they will be vaccinated?
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Second, when we see AstraZeneca hiding 29 million doses in an Italian warehouse, which 
were destined for the UK and had been manufactured in an unapproved plant in the Nether-
lands, have we reached a point where it will be impossible to work with AstraZeneca with 
regard to vaccine supply?

25/03/2021F00300Deputy Stephen Donnelly: How much time have I to respond?

25/03/2021F00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Just over a minute�

25/03/2021F00500Deputy Stephen Donnelly: Thank you.  The first question is an excellent one, namely, 
when can we tell everybody, broadly speaking, when they should be in line to receive the vac-
cinations.  There are two pieces to this.  First, there is a piece of work which we are finalising at 
the moment, which is about the cohorts and what the cohorts will be after the cohorts that have 
been agreed to date�  Once we have that, we will be in a position to give an indicative timeline 
but with caveats, as always, given these timelines can change when the supplies change�  We 
hope to be in a position to do that soon because we know it is really important for people, par-
ticularly as we are asking people to stick with these very difficult level 5 measures, that they get 
a sense of when it is going to be their turn�

On the second question, what I can say is that I am deeply frustrated with the situation in 
regard to AstraZeneca�  There are very serious conversations going on at a national level, at an 
international level and at the European Commission�  I want the European Commission and the 
member states, including Ireland, to be made whole and for us to get the amount of vaccine that 
has been committed to and contracted�

25/03/2021F00600Deputy Jennifer Carroll MacNeill: First, I want to acknowledge how positive it is that we 
are at the numbers we are at this week, and I thank the Minister for his work on that�

On foot of what Deputy Róisín Shortall said, will the Minister outline the number of vac-
cinators trained?

25/03/2021F00700Deputy Stephen Donnelly: It is in excess of 10,000 and it may now be in excess of 11,000�  
I will get the Deputy an exact number�

25/03/2021F00800Deputy Jennifer Carroll MacNeill: That is fine.  I thought it was in excess of 10,000.  It 
will be great to get that information�

I want to highlight a couple of concerns that are being raised with me and, I have no doubt, 
with every other Deputy�  I will give three examples�  First, there is a single mother in my area 
with an immunocompromised child.  The mother herself is young and fit but she cannot afford 
to become ill as she is the child’s only carer�  She does not know when she will be vaccinated�  
There is a couple caring for their young daughter with leukaemia�  Their support system is 
gone because of Covid and they are now terrified of catching Covid and passing it on to their 
daughter.  Of course, they too are young and healthy, so they are at the end of the queue in that 
sense�  As carers, they will be prioritised but they do not know where, how and when�  Finally, 
I have constituents with chronic fatigue syndrome who, if infected, are at severe risk of serious 
relapse.  Their condition is not mentioned in the roll-out plan, even though it is classified as a 
neurological condition�  Where can I get answers for those patients?

My bigger issue generally is about being able to get answers for my constituents without 
having to come in here and ask the Minister directly, or to badger him, his adviser or his private 



25 March 2021

449

secretary�  I cannot get a response from my CHO, and the HSE helpline refers me back to the 
vaccine roll-out plan.  Any parliamentary question with the word “vaccine” in it seems to get a 
fairly generic response linking me back to the HSE website, so there is no point in me reading it 
out.  I want to get answers for people, or at least answers that say, “We do not know yet, but...”  
Can the Minister please tell me where to get good answers?

25/03/2021F00900An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We must move on�  The Minister will have ten minutes at the 
end to reply to what has not been replied to now�  I call Deputy Dillon�

25/03/2021F01000Deputy Alan Dillon: I welcome this week’s news that the vaccination centre for Mayo, at 
Breaffy outside Castlebar, is now up and running.  I wish the centre manager, Frances Power, 
and her team every success as they ramp up to more than 2,500 vaccinations per day�  It is very 
welcome news�

The members of the Garda Síochána have served our communities with the utmost distinc-
tion during the pandemic�  Their unwavering commitment to public service deserves our thanks 
and we recognise their work involves duties that entail a high level of risk�  I feel there is a 
genuine need to prioritise An Garda Síochána in the vaccine allocation strategy�  I also wish to 
include the Defence Forces, who have done tremendous work in contact tracing and logistics, 
and will also play their part in the mandatory quarantine programme.  I also want to highlight 
teachers, who have facilitated the reopening of our education sector�  Their work involves a 
high level of interaction with students and they also should be prioritised in the vaccine strategy�  
I also make special reference to special education teachers and special needs assistants�  We 
need them to be protected to ensure the education sector is protected�

One final area I want to highlight is that of maternity services.  We have seen there is a 
serious need to reconsider and, in particular, increase the time allocated for birth partners and 
fathers to spend together with mothers after labour�  We must end the current situation where 
fathers are not permitted to enter for scans, leaving pregnant women potentially receiving tragic 
news alone�  This is an important step forward as we see many front-line workers and health 
staff have now been vaccinated.  It is an important issue that I ask the Minister to address.

25/03/2021F01100Deputy Eoghan Murphy: The Minister said earlier that the daily case numbers remain 
stubbornly high�  Does he accept the correlation between the daily case numbers and hospi-
talisations, ICU admissions and even deaths is no longer what it once was because of the vac-
cination programme under way?  Does he accept the vaccination programme has changed the 
risk matrix?  Does he believe that, because of this, it is now possible to look at a more nuanced 
strategy for reopening, where we could look at it on a county or regional basis?  No one is 
asking to go from national level 5 lockdown to complete openness but, because the risks have 
changed, can we not have more imagination and use what is actually in the plan, which allows 
for a regional or county level approach?

My final question is in regard to what the Danes are doing.  They are going to be moving to 
something in May in regard to vaccinations but, in April, they will be opening outdoor dining, 
hairdressers and those types of services for people who have not just been vaccinated but also 
for those with proof of a negative test or those who have had Covid in the past�

I commend the Minister on coming into the House and taking questions every week, which 
is very much appreciated�

25/03/2021F01200Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Deputy�  There is a really interesting discussion that 
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we are beginning to have around vaccine certificates or, as the Deputy said, not necessarily just 
that but it could also be negative PCR tests�  We have seen very interesting pilots in Israel, for 
example, with open-air concerts available to people who can authenticate that they have been 
vaccinated�  I know the Deputy will be well aware the EU is looking at so-called green certs, 
although, interestingly, the WHO, as of now, is not in favour of that because of the question 
around transmissibility versus protection.  However, it is a very interesting question that we 
need to look further into�

To give a short answer on whether the risk profile is changing in terms of the link between 
the number of cases and the number of hospitalisations and fatalities, absolutely, it is�  It is 
exactly what the national vaccination programme is doing�  It is by vaccinating those most vul-
nerable that, essentially, for the same number of cases, what we will be expecting to see is sig-
nificantly less illness, harm and death from that.  That is exactly what we want so we can start 
having a very different conversation about people being able to return to more normal lives.

25/03/2021F01300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I appreciate that all the questions are important but the Min-
ister is going to run out of time at the end anyway�  He has a ten-minute slot at the end which 
will be reduced if we do not stick to the time�  I call Deputy Cronin�

25/03/2021F01400Deputy Réada Cronin: I put down several questions to the Department about vaccinations 
for several people aged over 70 in north Kildare�  One has diabetes and COPD, and her spouse 

is recovering from lymphoma�  They have been to their excellent GP practice, which 
tells them it too is in the dark, and does not know when they will get the vaccine�  
Also in north Kildare, there are people with complex illnesses, like advanced emphy-

sema, being sent to their GP by their consultant, who tells them to go back to their consultant�  
None of them seems to know when they are going to be vaccinated�  I had a similar call last 
night from a cancer patient in Celbridge who has been sent from the hospital to the GP, and the 
GP has told them to go back to the hospital�

Nobody is able to tell them when they are going to get the vaccine�  I submitted a parliamen-
tary question asking when people over 70 with chronic illnesses would be vaccinated and when 
their GPs would be informed of the plan and I got a one-line answer�  This cannot be an Eircode 
lottery�  I had to send that one-line response to several of my constituents last night, apologising 
to them and assuring them that I would be raising the matter with the Minister in the Dáil today�  
These people have worked all their lives�  They cannot get answers from their doctors or their 
consultants about their vaccination�  Many have been sheltering at home for over a year now 
and have been left hanging on�

  Given the worrying case numbers, I urge the Minister to establish a forensic system of vac-
cine delivery�  When it becomes clear that there will be doses left over, people who are next on 
the list should be on site to get the jab so that there will be none of this nonsense about vaccine 
doses going down the drain�  We overbook planes and I do not see why we cannot overbook 
vaccinations�  Everybody knows that the vaccinators are working to their limit and doing their 
best and people would not be upset if they had to come back the next day�  After those who are 
next on the list, would the Minister consider spare vaccines for local carers, particularly parents 
of children with profound disabilities?  These people are worn out�  They have not been using 
day care centres because they are so worried about their children.  They are terrified of getting 
Covid, even though they are fit and well, as they do not know who will look after their children 
if they die.  Would the Minister consider creating a flying squad in each county to pick up those 
who are very susceptible to Covid but who do not have their own transport so that they can 

11 o’clock
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receive any spare vaccines, with a qualified person in charge of this at each vaccine centre?

25/03/2021G00200Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Deputy for her questions and assure her that there 
are very strict protocols in place regarding spare vaccines such that the clinicians overbook to 
guard against exactly what the Deputy raised�  We must use every single vaccine dose�  The 
GPs, hospital teams or ambulance teams move down through the priority list�  If GPs are vac-
cinating their 75 to 79 year old patients this week, for example, they might call in some patients 
in the 70 to 74 age group who may or may not end up being vaccinated on the day�  That is the 
reserve list which is designed to address exactly the issue raised by Deputy Cronin�

25/03/2021G00300Deputy Gino Kenny: I wish to start with the positive news in the Minister’s statement 
regarding nursing homes.  It lifts the country’s heart to see the effect of the vaccine roll out in 
nursing homes.  Covid-19 has had a terrible effect on people in the nursing home setting so the 
progress there is very welcome�

We are at a crucial stage in terms of the next quarter and the vaccine roll out.  I wish to ask 
about what is happening in Europe, particularly in terms of the vaccine policy framework�  A 
number of countries including France, Germany and Hungary are seeking additional vaccine 
supply from outside the sources that have been approved by the EU�  They are looking to Rus-
sia, China and even Cuba for vaccines that have been developed and approved there�  Has the 
Minister been approached by the Russian authorities in relation to the Sputnik V vaccine?  Has 
he been approached by the Chinese authorities?  Would the Minister engage with such authori-
ties regarding vaccine roll out and will it be possible to provide additional capacity in the future?

25/03/2021G00400Deputy Stephen Donnelly: Our priority is to maximise the availability of safe and effective 
vaccines for people in Ireland�  I am sure the Deputy will agree that we should continue to look 
to the EMA as the regulator.  The vaccines we use here must be deemed safe and effective, to 
the very highest standards, by the European regulator, as is the case with four vaccines�  I can 
confirm that exactly the same approval process is now being gone through with the Sputnik vac-
cine�  Of course, we are open to talking to everybody�  Our only objective is to vaccinate people 
as quickly as possible with vaccines deemed safe and effective by our own regulators.

25/03/2021G00500Deputy Mick Barry: I will begin with a quote:

This is a massive missed opportunity to speed up and scale up the production of life-
saving vaccines worldwide, by waiving the intellectual property barriers that prevent more 
qualified manufacturers from joining the effort...  It is unforgivable that while people are 
literally fighting for breath, rich country governments continue to block what could be a 
vital breakthrough in ending this pandemic for everyone in rich and poor countries alike�

These are the words of Oxfam’s health policy manager, Ms Anna Marriott, on the failure 
of the WTO on 11 March to overrule the intellectual property rights of the big pharmaceutical 
companies and allow generic manufacture of Covid vaccines�  Why did the Irish Government 
side with the pharmaceutical companies at the WTO?  Does the Minister agree that our reliance 
on a handful of big pharmaceutical corporations has been a disaster for the people of Ireland, 
Europe and of the world’s poorer nations and that the policy should change?

25/03/2021G00600Deputy Stephen Donnelly: What we are seeing at the moment is, without a doubt, the 
most successful global collaboration between governments, pharmaceutical producers, science 
and medicine that the world has ever seen�  For the Deputy to suggest that this is a failure is, 
quite frankly, preposterous.  There is a very important discussion to be had, and policies to be 
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developed, on global justice fairness and Ireland needs to play a leading role in that�  I make no 
apologies for prioritising people living in Ireland but as we do that, we must also play our part 
globally�  I wholeheartedly disagree with the suggestion that what has happened, whereby we 
now have four highly effective authorised vaccines for Ireland, with more coming, is a failure.

25/03/2021G00700Deputy Richard Bruton: I have two questions, the first of which I asked the last time.  
How are the thresholds for decision-making changing in respect of restrictions that are imposed 
as the vaccine rolls out?  We now have 13% of the population vaccinated, which means that 
two thirds of the risk of fatality is now removed, even in those over 80 and we are proceeding 
rapidly through the cohorts�  However, I hear the same targets around the 14-day incidence rate, 
the R number and so on�  I do not see any change in the thresholds�   We need to have a more 
honest discussion about that and if we recognise that there are lower risks, when will we be able 
to have conversations with different sectors about how they can make small changes to make 
their sectors safer?  We must engage people in a way that will get them on board with the chal-
lenge that faces the Government�

25/03/2021G00800Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank Deputy Bruton for his questions.  I share his view 
that as the vaccines take effect, the risk profile is fundamentally changing.  As the risk profile 
changes, our analysis and evaluation of what is possible must change too�  In fact, I am in the 
middle of a very detailed conversation with the modelling group, led by Professor Nolan, on 
exactly this issue�  We know, for example, that 88% of Covid fatalities in Ireland to date have 
been among those aged 70 and over, rising to 93% for those aged 65 and over�  There are dif-
ferent rates in terms of hospitalisation and serious illness but it is essential that changes to the 
risk profile because of the incredible impact of the vaccination are factored in.  In other words, 
Ireland will be able to deal with a higher level of cases in a much safer way when we have vac-
cinated and highly protected the most vulnerable groups�

25/03/2021H00100Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: We have had a slow roll out of vaccines�  We are 
now seeing increased cases among young children of school-going age�  We have no vaccina-
tion for teachers or early childcare professionals�  While we wait for them to be vaccinated, are 
there any plans to roll out antigen tests in school or childcare settings?  We must do everything 
to protect these settings�  These tests are cheap and can be another tool to combat this pandemic�  
Perhaps the Minister will come back to me on that�

With regard to information gathering, there is no database for vaccinations�  Ireland has no 
national disease register or a national immunisation IT system�  A vaccination portal has been 
live for healthcare workers to register for the vaccine�  Is the Minister considering a roll out to 
the general public?

Carlow IT is the site for our vaccination centre, but it is not open at the moment�  People 
from Carlow currently must go to Kilkenny to be vaccinated�  Will the HSE or the Minister 
come back to me on this?  I understand that it is supposed to be open in mid-April�  Will the 
Minister come back to me with a date?  People have contacted me about this�

I want to ask the Minister again about the carers�  In the NHS just up the road in the North, a 
person in receipt of carer’s allowance can book a Covid vaccine online right now�  In Germany 
family carers are on the priority list for a vaccine�  Is there any update from the national im-
munisation advisory committee, NIAC, about vaccinations for carers?  I am aware the Minister 
is working on this�
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The HSE has set up an information line on the vaccination roll-out across the State, which is 
very welcome�  It is really informative and gives us the information we are looking for�

25/03/2021H00200Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan: I will be brief and will allow the rest of my time for the Min-
ister to respond.  Rapid antigen testing facilities have opened in Dublin and in Offaly today.  For 
the past few months I have promoted the role of rapid antigen testing�  I know why the centres 
have been opened in those two locations, but will the Minister clarify if he has any plans to 
promote this any further across the State?

There is a bit of confusion around where heart transplant patients lie in the vaccination co-
horts�  Will the Minister clarify under which category people on the heart transplant waiting list 
fall with regard to the vaccination roll-out?

25/03/2021H00300Deputy Stephen Donnelly: Both of the Deputies asked about the rapid testing so I will 
answer that first.  I believe there is a role for rapid testing but there are differently held views 
among experts on both sides of this�  Some believe there is a very limited role for rapid testing, 
while others believe there is a very broad and useful role for it�  I am in favour of rapid testing�  
There are risks, such as people believing they have a highly accurate negative test, but with 
rapid testing they do not�  Serious concerns have also been expressed about how those people 
may then behave in social interactions�  They would incorrectly believe that they have a nega-
tive result in the same way one would have from PCR testing�  On the other side, however, rapid 
testing is very quick, it is easy and it is cost effective.  If the right test is used in the right way, 
and when a person gets a positive result from it, the result can be very accurate, which is up to 
99�9% accurate�  I believe that rapid testing has a greater role to play�

The Deputies have asked what we are doing in this regard�  I have established an expert 
group, led by Professor Mark Ferguson, to report back to me on that�  The group has come up 
with some very interesting and thought provoking views�  The Minister for Agriculture, Food 
and the Marine, Deputy Charlie McConalogue, and I have a large project happening in the meat 
processing plants�  Rapid testing has been deployed into healthcare settings�  We are looking at 
pilot programmes where other sectors and areas could use rapid testing, be they in the construc-
tion sector or other commercial and State sectors�

On the question of the heart transplant patients, I will ask NIAC for a view and the public 
health team for a detailed answer to that for the Deputy�

I thank both Deputies for their supportive words on the helpline and the enhanced local 
measures.  As of 11 a.m. today, five new centres for walk-in testing have opened up.  Four are in 
Dublin and one is in Offaly.  I must clarify that this is not for rapid testing, it is for PCR testing 
and it is self-referral.  We are starting with five areas for seven days and we can increase that 
if there is a strong demand for it�  We are targeting areas with persistently high cases to try to 
encourage people in the local communities to get tested so we can really identify and get rid of 
this virus, especially in the areas where case numbers are very high�

I will absolutely take up the Deputy’s point about the Carlow vaccination centre with the 
HSE�  I am aware that more vaccination centres are now coming on line�  Many of them have 
been tested and trialled with healthcare workers and others�  As was said earlier in the debate, 
we expect to see a significant increase in testing very soon and the vaccination centres will play 
a very important part in that�

25/03/2021H00400Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: Has the Minister done a risk assessment for the provision 
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of respite in instances where the residents in respite centres have been vaccinated, all of the 
staff have been vaccinated and those who seek respite have been vaccinated?  How many non-
front-line HSE staff, their relatives and friends have been vaccinated?  Has the Minister done 
an investigation into it?

I welcome the walk-in test centres in Tullamore and those that have been set up in Dublin�  
Does the Minister understand how aggrieved the people in Belmullet in County Mayo feel 
when they hear this?  They begged for a test centre that would prevent them having to travel 
a three-hour round trip to get a test when there were positive cases�  People were dying and 
people were seriously ill, and the Minister would not give us a test centre in the north Mayo 
or Belmullet area.  I ask the Minister to reflect on that and I ask that he would apologise to the 
people of north Mayo and Belmullet for the slow response to that�

I will read correspondence I received from an SNA in a primary school to the Minister�  It 
reads:

Since we returned to school there has been none of the mass testing promised�  We’ve 
been given a mask and told it is all perfectly safe�  We’ve had an outbreak of Covid in our 
school since last week.  I spent 2, 20 minute breaks sitting at a table with a staff member 
who tested positive for Covid one day later but, according to the HSE, I’m not a close 
contact... On Thursday a staff member in the unit presented with Covid symptoms and 
asked to be tested�  [The] HSE told her, as she was not a close contact, she did not need 
testing�  She organised a test privately and it came back positive so that unit was shut 
down�

The Minister for Education will not take any responsibility for what is happening within 
schools�  We all want the schools to remain open�  We desperately want them to remain open 
but I am asking for some honesty, some transparency and some action within the schools to 
keep the numbers down, to keep the schools open and to keep high-risk staff and students safe.  
Denial of the problems that exist is not going to deal with them�

25/03/2021H00500Deputy Anne Rabbitte: I thank the Deputy for the question on respite.  She might have 
missed my earlier contribution where I said that all of the over 65s in that cohort have been 
vaccinated�  We have now moved into the cohort of under 65s right across disabilities, of whom 
4,000 have been vaccinated�  There is still a way to go on that�  The risk assessment is being 
done on it but we have not got to the day services�  As part of the formulation of it, this will be 
done in tandem so that we can have respite services up and running and more efficient.

25/03/2021H00600Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I am sure the Deputy will appreciate that I have not got the de-
tail on the specific case she mentioned, so I cannot respond to that.  The safety of students and 
staff in our schools is of paramount importance.  If the Deputy has a case that she is concerned 
about, then she must please come to me with that and we will have it looked into�  If there are 
learnings to be had, and there are always learnings to be had, then I ask the Deputy to let me 
know�  I will feed them into the system�  We must have the best possible protections in place for 
our teachers and our students�

25/03/2021J00100Deputy Michael Lowry: I welcome today’s upbeat assessment�  I certainly hope the Min-
ister’s expectations are delivered because there is a palpable change of mood in the country�  
That burst of hope that came with the news that vaccine roll-out was under way has evaporated�  
Despair, doubt and frustration have replaced it�  With every passing day, patience and tolerance 
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are fading.  There have been problems, excuse after excuse and fingers pointing in all direc-
tions�  As people hear about confusion and distrust, they become more swamped by despair�  
Their frustration grows�  The public are very conscious that mass vaccination is the only route 
to personal freedom�  The roll-out is sluggish and unreliable and what irritates people is the self-
congratulatory comments of how well we are doing�  The fact is that only 9% of our population 
have received the first vaccine and a mere 3% have received the second.

What criteria are used to determine priority?  Seriously exposed and vulnerable citizens 
cannot comprehend why they are not prioritised�  There is no logic or rationale as to why some 
groups are vaccinated and others are left behind�  The HSE needs to be fair and just in its cate-
gory calculations�  How can it be fair to leave behind those who have undergone life-threatening 
bone marrow transplants?  How can it be fair to leave behind people with cystic fibrosis, CF?  
How can it be fair to leave those afflicted with cancer wait?  How can it be fair to leave those 
with advanced heart disease wait?  I ask the Minister when this category of people expect to 
be vaccinated�  Why has the Government resisted the use of rapid antigen testing for so long?  
Eight months have passed since I raised the need for such testing�  It has been successfully 
deployed in the private sector�  Why are we not using it in the public sector?  Finally, can the 
Minister give a commitment today that, as previously stated, 250,000 people will be vaccinated 
per week starting next week?

25/03/2021J00200Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): The Minister has one minute to respond�

25/03/2021J00300Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I cannot fully give the questions the time they deserve and need 
but the prioritisation is being done by very careful examination by the national immunisation 
advisory committee, NIAC, of the risk of severe illness, hospitalisation or death for those with 
underlying conditions�  On CF, for example, Professor Butler said many people had expected 
a much greater link but that the good news from NIAC’s perspective was that there was not as 
severe a link as it had expected�  However, there is more information coming out in Ireland and 
across the world all the time and NIAC is constantly reviewing that�  If the Deputy knows of 
people with specific conditions, please let me know and I will pass them on to NIAC and ask it 
to look at them�

25/03/2021J00400Deputy Peadar Tóibín: A total of 480 people will get cancer today�  Tragically, 24 people 
will die from cancer today�  According to the experts, as a result of the cancellation and reduc-
tion in cancer treatments by the Government there will be an influx of massively advanced 
cancers�  By any measure, that is an absolute disgrace�  This week we hear that the Government 
will not resume cancer services fully until the end of 2021�  How can the Minister stand over 
that?  Will he reopen cancer services now?

I believe the management of this particular illness has been shocking�  We have been locked 
down for nearly 190 days in this State�  That is multiples of what other countries in Europe 
have experienced, many with similar mortality and morbidity rates�  People across the country 
are massively frustrated�  They are angry at the glacial rate of Government action�  It has taken 
a year for mandatory quarantine to be introduced.  People are shockingly frustrated about our 
vaccine roll-out compared with the North of Ireland�

People are being told that there is light at the end of the tunnel but that tunnel is getting lon-
ger and longer�  Will the Minister tell the people the criteria for opening up this country?  What 
cohorts of people, in his view, need to be vaccinated before we open up?  What rate of hospital 
and ICU admissions do we need to get to for this country to be opened up?  People are sick of 
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being treated like children�  We need to tell them the truth with regard to a pathway to opening 
up�

Like the Irish Council for Civil Liberties, I have real problems with the European talk of 
vaccine passports�  Vaccine passports at European level would create a two-tier citizenship�  
Those with a vaccine passport will be entitled to freedoms and those without would be denied 
them�  Given that so many people are being denied a vaccine, it would be a kick in the teeth to 
say to them that their freedoms will continuously be denied with the introduction of a vaccine 
passport�

I have two final questions.  First, did the Taoiseach ask President Joe Biden for vaccines?  
Second, will the Minister clarify if people who have been vaccinated abroad will be quarantined 
when they come to Ireland as travellers?

25/03/2021J00500Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): The Minister should be mindful that he has a 
ten-minute slot at the end�

25/03/2021J00600Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Acting Chairman.  I thank the Deputy for his ques-
tions�  With regard to the people arriving into the country from category 2 countries who have 
been vaccinated or who may have had Covid-19 in the past, the answer is “Yes”.  They will be 
subject to mandatory hotel quarantining.  Everyone coming in has to have a negative PCR test, 
for example.  They, too, will be subject to mandatory hotel quarantining.

I share the Deputy’s passion and agitation around cancer treatment�  It is a real issue but this 
is not the Government; this is Covid�  The reality is that in Ireland and right across the board 
there has had to be an adjustment of services�  We all know that�  Much of the time it is because 
of infection prevention and control in the hospitals�  I fully share the Deputy’s passion and de-
sire to get these services back.  We have taken a few actions.  In this year’s budget, for the first 
time I have fully funded the national cancer strategy�  The doctors, clinicians and oncologists I 
am talking to are very enthusiastic about what can be done in progressing cancer treatment in 
the country this year.  The Deputy can rest assured that we will continue to do that in subsequent 
years�  In addition, one of the areas the oncologists are very interested in is the allocation we 
have made this year of €50 million for new drugs�  It is believed that approximately one third of 
that will be for oncology drugs so there is a lot going on�  I fully share the Deputy’s view that we 
have to get cancer services back open as quickly as possible for the reasons we all understand.

25/03/2021J00700Deputy Paul McAuliffe: The Acting Chairman might remind me of the time available to 
me�

25/03/2021J00800Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): The Deputy has two and a half minutes�

25/03/2021J00900Deputy Paul McAuliffe: I have been at a committee meeting so I apologise if I ask the 
Minister questions that have been asked.  First, I raise the issue of the non-referral test centres.  
They are a very important step forward, particularly for those people in education about whom 
we all have many concerns�  As of 11 o’clock this morning, any teacher, pupil or parent in our 
area who has a concern and needs to access a test can do so�  That is a very welcome step for 
education, if not for the wider monitoring of the virus�

Second, I hope the five centres are the start of dealing with this virus.  In my constituency, 
Whitehall-Artane, Ballymun and Finglas have some of the highest rates of infection in the 
country�  The Minister might consider them for the location of an additional test centre when 
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they become available�  The two test centres we have are within a 5 km or 6 km distance but I 
imagine the Minister wants to catch as many cases as possible so I urge him to consider those 
areas with the highest numbers�

Third, April has been indicated as the month when the supply of vaccines will finally arrive.  
In terms of AstraZeneca particularly, can the Minister give the indicative dates and timelines the 
pharmaceutical companies have given him for delivery in April?

My final question concerns the continued desire to clarify the position of key workers.  I re-
fer to those driving buses, members of An Garda Síochána and family carers�  I ask the Minister 
to update the House on that�

25/03/2021J01000Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): I will call the next speaker and give the Minis-
ter time to respond at the end�

25/03/2021J01100Deputy Colm Burke: I have three questions, the first of which is on long Covid.  It has 
now been established that as many as 5% of people who contract Covid will suffer from long 
Covid�  In Ireland, that represents more than 12,500 people�  More than 60 clinics have been 
established in the UK�  What work has been done by the Department and the HSE on planning 
for the opening of clinics dealing with long Covid?

I published a Bill dealing with the regulation of homecare providers�  What progress has 
been made in putting in a legislative structure for the regulation of homecare providers?  With 
Covid, there will be a significant further move towards homecare.

The third issue, opening up regionally, was raised by Deputy Eoghan Murphy, but I do not 
think the Minister replied to it�  The Cork-Kerry area has the lowest positive test rate in the 
country for Covid�  Will we look at regional opening in our planning from 5 April onwards?

25/03/2021K00200Deputy Joe Flaherty: The public has put significant effort into the battle against Covid 
and has placed significant faith into the vaccination programme.  The Minister and I both agree 
that we simply cannot disappoint these people.  NPHET and the Government have significant 
decisions to make over the coming days but the reality is that the public needs to see the start 
of a pathway out of lockdown�  At the end of the month, we will be 13 weeks into the current 
lockdown, and businesses need to know a start date, whether that is May, June or July�  They 
certainly need some sort of signposting�  We need to allow children back to play and practise 
sport or hobbies�  They have lost out on the guts of a crucial year of their development and it is 
time to restart for them, especially as the evenings are getting longer�

As we approach the most important date in the Christian calendar, it is important that people 
of faith will be able to celebrate Easter in churches this year�  The 5 km limit has outlived its 
usefulness and we need to look at allowing travel within counties�  It is time for golf and other 
individual sports, such as fishing, to resume in a controlled environment, because all of these 
can be done in a controlled manner and people have proven sensible in the past�  The retail and 
hospitality sectors need to see a roadmap�  They need at least indicative start dates that they can 
work towards.  They have lost staff, customers and suppliers.  They will need to rebuild and 
cannot be restarted overnight�  These are small steps but I feel that it is critical that, in the com-
ing days, we give some indication of when activity can start to return�

I am pleased to see that the vaccination programme will ramp up in the second quarter.  It 
is good to see that we have nailed down the supply for the next three months�  These are po-
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tentially the three most important months in the modern history of this country�  I thank the 
Minister for the work he has put in to this�  If we can get these three months right, it will mark 
a turning point�  As we look ahead to these three months and the implementation of the vac-
cination programme in earnest, it is also critical that next week sees the delivery of a message 
to the public that states that we are in this together and on a journey together�  The public needs 
to see that pathway�

25/03/2021K00300Deputy Mary Butler: Deputy Burke asked about the regulation of homecare providers�  
The Deputy tabled a Bill last year�  Much work is being done on that�  I know that the Depart-
ment has been in contact with the Deputy�  We expect to meet the deadlines�  It is important 
legislation�  The Covid pandemic over the past 12 months has shone a spotlight on the care of 
the elderly in our country�  I look forward to continuing to work with the Deputy on the regula-
tion of homecare providers�  We need certain standards that we can all aspire to�  I thank the 
Deputy for his co-operation�

25/03/2021K00400Deputy Stephen Donnelly: In response to Deputy McAuliffe, the news about the walk-in 
test centres is good�  I echo the Deputy’s message, which is for people living within 5 km of 
these centres to turn up and get PCR tests�  It is only one measure�  There is no silver bullet 
but it is an extra measure to target and find this virus.  It is to support people, communities and 
geographic areas where people need this support so that we can find this virus, treat people, 
isolate the virus and get the case numbers back down�  Regarding deliveries, we expect that by 
the end of this month, which will be in about five days, that we will have received in excess of 
1�1 million vaccines, with 1 million in April, 1 million in May and 1 million in June�  Those are 
the delivery schedules that we are working to�  I share the Deputy’s view that there are many 
key workers�  We would love nothing more than to be able to vaccinate all of the worthy groups 
that have been referred to by many Deputies throughout this morning’s debate�

I recognise Deputy Flaherty’s point�  I agree with the Deputy that what we are asking of 
people is really tough�  People are exhausted�  They have had enough�  They need to know what 
the path out of this will be�  We are asking people to stick with these measures, even though they 
are hard, for the time being to give the vaccination programme a bit more time and to get the 
most vulnerable protected so that we can begin this path back to normal living�

25/03/2021K00500Deputy Michael Collins: I have raised numerous questions from my constituents about 
Covid, as have Deputy Mattie McGrath and others, but we never receive a reply from the Min-
ister’s Department.  I hope that the Minister will come back to me about the questions I ask 
today.  I have done my best to raise the concerns of those who want to have the vaccine offered 
to them but I am not forgetting those who have said that they are worried or will not take the 
vaccine�  They also need a voice and to be respected�

Besides the issues with supplies, Ireland’s vaccination roll-out rumbles on at a snail’s pace�  
Clinics and doctors all over west Cork have been trying to get vaccines for their patients�  
The Clonakilty medical centre was supposed to receive 210 vaccines last week�  It received 
85�  These were supposed to be administered to people who are between 79 and 85 years old�  
Imagine the disappointment of these patients in Clonakilty and the surrounding areas at being 
told that they are getting the vaccine one minute, and then in the next minute that there is not 
enough supply�  I was speaking to a doctor in Bantry, where only 40% of the promised vaccines 
are being received�  This doctor said that if they received the correct number of vaccines, doc-
tors and staff would work day and night to administer it.  The doctor said that there are patients 
who desperately need it so that they can get back to some type of a life that they had before this 
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hit�  One patient went to that doctor last week�  This lady had not left her home in more than a 
year�  Take a minute to think about that and imagine not leaving one’s home for a whole year�  
This roll-out is not good enough.  This Government has to fulfil its promises to people in this 
country, vaccinate people who want to be vaccinated, get the country back up and running and 
stop playing with people’s lives�

Why has the Government not applied for the EU emergency support funding?  The gardaí 
have been at the front line in the pandemic but are at the back of the line to receive the vaccina-
tion.  They have been in contact with me and have asked when they will be offered the vaccina-
tion�  Student doctors in Cork University Hospital, Bon Secours and Bantry General Hospital 
are being told that their contracts will not be renewed, which means that we will lose many of 
these talented doctors�  We are letting down our guard�  The pandemic is nowhere near over�  I 
ask the Minister to rescind this decision and renew these contracts�  Hospitals such as Bantry 
General Hospital need these doctors�  I would appreciate a written reply about that issue�

Does the Minister really believe that lockdowns are working?  People are dying all over the 
country and are in pain because they cannot access medical treatment or mental health services�  
Teenagers are being kept at home from school�  One described it as the most exhausting, lonely 
and sad time of their lives�

I would like the Minister to respond to Vera Twomey who has been seeking and deserves a 
meeting�  The Minister promised a follow-up meeting which has not happened yet�

25/03/2021K00600Deputy Carol Nolan: In Laois-Offaly, we almost have A Tale of Two Cities�  County Laois 
is doing exceptionally well with a low incidence rate of Covid, while in County Offaly, there 
are reports of concern.  We need to see the localised figures.  It is not good enough just to give 
us figures for the county.  We need to put it into context.  We have had 331 cases in Offaly over 
14 days, but that is out of 77,000 people.  These figures being churned out create much fear and 
alarm�  We need to give people the facts and the context�  I am concerned and I know people 
are doing their best�  Businesses are at breaking point where they have done their best to put 
every measure that they could in place to ensure the safety of all�  The roll-out of the vaccine 
has been less than satisfactory�  I have received a substantial volume of calls from people in 
Offaly who are concerned.  I am wondering if that is also a factor.  Without pointing the finger 
at communities, perhaps the vaccine roll-out should be looked at, and how County Offaly is far-
ing in comparison to other areas�  I feel that we are faring much more poorly than many other 
counties and regions�

I was contacted again by a very concerned parent of an adult with CF�  I have sent corre-
spondence to the Minister’s office on this issue.  The adult in question has a number of other 
underlying conditions in addition to CF�  The mother has corresponded with the HSE directly 
on this issue, as have I�  The adult concerned has not yet received a date for his vaccination�  I 
would appreciate it if the Minister would provide me with some information so that I can get 
back to my constituent�

The next point I wish to raise concerns cancer services�  Professor Seamus O’Reilly stated 
this week that the closure of cancer services is causing untold damage to people�  Can the cancer 
services not run during the restrictions?  Professor O’Reilly, who is an oncologist, has pointed 
out that we are going to see very high death rates among cancer patients in the next decade�  
I call on the Minister and the Government to resume cancer services and do all they can for 
cancer patients and their families, who are going through a dreadful time�  We need to focus 
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on other health issues aside from Covid�  We cannot let everything else go to wrack and ruin�  
Lives must not be lost unnecessarily�  I ask the Minister to do more in respect of services for 
cancer patients�

25/03/2021L00200Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): The Minister and Minister of State will have ten 
minutes following the final speaker.  I am conscious that the Minister and Minister of State may 
not have had the opportunity to respond to Deputy Colm Burke, who used less of his time than 
the other speakers in the slot�  Perhaps they can respond to him in the ten minutes remaining�  I 
call Deputy Catherine Connolly�

25/03/2021L00300Deputy Catherine Connolly: I welcome the opportunity to participate in this debate�  Once 
again, I want to put this issue in perspective�  Some 52% of Covid deaths, amounting to 4,628 
of the total, have been registered since 1 January 2021.  Of the 232,164 confirmed cases, 60% 
have been notified since 1 January 2021.  More people have died and more cases have been con-
firmed in this phase of the pandemic, all of which were eminently foreseeable.  I will not use up 
my time on this point because I raised it last week, but it is important to put it into perspective�

The Minister has given a statement, and I welcome him and believe he is taking the right 
approach by standing here and doing his best to answer questions.  However, I am certainly not 
happy with those answers�  The whole debate is phrased in terms of the vaccine roll-out, which 
I understand is the title of the topic at hand, but generally, vaccination is one part of an effective 
overall plan for dealing with Covid�  I notice that the talk on the part of the Government is about 
vaccination now, not just today because that is the topic at hand, but generally�  All our eggs are 
in one basket, which is totally unacceptable�  

I will make a few general points in a moment.  However, first I want to take issue with one 
or two points the Minister made in his statement.  When he wants to quote GPs, there is an onus 
on him to get a broad variety of GPs for this purpose�  I welcome the opinion of GPs who think 
the vaccine roll-out is a collective mission and that history is being made, it is D-Day and it is 
all marvellous.  However, like many Deputies today, I can quote other GPs, in my case from 
Connemara�  I have been told, for example, that the roll-out is totally inconsistent in Conne-
mara�  It is most unusual for doctors to contact me, so they are going out on a limb when they do 
so.  One doctor told me: “Despite the Minister’s assurances and his undoubted confidence in the 
information he is receiving, the fact remains that there are huge gaps in the amount of vaccines 
being rolled out.”  I know of GP practices with 500 patients aged over 70 that are only getting 
a small number of vaccines and other practices with fewer patients in that age group that are 
receiving more�  I know of a case in the middle of February, where three out of four GP practices 
in an area received a supply of vaccines and one got nothing.  The GP in question spoke on the 
radio and was very vocal about the issue and has got any number of Pfizer vaccines since.  He 
said this himself�  He has now moved on to administering the vaccine to over 70 year olds�

There are huge inconsistencies, therefore, on the ground�  I am not sure that we could expect 
any better, because the HSE was creaking before the pandemic and the public health system 
was in a mess�  I want a debate some day in the Dáil on all of the important aspects of dealing 
with a pandemic.  Last week I quoted Mr. Ryan, who said that we still had time to change in 
March last year�  He reluctantly declared that there was a pandemic and stated that there are 
different aspects to this that we must deal with, namely, testing, tracing, isolation and treatment.  
To my absolute horror last week, I heard a very nice doctor from UCG talking about students 
who had caught Covid again�  The entire conversation was about getting Covid a second time 
as opposed to testing, tracing and telling us how those students caught it in the first place.  No 
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question was put to this doctor on the national airwaves and no attempt was made by the doctor 
to explain the lack of tracing�

I am not sure if the Minister of State will have the opportunity to answer, but she told us that 
all those aged 85 would be vaccinated�  Perhaps she could clarify by note whether that referred 
to the first or second dose of the vaccine.  I also ask her to clarify how that relates to those who 
are housebound�  I was contacted by a person at her wits’ end who said that she is actually 
throwing things at the radio and the television when we are assured that everything is going 
well�  She said that her 90-year-old mother is housebound and has not received any vaccina-
tion because the programme that the Minister of State said would be rolled out by the National 
Ambulance Service has not been rolled out yet�

Last week, the Minister stated that he would get back to me on the issue of call centres�  No-
body has got back to me on call centres, the cost of them and how they will work�  The people 
contacting me are at their wits’ end�

I have 40 seconds left�  At the outset I said that there is frustration at the constant chat about 
vaccination without any time being allocated to all the other aspects of the Covid pandemic�  I 
am also tired of hearing Deputies calling on the Taoiseach to talk to AstraZeneca�  It has utterly 
failed in its contractual duties�  I have no idea how such a mess was made of that contract�  Now 
we are going to appeal, as it were, to the bully who is stockpiling, as opposed to looking outside 
of the box and seeking to obtain vaccines on a non-profit basis in the future.  We will face other 
variants and more epidemics�  Why do we not look at the example of Cuba?  It has a popula-
tion of 9 million and seems to have a very low death rate�  Have we talked to its government?  I 
understand that five vaccines are in development there, one of which is to be rolled out in July 
on a non-profit basis.  Are there other examples we can look at?

25/03/2021L00400Deputy Mary Butler: As we wrap up, I will speak on two different issues.  One concerns 
the housebound individuals to whom Deputy Connolly referred�  I will provide an update on 
how the roll-out is working for that cohort�

GP practices receive guidance from the HSE home vaccination programme for the over 70s 
who are housebound.  They have the responsibility of referring eligible patients who require 
this service�  We assumed that there would be approximately 1,500 people in this group, but 
2,000 people aged over 70 have been referred for home vaccination�

The housebound vaccination programme started on 12 March, so it is now in its second 
week�  By the end of this week, 740 people will have been vaccinated�  Dose one of the vaccine 
has been administered to patients in Dublin city and county, the north-east and the midlands�  
Vaccination commenced in the south-east this week�  In the next two weeks, the programme 
will expand to the west and south.  All first doses are expected to be administered throughout 
the country in early April�

I will specify how the roll-out was determined.  The roll-out of the programme is a signifi-
cant logistical challenge�  A decision was made that the National Ambulance Service would roll 
out the vaccines�  There are dedicated regional teams in each area that are rolling out the vac-
cine�  I wish to thank the service�  This is a slower process than when a patient attends a clinic or 
a mass vaccination centre, because these people are very vulnerable and they are housebound�  
I have said it many times previously, but I want to emphasise that nobody will be left behind�  
We are getting through the first doses.  To reiterate, 740 out of 2,000 people eligible will be vac-
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cinated by the end of the week�

I want to move on to nursing homes�  The prioritisation of those in nursing homes and long-
term residential care facilities has proven to be the right approach, as those most at risk of a bad 
outcome or serious illness or death from Covid.  I acknowledge Members have questioned how 
prioritisation is determined, but along with my colleagues, I fervently believe that prioritisation 
for those most at risk of Covid has to be based on clear medical and clinical guidelines�  It can 
never be determined by politicians�  As a result of a very successful roll-out of the vaccine in 
nursing homes, 99% of residents and more than 90% of staff have been vaccinated.  As a result, 
visitations resumed last Monday, 22 March, for people living in nursing homes, which was 
really welcome�  Residents may now be facilitated to receive two visits per week on general 
compassionate grounds, commencing two weeks after their full vaccination�  That is the norm 
in nursing homes.  There is no requirement to limit visits to less than one hour.  I want to state 
that categorically�  The new provision is an increase from the current guidelines, under which 
one visit per resident was facilitated every two weeks�

In addition, it is not required that the same family members are listed to visit.  For example, 
in the case of a family of six siblings and where the mum or dad is in a nursing home, it does 
not have to be the same two siblings who visit every week�  The visitors can rotate�  I am aware 
that some nursing homes are taking a cautious approach and saying that it must be the same two 
dedicated family members, but that is not the requirement.  There is no obligation that it must 
be the same two family members making the weekly visits�  I am asking all nursing homes to 
support and implement these new visitation guidelines, which are in line with existing public 
health guidance and advice�  Vigilance in regard to general infection prevention measures must 
be maintained�  The guidance will be kept under continuing review as new evidence and data 
emerge�

We have taken a cautious approach regarding nursing homes�  The pandemic bore down re-
ally hard on them�  A total of 88% of those who lost their lives from Covid were aged over 70 
and more than half of all who died were in the nursing home sector�  We must continue to take 
a cautious approach�  As of today, there are 68 open outbreaks of Covid in nursing homes but 
they are not of the scale as was the case previously�  A lot of the cases are now asymptomatic�  
I will end on a good note by pointing to how successful the vaccination programme in nursing 
homes and long-term residential care facilities has been�  Last week, in round 9 of serial testing, 
of the 40,423 people who were tested, only 81 cases of Covid were detected, which is 0�2% of 
the total�  That is really positive news for all those who have worked so hard in the sector for 
the past 12 months.  I compliment everyone involved.  There have been very difficult, traumatic 
and lonely days and it has been really tough on residents, families and staff.  When we see how 
successful the vaccination programme has been in nursing homes, it shows there is light at the 
end of the tunnel�

25/03/2021M00200Deputy Stephen Donnelly: If I may, I will use the time left to me to address some of the 
issues raised by Deputy Connolly�

25/03/2021M00300Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): Deputy Colm Burke raised a couple of issues 
and left ample time for a response, but the Minister ran out of time�  He might respond to those 
points now�

25/03/2021M00400Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I might revert to the Deputy in writing on those issues�  Is he 
still in the Chamber?
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25/03/2021M00500Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): Yes�

25/03/2021M00600Deputy Colm Burke: I would appreciate an answer to my question about a review of lock-
down arrangements regionally�  The same point was raised by Deputy Eoghan Murphy but there 
was no reply on it.  It is important that there be clarification in this regard.

25/03/2021M00700Deputy Stephen Donnelly: I thank the Deputy�  It is something that was part of the original 
plan�  I prefer not to speculate on issues like that when there is a lot of thinking going at the 
moment in terms of what happens after 5 April�  However, I take the Deputy’s points very much 
on board�

Regarding the distribution of vaccines to GPs, I hope Deputy Connolly will not mind me 
referring to the GPs who have said positive things about it�  There has been a lot of coverage 
of GPs who did not get the vaccines when they should have�  Sometimes that was unavoidable 
because supply from the pharmaceutical companies did not come in, but sometimes, particu-
larly in the initial few weeks, the system was not flawless.  Improvements were needed and a 
lot of things have since been put in place�  I would like to apologise to the Deputy because I 
committed two weeks ago to get answers for her on the call centre�  She should have had those 
answers and we will chase them up for her.  The GP model is working well.  It is not flawless 
but we are hearing very positive things in terms of the call centre that has been put in place 
and the improvements to the supply�  A week of notice is now given to GPs�  There will always 
continue to be wrinkles for individual GPs as supply goes up and down and we manage what is 
a very complex logistical operation�  We must always endeavour to get it as right as is possible 
and continue to learn�

Regarding people aged 85 and over, I can confirm to the Deputy that this cohort has now 
been very largely vaccinated�  Within the three-week period we set, approximately 99% of that 
cohort was vaccinated by GPs�  As the Minister of State said, the National Ambulance Service 
is engaged this week in a national programme of vaccinating those who are housebound�

Finally, Deputy Connolly, quite rightly, called for a wider debate.  We debate the vaccines 
roll-out regularly in this House for the understandable reason that it is such an important part of 
our response to Covid�  Within healthcare, there are, in essence, three things we are focusing on 
right now�  The context is that huge progress has been made and we now have one of the lowest 
Covid rates in Europe�  We have to protect that progress�  As we know, cases have stalled�  The 
question then is what we are doing to address that.  As I said, there are three big areas of focus.  
The first is on targeting suppression of the virus in Ireland.  Today, for example, we have opened 
five walk-in PCR testing centres.  We are engaging locally with communities, as well as with 
unions and the employment sector, to look at work commutes and health and safety within the 
workplace to target cases associated with commutes to work�  The second thing we are doing is 
further strengthening biosecurity at our borders to protect against variants�  The latest measure 
this week is the launch of hotel quarantining.  The third action, which has been the focus of to-
day’s debate, is that we are vaccinating as quickly as possible.  We are fighting for every single 
vaccine we can get and we are ensuring that those vaccines are administered as quickly as they 
come into the country�

Sitting suspended at 11.57 a.m. and resumed at 12.01 p.m.

Ceisteanna ó Cheannairí - Leaders’ Questions



Dáil Éireann

464

25/03/2021N00200Deputy Pearse Doherty: Feicimid go bhfuil sonraí foilsithe ag “RTÉ Investigates” maidir 
le bailiúchán sonraithe de chuid na Roinne Sláinte ar pháiste a raibh uathachas agus míchumais 
fhoghlamtha eile orthu le smál a chur orthu agus ar a gcuid teaghlach�  Bhí na teaghlaigh sin ag 
troid trí na cúirteanna agus le modhanna eile chun seirbhísí mar is ceart a fháil dá gcuid páistí�  
Tá an scéal seo scanrúil agus mí-eiticiúil�  Is náire é gur tharla sé agus tá ceisteanna le freagairt 
ag an Rialtas maidir leis�  Cad a bhí ar eolas aige agus cén uair?

This morning the “RTÉ Investigates” programme published shocking revelations stemming 
from the disclosures of a whistleblower in the Department of Health�  This relates to children 
with autism whose families have fought to ensure their children got proper access to services 
to which they should have been entitled�  Unbeknown to these families and the children, the 
Department of Health had been gathering information on them for many years, specifically to 
defend legal cases the families considered bringing to vindicate the rights of the children’s ac-
cess to services�

It is truly and absolutely shocking that this is and was going on�  It highlights an attitude of 
suspicion and contempt towards families that is simply unjustifiable.  This information on file 
in the Department’s database includes detailed medical and personal information that any right-
thinking person would believe is covered by doctor-patient confidentiality.  Instead of assisting 
families in accessing proper services for children with a disability or a learning difficulty, we 
had instead the Department of Health playing private investigator, trying to dig up dirt on par-
ents who had already been through the mill�  The information that was gathered is clearly very 
sensitive, intimate and, very often, completely unrelated to any litigation�  It is at the very least 
invasive and disproportionate�  In reality it is dishonest, totally unethical and possibly illegal�  It 
represents a monumental breach of trust�

The database in which this information is stored, despite its incredible sensitivity, is avail-
able to a whole division in the Department of Health for access�  It includes items such as reports 
from schools, details of psychiatric consultations involving children, and videos of children in a 
distressed state�  It is absolutely alarming that personal information, which parents gave in con-
fidence to their child’s doctor at a time of family crisis, would be collated by the Department of 
Health in this manner to be used against the families as a tactic in litigation to prevent families 
getting the additional supports they sought�

The severity of this is, quite frankly, unquantifiable.  There are many questions we all need 
answered.  We know the whistleblower in question raised concerns with bosses in the Depart-
ment of Health�  Does the Tánaiste know when that was?  Who was the Minister with responsi-
bility for health at the time?  Was that Minister informed of the fact a protected disclosure was 
made by the whistleblower last year?

This practice has clearly gone on for many years in the Department of Health�  As a former 
Minister, did the Tánaiste know this practice was ongoing and the Department was gathering 
this type of sensitive information, which it had no right to access in the first place?  It told doc-
tors not to tell families that this information was being provided to the Department�  Was the 
Tánaiste aware of this practice when he was Taoiseach?  Was he made aware of it?  Will the 
internal examination by the Department of Health into this practice be made public?  Is this 
practice of gathering private information, none of which could be considered relevant to pos-
sible litigation, still ongoing in the Department?

25/03/2021N00300The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy for raising this matter, which I read about this morning 
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on the RTÉ news website�  What is recounted on the website this morning is worrying and, as 
the Deputy notes, it relates to very sensitive and private matters affecting individuals with dis-
abilities and their families.  I do not know all the facts but I will watch the “RTÉ Investigates” 
programme tonight�  I am sure the Department of Health will want to make a statement on the 
matter, if it has not done so already, and it will want to reply to any questions or concerns raised.

I understand only from reading the RTÉ website this morning that a protected disclosure 
was made on the matter in 2020�  Personally, I have no recollection of being briefed on this�  The 
Deputy mentioned that I am a former Minister for Health, but that was four or five years ago for 
a period of a year and a half and I do not have any personal recollection of this at all�  Disability 
was a delegated matter, as the Deputy knows�  I would have to double-check any records in that 
regard but I have no personal recollection of it at the moment�

25/03/2021N00400Deputy Pearse Doherty: This practice has been ongoing for well over a decade and the 
Tánaiste’s response is inadequate.  The Department of Health has stated this is normal practice.  
How could it be normal practice for psychiatric reports with intimate details of a family’s situ-
ation where a child has autism to be shared with the Department of Health without the consent 
or knowledge of the parents?  How could it be normal practice for a video of a child in a most 
vulnerable position to be held in the Department of Health to be accessed by any individual in 
the Department?  This simply cannot stand�

I have asked a number of questions about the publication of the internal investigation but 
there is a need for an independent investigation of the ethical and legal rationale for all of this�  
It needs to be undertaken urgently and it should not drag on�  Does the Tánaiste agree that an 
inquiry similar in scope and duration to the Scally inquiry into the CervicalCheck screening 
programme is now needed, encompassing both the Department of Health, the Department of 
Education and the HSE?  It is clear this must be properly investigated�

25/03/2021N00500The Tánaiste: I accept what the Deputy says; my response is inadequate, because I do 
not know the facts of this�  Like I say, I became aware of the matter by reading about it on the 
RTÉ website this morning.  It appears to be a serious matter and questions will be asked and 
answered�  I am not aware of the facts at this stage and it would be inappropriate for me to of-
fer further comment, having not heard from the Minister for Health, the Minister of State with 
responsibility for disabilities or the Department at this stage�  I agree this appears to be a very 
serious matter.  I will be watching the programme tonight to find out more.

25/03/2021N00600Deputy Róisín Shortall: After 12 weeks of severe level 5 lockdown, the daily Covid-19 
case numbers remain stubbornly high.  Leaving aside the kite-flying that has been entirely 
unhelpful in recent weeks, the question for the Government is what exact steps it will take to 
address this problem to drive down numbers and allow some level of opening society and the 
economy�

The vast majority of people have severely restricted their movements and lives in what can 
only be described as a major national effort to limit the spread of the virus.  However, increas-
ingly, there is a sense that the Government has not played its part or done as it promised�

I will raise a number of key actions required and actions promised by Government.  I seek 
the Tánaiste’s response and the reasons for the Government’s inaction across these various 
areas�  First, why has the Government not addressed the long-standing issues with the under-
resourcing of public health doctors?  Every time I have raised this over the past 15 months, 
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there have been promises but the matter remains unresolved�  Public health doctors are critical 
in a pandemic�  It is indefensible that this has not been resolved�  Related to this is the lack of 
retrospective tracing to establish where exactly transmission is taking place�  It is a basic thing 
and it beggars belief that it is not being done�

The issue of travel is arguably the biggest failure in the response to Covid�  People have 
been instructed that they must only travel for essential reasons yet, inexplicably, the Govern-
ment has stopped asking international travellers about this since 7 February�  That week, 46% 
of people were travelling for non-essential reasons�  Since then, we have no idea why people are 
travelling.  On so-called home quarantining, the gardaí have only just established pilot projects 
in six divisions for enforcement purposes.  Mandatory hotel quarantining was finally introduced 
this week�  Who exactly is responsible for security?  Is it the hotels, the security companies, the 
gardaí or the Defence Forces?

On vaccinations, when will the Government publish the detailed plan for the mass vaccina-
tion programme?  What is the revised vaccination target for the end of the first quarter this year?

25/03/2021O00200The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy.  I will do my best to answer as many questions as I can 
and, where I do not know the answer, I will ask the Minister for Health to correspond with the 
Deputy directly�

We are approaching 4,700 deaths in this State of people who died with Covid�  We have 
reached the point where as many people have died from Covid-19 this year as did in all of last 
year�  That is an extraordinary statistic, when one thinks about it�  These are not just statistics 
but people with grieving families�  That statistic demonstrates how serious the B�1�1�7 variant 
is and how different it is to the Wuhan strain or the wild strain that we dealt with last year.  It 
perhaps demonstrates that getting down to low figures like ten, 50 or even 100 per day is not a 
prospect in the way it was last year because the virus has mutated and is more transmissible and 
deadly than the original wild strain.  Despite the enormous efforts of the Irish people, who are 
doing all the right things, we have got stuck around 500 or 600 cases per day and it is hard to 
see how we will get much lower than that�

What are the things we are doing to attempt to reduce the numbers?  We have increased bor-
der biosecurity.  It is now the strictest in the European Union, with mandatory hotel quarantine 
starting tomorrow for people coming from more than 30 countries and anyone coming without a 
negative test from any country, including non-essential and essential travel�  We will add many 
countries to that list in the coming weeks, once we have the system up and running�  We have 
started walk-in PCR testing for people who have no symptoms in areas of high incidence, five 
of them to start-----

25/03/2021O00300Deputy Róisín Shortall: Will the Tánaiste answer some of the questions I asked?

25/03/2021O00400The Tánaiste: The first question the Deputy asked was what we were doing to bring down 
Covid and that is the question I am answering.  We are speeding up the vaccine roll-out.  We 
have given more than 700,000 vaccines at this stage�  We expect to receive more than 1 million 
vaccines by the end of this month but they will not all be in people’s arms�  It will probably be 
around 800,000, and another 1 million or so in April�  We will have the report on antigen test-
ing soon and that will be used in outbreaks in other places like work places�  We are increasing 
our testing and tracing capacity and there has never been any restriction on resources in terms 
of taking on contact tracers or people in public health departments�  We have always said to 
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NPHET, the Department of Health and the HSE that this is probably the cheapest thing we 
could do�  It is much cheaper than the pandemic unemployment payment or the wage subsidy 
scheme to take on public health staff and contact tracers.  There has never been a restriction on 
that�

To answer the question on public health doctors, I believe this should be a consultant-led 
service and negotiations are under way between the Government and the Irish Medical Organi-
sation, IMO, about that�  Should the IMO wish to refer those discussions to the Workplace Rela-
tions Commission or the Labour Court, both of which are under my remit, we would be happy 
to hear the case�  Let us not be too simplistic about this�  There are a lot of public health doctors 
in Scotland, England and Wales, many of them consultants�  Yet their death rate and case rates 
are way higher than here�  Let us not suggest that will be a silver bullet�

25/03/2021O00500Deputy Róisín Shortall: I think the Tánaiste was really disingenuous in the answer he gave 
there.  I asked him specific questions about things the Government had promised to do to play 
its part in the response to Covid�  They were on things we have been through umpteen times and 
he did not answer a single one of them�  How can he expect the public to stay with the Govern-
ment and to stay the course when the Government is not doing what it said it would do?  I listed 
all of those things�

The Tánaiste referred to the new variants�  They are the big threat and they change every-
thing�  However, they have been allowed into this country by the failure of the Government to 
address the issue of travel.  There was a basic question on people’s reason for travel and the 
Government stopped asking people that�  How can people have faith in the Government if it will 
not address the things it has promised to do for the last 12 months?  The Government has to do 
much better�  People will just give up on this unless the Government plays its part�

25/03/2021O00600The Tánaiste: I answered the Deputy’s question.  I said we had increased border security to 
have the strictest biosecurity in the European Union, introduced walk-in PCR testing for people 
with no symptoms in five parts of the country and accelerated the vaccine roll-out.  Antigen 
testing will be coming into play and we are increasing our tracing capacity�

What the Deputy said about the B�1�1�7 variant is a bit disingenuous�  Unfortunately, it 
would have inevitably come into the country�  It does not just come through ports and airports�  
It also comes in, and came in, through Northern Ireland, as did the Spanish strain which contrib-
uted to the second wave.  Scotland brought in mandatory hotel quarantine for all arrivals over a 
month ago and has found that it has not been a silver bullet for it�  Its case numbers are similar 
to ours and it has had the same issues as us in relation to a land border�

25/03/2021O00700Deputy Mattie McGrath: I want to talk about the Connecting Ireland document, which 
aims to connect Cork, Waterford, Limerick and Galway and to provide an alternative to the 
M20 and M25 motorways, which the Minister, Deputy Eamon Ryan, believes will cost a for-
tune and is too expensive�

The Government’s vision for Ireland 2040 is to achieve connectivity and balanced regional 
development�  Our regional cities are important�  We are told Cork, Limerick and Waterford 
cities are instrumental to this new vision�  The cities need to be connected to achieve economic 
growth and to access ports and airports�  Tipperary County Council, Waterford City & County 
Council and Kilkenny County Council have made submissions on the upgrading of the N24 to 
motorway standard as part of the Ireland 2040 vision�  Submissions were made by Tipperary 
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County Council on the mid-term review of capital projects and the voluntary Cork-Limerick 
Alliance Group also made submissions�  It is important these people are listened to�  We can get 
to Cahir from Limerick and on to Cork or Dublin with a maximum delay of nine to 12 minutes�  
It is an investment of €3�8 billion to undertake that development as opposed to €10�3 billion 
in capital expenditure to do the M25 and the M20 motorways, not to mention the damage and 
impact on the environment and everything else.  It brings negligible travel time differences and 
transport 2040 goals will be met in a fraction of the time�

There will a greater return on investment on the M8, which is totally underused and was 
probably at 50% capacity pre-Covid�  It will create regional access to the motorway infrastruc-
ture and lead to fewer cars on the N20 and N25�  Faster port access is vital, considering Brexit 
and related issues�  Connecting the ports of Galway and Foynes and on to Rosslare and Water-
ford is vital with Brexit�  This document is lovely�  I ask the Tánaiste to look at an independent 
evaluation of the proposal for the M25 to go from Limerick to Cork�  We can do it for a fraction 
of the cost�  Cahir is the central crossroads in Munster, certainly, and almost in Ireland�  We 
could have a digital hub for heavy industries and, indeed, all kinds of industry� The town is ad-
jacent to two motorways, namely, the M8 and M24�

We do not want another children’s hospital that started out at €600 million, is now almost 
at €3 billion, is still not built and has had huge delays almost a half-decade later than delivery�  
This can be delivered�  The people, energy, enthusiasm and expertise are out there�  They are 
not all confined to Transport Infrastructure Ireland, TII, and the Department.  People have good 
ideas that should be listened to�  Connect Limerick to Cahir and on to bypass Clonmel, Carrick-
on-Suir and on to Waterford and Piltown in County Kilkenny, which is a notorious spot that has 
had several fatalities�  Please go back and re-examine this before it is too late and try to develop 
this link�  We will then have connectivity with Cork, Limerick, Waterford and Galway, which 
is very important�

25/03/2021P00200The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy for raising this issue�  As he will be aware, Project Ire-
land 2040: National Development Plan 2018-2027 is currently under review�  We expect to be 
in a position to publish the revised and updated national development plan in the summer, most 
likely in June or July�  That will project out to 2030 in terms of the major infrastructure projects 
we intend to progress during that period�

It has been a long-standing objective of successive Governments to connect all our cities 
by motorway or by high-quality road.  We have made enormous progress in that regard in the 
last couple of decades�  One thing we need to bear in mind, particularly taking into account the 
need for climate action, is that we need to now look at this in the round�  Connecting cities can 
be done in two ways: by rail and by road�  We need, therefore, to weigh up options in terms of 
closer and faster connections by rail as well as by road, and ideally both�  We also need to bear 
in mind that when we progress these projects, it is not just about connecting the cities but also 
bypassing the towns along the way�  If I understood him correctly, I believe the Deputy sug-
gested that the link should be from Cahir to Limerick, and that could double as the link from 
Cork to Limerick�  That is true, but it does nothing for Buttevant or Charleville, towns which are 
heavily congested and need to be bypassed and relieved of that traffic.  There is also the issue of 
Foynes, Adare and Kilmallock, which are linked into road projects between Cork and Limerick, 
such as the Foynes to Limerick road which includes the Adare bypass�

All this, therefore, must be looked at in the round as we seek to review the national develop-
ment plan�  The programme for Government gives a clear commitment that new investment in 
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transport will be split 2:1 in favour of public transport, with two thirds of the money going into 
public transport and one third going into new road developments�  What is absolutely certain, 
however, is that there will not be enough money to do all the projects we would like, whether it 
is all the public transport projects in the cities or all the road projects in cities, towns and coun-
ties around Ireland�  We will, therefore, need to make some choices�

25/03/2021P00300Deputy Mattie McGrath: I do not have any issue with those towns the Tánaiste mentioned 
in counties Cork and Limerick; they need bypasses�  The Minister, Deputy Ryan, however, is in 
favour of smaller ring roads or smaller bypasses, not a huge motorway�  The Tánaiste must look 
at the funding, which is staggering�  It is €3�8 billion versus €10�3 billion�  That is €3�8 billion 
to go from Limerick to Cahir and on to Waterford with connectivity back to Cork or Dublin 
against €10�3 billion to do the Cork-Limerick, and indeed, Cork-Waterford roads�  It is a no-
brainer with the impact on the environment and so forth�  Of course, we have a reasonable rail 
service that needs to be upgraded�  Certainly, however, this must be re-examined in this timely 
review because if we get connectivity to those cities, the people in those places mentioned by 
the Tánaiste - Adare and all the other towns - will have less and less traffic because all the heavy 
trucks will be gone�

Lastly and most importantly, Tipperary town is completely jammed with lorries�  We must 
get the trucks out.  There is extra traffic now because they are going to Rosslare instead of Dub-
lin as a result of the issues with Brexit in different ports.  Get the lorries out of those towns in 
order that people can live and breathe and have a nice town like Clonakilty, which we saw fea-
tured on a television programme recently�  This could be done with a simple ring road, proper 
planning and by listening to people who have different and good ideas, which have also been 
also costed�

25/03/2021P00400The Tánaiste: We will do that.  We will listen to ideas and examine the different propos-
als people have to better connect our cities and bypass our towns�  I absolutely agree with the 
Deputy.  Tipperary town needs to be bypassed.  It is really suffering and struggling and bears 
the weight of a lot of freight traffic.  When I was Minister with responsibility for transport, I 
remember working very hard with the then Minister of State, Deputy Kelly, who is in the Cham-
ber, to save those rail lines mentioned by the Deputy in Munster and County Tipperary and put 
forward a proposal for a one-way system or bypass for the town, which councillors decided 
against.  It was their prerogative to do so.  We now need to find a new solution for that town to 
make sure it gets bypassed�  That in itself will help regenerate the town, which is desperately 
needed�

25/03/2021P00600Deputy Michael Fitzmaurice: If the Tánaiste or I go to buy a car today and visit three 
different garages that sell the same car new, we will get a different price.  If he looks at the 
television night after night, each of the different stores that sell food will be able to tell him how 
much he saves�

Funnily enough, however, it has been brought to my attention by individual farmers that, in 
January of this year, the beef price was €4 per kilo�  In February, all of a sudden it dropped to 
€3�70 while the markets in Europe did not show a deterioration�

In fairness to the Irish Farmers’ Journal, every week it has printed prices publicly, be they 
from the likes of Kepak, ABP Food Group, Meadow Meats, Charleville or Liffey Meats.  Six-
teen different factories, to name but a few, are printed in terms of price every week.  Funnily 
enough, however, the same price is there for each and every one of them�  As they say in rural 
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Ireland, there is not a breadth of a hair between them, ironically enough, even though meat is 
going to different parts and different contracts, be it in Ireland or Europe.  Drilling down into 
this very good information, especially around 7 February 2021, it shows heifers were quoted 
at €3�75 and cows at €2�90�  Drilling down more, it is seen that in certain parts of the country, 
especially in the south, one factory ended up on the price of €4�48�  A person does not have to 
be a mathematician to take out all the bonuses and see that the price would have to be around 
€4 to €4�10�  Ironically enough, however, it has been stated to me from information I received 
that beef feedlots are what brought in a large amount of cattle that week�  It appears, and I am 
saying it appears, that a small farmer will get one price but a person on a contract or who is a 
big operator will get a second price�

This needs to be investigated�  The Government needs to do something about this�  From 
talking to the Competition and Consumer Protection Commission, all it will say is that it is con-
cerned about the consumer�  The farmer is the person who produces the goods, however�  At the 
moment, the farmer is a price-taker�  In 2019, the Minister, Deputy McConalogue, stated that 
it needed a full investigation�  We need to bring in a regulator with teeth but also with powers 
to go in and take the computers and data�  We are not accusing anybody of anything�  What we 
are hearing on the ground, however, which generally is not too far wrong, is that something is 
amiss with what is going on in the beef sector�  Will the Tánaiste work with the other parties to 
do this for the sake of agriculture and of the farmers?

25/03/2021P00700The Tánaiste: I thank Deputy Fitzmaurice for raising this important issue�  I know the price 
of beef and volatility of beef prices is causing enormous concern for farmers and rural com-
munities throughout Ireland�  The Government is aware that recent price volatility in the beef 
sector is causing huge difficulties.  We are conscious that the sector is especially exposed due to 
factors such as Brexit and Covid-19 given its resilience and reliance on international trade and 
the food service and hospitality markets�

As the Deputy will be aware, prices for beef and other commodities are commercial mat-
ters which the Government has no role in fixing.  The Minister for Agriculture, Food and the 
Marine, Deputy McConalogue, and his Department are working to ensure that businesses and 
services to farmers can continue, keeping food and other processing facilities operational, as 
well as ensuring that payments and commercial activities necessary to protect farm incomes 
continue�  The Department is also working to ensure Irish beef has access to as many high value 
markets around the world as possible�  The Minister, Deputy McConalogue, and the Minister of 
State, Deputy Heydon, are today having virtual meetings with customers in China, the Nether-
lands and the United Kingdom�

The nature of all markets is that prices will fluctuate, especially in the case of a market dis-
turbance�  That has been evidenced during the Covid crisis and also the uncertainty surrounding 
Brexit.  The Government provides a range of financial aids to help beef farm incomes, as well 
as to support economic and environmental efficiency.  These include the €300 million beef data 
and genomics programme�  In addition to this, over the past two years more than €200 million 
was made available specifically to the beef sector, including the beef exceptional aid measure, 
BEAM, and beef environmental efficiency pilot, BEEP, schemes in 2019, along with the beef 
finisher payment and the beef environmental efficiency programme sucklers, BEEP-S, in 2020.  
In budget 2021, €85 million was allocated for specific supports for sustainable beef farming.  
This included more than  €40 million for the extension of the beef data genomics programme 
during the transition period before the next Common Agricultural Policy�  The beef sector ef-
ficiency pilot, with an allocation of €40 million, and the €5 million dairy beef measure were 
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launched last week.  Considerable financial supports are going from the Government to beef 
farmers and, to a lesser extent, dairy farmers�

The Minister has also secured €6 million in the budget for promotion of the suckler beef 
brand abroad�  He continues to progress work around protected geographic indication status for 
Irish grass-fed beef�  As trade Minister, I am working on that with him�  We hope to extend this 
on an all-island basis in time�

Bord Bia’s beef market tracker includes a comparison of the prime Irish beef composite 
price with a comparative export benchmark price based on weighted average of our key export 
markets�  The tracker was put in place as a result of the work of the beef market task force and 
provides an additional measure of transparency for beef prices which is critically important�

25/03/2021Q00200Deputy Michael Fitzmaurice: I am not questioning the different schemes the Government 
has.  I never mentioned them.  I agree with the Tánaiste that prices fluctuate.  Funnily enough, 
however, sterling was 91 pence to the euro and it then went back to 85 pence�  That means it is 
better for the person buying in England.  The difference between an animal in Ireland and an 
animal killed in England was €200�  Today, if one brought what are called cull cows to mart 
where the same agents would be buying for the factories, one will actually get more per kilo in 
the mart�  They are still bringing them into the factory at the price the farmer was supposed to 
take�

Does the Tánaiste agree that it is rather unusual that there would not be as much as a cent 
between him and I, if I were a factory owner, right across the board in 16 different factories?  
It is as if someone has a magic wand over all of this�  Is the Tánaiste prepared to introduce a 
regulator with teeth to look at what is going on in the beef sector?

25/03/2021Q00300The Tánaiste: The task force commissioned Grant Thornton to conduct a series of mar-
ket transparency studies�  At the most recent meeting of the task force in March, there was an 
update from Grant Thornton on its work�  The Minister, Deputy McConalogue, attended the 
meeting where he expressed his concern with the manner in which factories informed farmers 
of recent price cuts, along with changes to breed bonuses and weight limits�

The programme for Government commits to the establishment of a national food ombuds-
man.  This is ongoing and requires the drafting of a statutory instrument to transpose the unfair 
trading practices, UTP, directive before the deadline of May 2021�  Legislation will then be 
required to establish the new office of the national food ombudsman, NFO.  It is intended there 
will be a national consultation process on the functions of this new ombudsman prior to the 
primary legislation being enacted�  The Minister is also considering how to include price trans-
parency and reporting issues as part of its functions�

The short answer to the Deputy’s question is “Yes”.  We are committed to establishing a 
national food ombudsman.  Legislation will be required.  That legislation can set out the powers 
and functions the new officer will have.  I know the Deputy will want to engage with us on that.

25/03/2021Q00400Ceisteanna ar Reachtaíocht a Gealladh - Questions on Promised Legislation

25/03/2021Q00500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I have a long list of Deputies who wish to raise matters�  
Again, I ask for their co-operation and perhaps we will get through it all�
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25/03/2021Q00600Deputy Pearse Doherty: This morning Ulster Bank was fined almost €38 million for its 
role in the tracker mortgage scandal, a scandal that affected nearly 6,000 customers of Ulster 
Bank that we know of.  Part of the Central Bank’s finding was that Ulster Bank devised and 
implemented a deliberate strategy not to provide certain customers with their correct tracker 
mortgage entitlement�  That means it devised and implemented a strategy to overcharge cus-
tomers thousands of euro to which the bank was legally not entitled�  In layman’s terms, it was 
theft.  It affected thousands of people and 29 people lost their family homes as a result.  For 
those, today’s fine is too little, too late.

In 2015, the Central Bank Governor wrote to the then Fine Gael finance Minister, Michael 
Noonan, pointing out a loophole in the relevant legislation.  In the letter he said it effectively al-
lowed individuals to act without responsibility for their actions�  It is six years since the Central 
Bank told the Government it needed to hold individuals and bankers to account because of this 
loophole�  When is the legislation going to be published?

25/03/2021Q00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I call on the Tánaiste to reply�

25/03/2021Q00800The Tánaiste: That legislation is being worked on by the Minister for Finance�  As the Dep-
uty knows, it cannot apply retrospectively but obviously it can apply to future instances�  I do 
not have an exact date for it but I will ask the Minister for Finance to provide it once we have it�

25/03/2021Q00900Deputy Alan Kelly: A man by the name of Seán from east Galway, the constituency of the 
Minister of State, Deputy Rabbitte, passed away last week�  He was a well-known musician and 
played for numerous Presidents�  Seán died from something that was preventable�  The reason I 
am telling this story is because his family wanted me to raise it with the Tánaiste�  Seán hardly 
ever left his house over the past year because he was completely terrified of Covid.

Next Tuesday will see a big event when the Government announces where we are going 
with Covid�  The family’s plea is that messaging will change to one of hope, to one where we 
give people some positivity and that the narrative will change to ensure that people like Seán 
will know there will be a day when we get out of this and a positive day coming very soon�

25/03/2021Q01000The Tánaiste: I am very sorry to hear about Seán’s passing and I extend my condolences 
to his family as well.  I know how difficult the last year or so has been, particularly for people 
who have been bereaved.  Whether it was a consequence of Covid, not being able to grieve in 
the normal way that we do has been really hard on thousands of families across the country�

The message on Tuesday will be one of hope�  I, along with the Government, am hopeful�  
We have vaccines now and they work�  We know they will allow us to live with this virus in the 
future in a way that we have not been able to in the year gone by�

It will also have to be a message of honesty and realism, however, because we are not there 
yet�  Cases are rising again and we are genuinely concerned about the possibility of a fourth 
wave before the summer and before we have had time to vaccinate those most at risk�  It will be 
the middle of May before we vaccinate all the over 70s and all those under 70 who have medical 
conditions�  That has to be the priority�

25/03/2021Q01100Deputy Holly Cairns: The hospitality sector is one of the hardest hit by the pandemic�  We 
know that reopening will not mean automatic recovery�  Uncertainty for employees and busi-
ness owners is symptomatic of a pandemic�  However, we can and should provide certainty 
where possible - for example, the guaranteed continuation of the 9% VAT rate until 2025, an 
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extension of the rates waiver for at least a year after reopening and an extension of the employ-
ment wage subsidy scheme post-reopening�  Weddings with 25 guests versus weddings with 
200 is a clear example of why these are completely essential�  There must be proper engagement 
with the industry and advance notice of future reopenings�  Is the Government considering any 
of these actions?  Many businesses in this sector are on their knees and they cannot forecast or 
plan with this level of uncertainty�  They are major employers and action is needed if they are 
to have any chance of recovery� 

25/03/2021R00200The Tánaiste: I know how important the hospitality industry is to the Deputy’s constitu-
ency�  I had the pleasure of spending some of my home holiday last August in Bantry and west 
Cork and it is a wonderful place for people to visit�  As things stand, the employment wage 
subsidy scheme and the weekly Covid restrictions support scheme, CRSS, payment will remain 
in place at least until the end of June and the 9% VAT rate will remain at least until the end of 
the year�  The Deputy is absolutely right that the hospitality sector, along with aviation and the 
events industry, has been the sector hit worst, first and hardest and will, unfortunately, be the 
longest hit�  Those sectors will need additional support well beyond June and well beyond the 
point of reopening because they will need to rebuild�  These will be decisions for the Govern-
ment down the line, in June and at budget time, but we are very well disposed to them�

25/03/2021R00300Deputy Gino Kenny: I refer to the roll-out of the vaccine in the European Union and the 
European vaccine policy programme�  At the moment it is playing out like a bad soap opera for 
countries that want to get access to the vaccine�  Other European countries, namely, Hungary, 
France and Germany, have looked beyond the framework to acquire vaccines from China or 
Russia�  Has the Government explored going outside the framework and looked at the Sputnik 
vaccine in particular?  Has the Government corresponded with the Russian ambassador, who 
said Russia had availability of its vaccine?  Will the Government go beyond the framework to 
look for other vaccines?

25/03/2021R00400The Tánaiste: We will explore any avenue to secure more vaccine supply for Ireland�  It is 
a good thing that we are part of the European framework�  I remember what it was like in the 
first wave of the pandemic when countries fought each other for PPE, testing kits, swabs and 
reagents�  It is better that we have collective action here and that all European countries went 
together and secured the contracts we did�  On our own we may have done better but we also 
may have done much worse�  The fact that we have the buying power of the European Union, 
on balance, is to our advantage�  While we are not doing as well as the UK, the US, Israel or 
the United Arab Emirates in terms of vaccination, Europe is well ahead of the rest of the world 
in that regard�  I have had some direct contact with the Israeli ambassador�  I have not had any 
contact with the Russian ambassador but other members of Government may have�  We are 
willing to consider any vaccine that is approved by the EMA but we are not willing to do what 
some countries have done and bypass normal procedures to give emergency authorisation to a 
vaccine on a national basis�  We want it to be approved by the EMA�

25/03/2021R00500Deputy Peadar Tóibín: Two weeks ago I raised the shocking allegations of serious threats 
to the life and health of a senior prison officer in an Irish prison.  I referred to the Naughton 
report, which confirms the veracity of these allegations, and I questioned the Tánaiste on the 
lack of implementation of that report�  He stated that he did not know anything about it but I 
have a letter here that was sent to him, the Minister for Justice and the Taoiseach�  He received 
the letter and acknowledged receipt of it but he and his colleagues have done nothing since 
with regard to this matter�  Today I received shocking information from replies to parliamentary 
questions about the Prison Service.  They showed that 48% of Irish Prison Service workers have 



Dáil Éireann

474

left the service in the last ten years and that 56 allegations of wrongdoing in respect of the Irish 
Prison Service have been submitted�  There are also 31 assessed protected disclosures�  What is 
the Government doing about this crisis and why is it sitting on its hands?

25/03/2021R00600The Tánaiste: There is not any legislation promised on this matter but I appreciate that it is 
an important one�  It is a matter for the Minister for Justice and the best thing would be for me 
to ask her to reply to the Deputy directly on it�

25/03/2021R00700Deputy Mattie McGrath: Clonmel has been overlooked�  The regional strand of funding 
under the rural regeneration and development fund, RRDF, has been announced by the Minister 
for Housing, Local Government and Heritage, Deputy Darragh O’Brien�  Some €500 million 
went to Cork and Limerick but Clonmel did not get pingin amháin�  We had a lot of work done 
on this�  The strands involved were phase 2 of the Kickham Barracks regeneration, the Clonmel 
Flights of Discovery tourism proposal, which includes the Bulmers lane project and Suir Island 
and a general public realm enhancement for the town�  Much background work was done by our 
district administrator Michael Moroney and senior planner Jonathan Flood�  All these submis-
sions were assessed, got the green light and got approval but we did not get a penny�  We cannot 
get a Garda station even though we have been raising it for 60 years here in the Dáil�  We have 
planning permission and announcements but we need an explanation as to why our application 
for funding was unsuccessful�  Clonmel serves 35,000 people�  It used to be the biggest inland 
town in Ireland and it is now the second biggest�  There are a huge number of people and a huge 
energy there but we need to get this funding for phase 2 to continue projects and to enhance our 
town�  Above all, we want an explanation from the Minister as to why the applications failed�

25/03/2021R00800The Tánaiste: It is important to point out that funding was provided to Nenagh in County 
Tipperary as part of this round for a very good project in that town�  The Clonmel project is 
good�  I visited Clonmel not that long ago with Senator Ahearn, before he became a Senator, 
and had a chance to go to the old Bulmers site and to understand the concept behind the project, 
which is to bring Limerick Institute of Technology, LIT, into the town and make use of the bar-
racks�  As the Deputy rightly says, Clonmel is a historic borough town�  It is a wonderful town 
in many ways and a very large town as well�  This is a great project and I am disappointed that 
it did not get funding in this round, quite frankly.

25/03/2021R00850Deputy Mattie McGrath: Have you an explanation?

25/03/2021R00875The Tánaiste: It would be appropriate for the Department of Housing, Local Government 
and Heritage to give an explanation to the council and I am sure it will do so�  Hopefully the 
project can be funded in the next round because using the Bulmers assets and the barracks, 
bringing LIT into the town and building the sports hub would be of huge benefit to Clonmel.  I 
will continue to work with the Deputy and Senator Ahearn on this matter�

25/03/2021R00900Deputy Thomas Pringle: The Tánaiste mentioned earlier that the detailed vaccination plan 
will be announced in the coming weeks, which is welcome�  Will An Post postal delivery work-
ers be included or prioritised for vaccination as part of that plan, like other front-line workers?

25/03/2021R01000The Tánaiste: I am afraid I cannot answer that question as I do not know.  This decision 
will be made on foot of the best scientific and medical advice from the national immunisation 
advisory committee, NIAC, and that is the best way to make these decisions�  The workers who 
will be prioritised are those who are required by virtue of their work to come into close social 
contact with other people - essentially, people who cannot social distance�  I appreciate that An 
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Post delivery workers have sprung to mind for Deputy Pringle, and they have a case, but the 
ones who spring to mind for me are those who work in special education�  I visited a special 
school in my constituency a few weeks ago with Senator Currie and I came away with an un-
derstanding of how social distancing is pretty much impossible for people who work with those 
with special needs�  For people who work in special education, close contact is much the same 
as it would be for a healthcare worker and I hope NIAC will give them favourable consideration 
as well�

25/03/2021R01100Deputy Sorca Clarke: Why did the Department of Defence oppose the military service al-
lowance for the 96th cadet class, which was involved in the HSE contact tracing programme?  It 
is only through arbitration and an adjudicator ruling that the cadets were awarded €800, as was 
strongly endorsed by the general staff of the Defence Forces.  These cadets were employed in 
the same way as fully trained personnel while on these vital Covid duties and the same cadets 
are some of the lowest paid members of the Defence Forces.  What possible justification could 
there have been to oppose this allowance during a pandemic, when these cadets carried out 
extraordinary additional duties and their cadetships were suspended?

25/03/2021R01200The Tánaiste: I do not know for sure�  I think I recollect that an issue arose because others 
who were redeployed into contact tracing from other parts of the public service were not getting 
an additional allowance�  As is so often the case when it comes to public sector pay issues, while 
a case may be justified on the face of things it triggers a set of knock-on claims which then make 
it unaffordable.  That might be the reason but I might be wrong so I will ask the Minister for 
Defence, Deputy Coveney, to come back to the Deputy directly on that issue�  I wish to record 
my appreciation, and that of the House, for the role the Defence Forces have played in helping 
us fight this pandemic, whether in contact tracing or, now, as the liaison officers for mandatory 
hotel quarantine.

25/03/2021S00100Deputy Thomas Gould: Education is a constitutional and human right�  In 2013,15 chil-
dren entered junior infants class in Cara Junior Catholic School for special education in Cork�  
They are graduating this year and only seven of them have places in secondary school, so eight 
children from that class are being discriminated against�  It is not just those children who are 
affected because there are children in other primary schools right across Cork city and county 
who do not have places from September�  Their parents are distraught and are looking for help�  
I contacted the Department of Education, which has responsibility for special education, and 
they told me that this was a priority and that it was being looked into�

The Tánaiste has been in government for ten years, these children went into the school eight 
years ago and the Government has done nothing about it�  Will the Tánaiste commit here today 
to delivering a special school for Cork North-Central for children between four and 18 years of 
age?

25/03/2021S00200The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy�  I will certainly raise this issue with the Minister of State, 
Deputy Madigan, and will ask her to look into it�  She is the Minister of State with responsibil-
ity for special education, as the Deputy is aware, and this is an issue that has also been raised 
by Deputy Colm Burke, by the Minister, Deputy Coveney, and by Senator Buttimer�  I cannot 
make a commitment on the floor of the House but we will certainly have this examined.  In my 
own constituency we had to fight quite hard to secure our first special school which opened this 
year and it has really helped to change the lives of 30 young people and their families�  I can 
certainly understand the need for more special schools around the country�
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25/03/2021S00300Deputy Neale Richmond: I greatly appreciate the opportunity to raise this issue�  Next 
week the Government, on foot of NPHET recommendations, will make some very serious deci-
sions�  I do not want to engage in what some people have labelled as perhaps a shopping list of 
key issues but can we expect that those decisions, when they are made, will be clear and will 
provide a timeline beyond the next four weeks, something similar, or beyond that?  We are very 
concerned that we do not go into another weekend of speculation and kite-flying from people in 
the media or in society�  Rather, we want to arrive at a point on Tuesday when there is absolute 
clarity for society, where possible, for the next four weeks and a roadmap for the weeks beyond 
that�

25/03/2021S00400Deputy Kieran O’Donnell: I will speak on the same issue�  Following on the comments 
of my colleague, Deputy Richmond, people are in many cases at breaking point with Covid-19 
fatigue setting in�  What will be the process on 5 April by which the Government will look at 
dealing with the reality when many people will be moving beyond level 5 by way of extending 
the limit from the 5 km, people being able to attend religious services and being able to click 
and collect?  Will the Tánaiste be able to give clarity on this sooner rather than later?

25/03/2021S00500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: There are a number of Deputies indicating and I ask them 
to be brief�

25/03/2021S00600Deputy Ciarán Cannon: In the context of a commitment from a health Minister yesterday 
that he hopes that four in every five adults in Ireland can be vaccinated by the end of June and 
have at least one dose received based obviously on incoming suppliers, is it now time to begin 
moving the parameters whereby we establish or lift lockdown to something beyond infection 
rates or an R number, to reflect the fact that the risk associated with 500 cases, for example, last 
October and 500 cases right now is significantly different?  We need to move to a more nuanced 
and sophisticated measurement of how exactly we react based on our vaccination rates as much 
as we are basing it on-----

25/03/2021S00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: This is the same topic and I ask the Deputy to be brief�  I call 
Deputy Durkan�

25/03/2021S00800Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: Given that a continuous and adequate supply of vaccine is 
fundamental to the success of the fight against Covid-19, is the Tánaiste satisfied that adequate 
efforts are being made at European level to find alternative and continuous sources of the vac-
cine to replace those vaccine supplies that have not been fulfilled already?

25/03/2021S00900Deputy Jennifer Carroll MacNeill: There is an important set of decisions ahead for the 
Government in the next couple of days�  Only two of the four metrics that we have discussed 
before are going in the right direction�  It is important to be prudent yet and to acknowledge also 
vaccine progress, with 10% of the people having had the first vaccine dose.  As the Government 
prepares its decisions, I ask the Tánaiste to look at two additional matters�  One is the nuance 
that antigen testing can bring to how we enable people to get back out and to protect themselves 
at an infectious but asymptomatic stage�  A further point that we might look at is when over 
70-year-old citizens are fully vaccinated in the summer, can they have access to hospitality at 
an earlier stage to drive some revenue for hospitality and to provide a bonus for them to be able 
to get out sooner than might otherwise be the case?

25/03/2021S01000Deputy Michael Collins: We have an ideal opportunity to give some sort of hope to people 
next week�  The roll-out is really shambolic on the vaccination side�  I was speaking to doctors 
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in Clonakilty and in Bantry last week and they were getting less than half of the vaccines that 
they were promised�  We need to look at a county-by-county reopening because counties like 
Cork have one of the lowest rates�  It has had 14 cases of Covid-19, which is 14 too many�

Next week being Holy Week is an opportunity for churches to reopen�  Is the Government 
considering county-by-county reopening from next week, which is what the people are crying 
out for?

25/03/2021S01100Deputy Carol Nolan: I attended an IBEC meeting this morning�  The point was made that 
as the vaccines are being rolled out and based upon the progress made and milestones reached, 
we should see reopening of the economic sector to allow businesses to get back on their feet�

In addition to that, I also raise the very important issue of our cancer services�  These ser-
vices need to be urgently re-opened and should be working in tandem with the restrictions�  I 
know that Professor O’Reilly, who is an oncologist, has raised very serious concerns�  He states 
that for the next decade we are going to see a very high rate of deaths among cancer patients if 
we do not take urgent action�  I appeal to the Tánaiste, being from the medical profession, please 
to advocate for the reopening of cancer services�

25/03/2021S01300The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputies for their questions.  We will give as much clarity and 
hope as we can on Tuesday�  We will also need to be honest as we are not out of the woods yet�  
I am hopeful about the summer but the next couple of weeks are very worrying�  The situation is 
deteriorating across Europe and appears to be deteriorating here as well�  We will give people as 
much clarity as we can but we have seen on so many occasions that this virus rips up our plans�  
I do not want to give people assurances for six weeks’ time that we then have to withdraw in 
three weeks’ time, as that is not fair either�

On the risk profile question, this will change because of the vaccine but only 10% of people 
have received a shot now and it has not changed the risk profile enough at this stage.  We really 
need to be up around 40% to 50% of people having received one vaccine before one would see 
that having a meaningful impact on the R number and we are not there yet�

On vaccine supply, I attended the European People’s Party, EPP, summit this morning and 
I engaged with President von der Leyen on this�  She and we are doing everything we can to 
speed up supply in the second quarter of this year.  It will speed up during this quarter and she is 
confident that we will have between 300 million and 360 million doses in the European Union 
in the second quarter of this year, that is in April, May and June.  That is over 3 million doses, 
more than 1 million a month, coming to Ireland in that second quarter.

On testing, as I mentioned earlier, we are now extending PCR testing on demand to five 
parts of the country where there is a high incidence in Dublin and in Tullamore�  A person does 
not need to go to a GP and can just drop in for a test�  We are also going to see greater use of 
antigen testing, particularly in outbreaks and in workplaces�

We are not ready yet to treat different counties differently.  Unfortunately, there is no county 
in Ireland at the moment where the incidence is low enough.  Even where it is low it is five, ten, 
or 20 times what it was last summer�

Finally, on cancer services, as it is Daffodil Day tomorrow I want to thank Deputy Nolan for 
raising the issue of cancer services�  I fully agree with her that we will do everything we can to 
get as many cancer services back up and running as soon as is possible�  I fear secondary deaths 
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as a consequence of this pandemic, that is people not dying of Covid-19 but from other condi-
tions because they did not get the care that they needed during the pandemic�

25/03/2021S01500Deputy Paul McAuliffe: Can I raise a point of order, please, a Leas-Cheann Comhairle?  I 
apologise for interrupting�  There may have been an error yesterday, in that the Leas-Cheann 
Comhairle mistook Deputy Richmond for myself in the queue.

25/03/2021S01600Deputy Chris Andrews: Deputy McAuliffe looks nothing like him.

25/03/2021S01700Deputy Paul McAuliffe: I agree with the Deputy.  Deputy Andrews will confirm that it was 
in fact myself that stood between him and Deputy Gould�

25/03/2021S01800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I call Deputy Andrews and will come back to Deputy McAu-
liffe, who was on the list.  Incidentally, this is not a point of order but a point of correction, 
which I fully accept�  I call Deputy Andrews�

25/03/2021S01900Deputy Chris Andrews: Deputy McAuliffe was ahead of me.

25/03/2021S02000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: That is okay and I am accepting his correction�

Deputy Chris Andrews: In 2017, a ruling was made by the European Committee of Social 
Rights that Ireland had breached Article 16 of the revised European Social Charter�  The com-

mittee went on to state that the Irish State had failed to ensure the right to housing of 
an adequate standard for a not insignificant number of families.  We are four years 
on from this ruling and nothing has changed for people paying rent to live in houses 

and flats throughout the inner city.  The conditions people are living in are truly shocking in 
many cases�  Tenants describe living there as a constant battle against mould and damp as well 
as recent rat infestations�  Why has the State not acted to amend its failings?  Is the State content 
to have its citizens living in such deplorable conditions?

25/03/2021T00200The Tánaiste: I acknowledge the fact that much of our local authority housing and social 
housing is substandard in my constituency and in that of the Deputy�  It would be only fair for 
the Deputy to acknowledge also the huge investment that has gone into improving, upgrading 
and renewing social housing and local authority housing in my constituency and his�  Some 
major redevelopment is under way throughout the country to improve and bring social hous-
ing up to an acceptable standard�  This will continue�  At the same time, we also need to build 
a lot more social and affordable housing and private housing.  There are capacity constraints.  
There are only so many construction workers�  Construction is paused because of the pandemic�  
While we would love to do all of these things quickly and at the same time, there are limitations 
to what we can do but we are doing as much as we can�

25/03/2021T00300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I am delighted to go back to Deputy McAuliffe.  Deputy 
Richmond pointed out that mistake to me�

25/03/2021T00400Deputy Paul McAuliffe: I would have Deputy Richmond out canvassing for me but I do 
not think we would be compatible�

The programme for Government refers to investing in our communities�  We have seen how 
community has been such an important part of the response to the Covid pandemic�  One group 
of workers have led our communities for many years and they are community employment, CE, 
supervisors.  The Government has done much work in recent months to try to find a solution to 
the issue of community employment supervisors’ pensions and I ask that everything that can be 

1 o’clock
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done is done in the coming weeks to make sure this work results in a delivery�

25/03/2021T00500Deputy Niamh Smyth: I echo my colleague’s call for support for workers and managers 
throughout the country�  We have totally depended on them for a long number of years during 
which time they have done Trojan work�  They deserve to be treated with respect when it comes 
to their pensions, like every other public servant in the country�  Their input and contribution to 
society has been immense�  For this reason, I support my colleague’s call�

25/03/2021T00600Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: I want to be associated with this�  All of us know 
the work done by CE supervisors�  It is absolutely marvellous�  They deserve to get their proper 
pay and increments�  I know the Minister, Deputy Michael McGrath, is working on this�  I ask 
the Tánaiste to speak to him�  This is very serious because the CE supervisors need it to be 
sorted�

25/03/2021T00700The Tánaiste: The Leas-Cheann Comhairle should not be embarrassed at all at mistaking 
Deputy McAuliffe for Deputy Richmond.  I am regularly mistaken for the Taoiseach and we 
look nothing alike�  I can see no reason anyone could not make an honest mistake about the two 
Deputies�

On the question at hand, this is a long-standing issue.  It has been a problem for more than a 
decade.  Five Governments have tried to deal with it.  There is a fundamental difficulty in solv-
ing the problem�  CE supervisors appear to be seeking a public sector pension but they are not 
public servants�  They were never hired as public servants and did not make a contribution to 
the public service pension scheme throughout their working lives, in the way every other public 
servant does�  If we give a public sector pension to somebody who is not a public servant and 
who did not make public sector pension contributions, the knock-on demands would be incal-
culable�  This is the problem�  We need to be honest with ourselves about this and to be honest 
with them about it�  Perhaps we can do something prospective for future pensions�  Perhaps we 
could do something in terms of a retrospective recognition gratuity�  This is the space in which 
there might be a solution and not in conceding something that was not true�

25/03/2021T00800Deputy Mark Ward: The plans have been agreed for the roll-out of a primary health care 
centre in Clondalkin, which is to provide speech and language therapy, occupational therapy, 
physiotherapy, and a dental clinic among other services�  These are much-needed services for 
which the people of north Clondalkin have been crying out�  In response to a parliamentary 
question I tabled I was told there is a delay in transferring the land from the Department of Edu-
cation to the Department of Health�  This delay has been going on since 2015�  It seems that two 
arms of the State are delaying these much-needed services for the people of north Clondalkin�  
Will the Tánaiste speak to both Departments and see whether he can get this matter progressed?

25/03/2021T00900The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputy�  Deputy Higgins was also on to me about this issue re-
cently�  I do not know what the cause for the delay is but the community needs a primary care 
centre soon so I will take it up with the relevant Ministers and come back to the Deputy with 
some progress, hopefully soon�

25/03/2021T01000Deputy Darren O’Rourke: The Government has an ambitious retrofitting plan but I am 
concerned that it is a case of building castles in the sky�  I could list many cases of families, rent-
ers and homeowners, who are pensioners in some cases, who live in cold homes that are D-rated 
or worse�  The Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland was with them a decade ago so they will 
not see it again, such are the rules�  There is no funding for windows or doors�  These people 
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are not in a position to avail of other subsidies because they do not have disposable income 
but they are promised that they might be one of 500,000 deep retrofits by 2030.  I welcome the 
ambition but I firmly believe that we need a plan in place to support those people who are most 
in need between now and 2030�  My concern is that the ambition is way out in the future and in 
the interim people will live in homes that are D-rated and worse, with no real proposition of im-
proving windows, doors or attic insulation�  It is a matter of prioritisation for those most in need�

25/03/2021T01100Deputy Richard Bruton: I welcome the publication of the climate Bill, which addresses 
these issues but work has to start now in a vigorous way�  The 500,000 homes to be done by 
2030, to which Deputy O’Rourke referred, would represent 3 million tonnes, which equates to 
just one year of the target we hope to achieve each year for ten years�  I hope there is broad con-
sultation on how we will deliver this target� and this needs to start urgently�  I hope we see the 
end of people calling for a just transition and then refusing to support measures such as carbon 
pricing, which are essential if we are to achieve this ambitious target�

25/03/2021T01200The Tánaiste: I thank the Deputies for raising this important issue�  We published the cli-
mate Bill earlier this week and it commits us to a 51% reduction in emissions between now and 
the end of 2030�  In the main, the emissions come from transport, agriculture and buildings, 
including our homes, so retrofit will have to be a huge part of the way forward.  There will be 
public consultation on this�  We will need the proceeds from the carbon tax to help co-fund it�  
The two are inextricably linked�  It is very ambitious because we will run into constraints�  We 
need to build a lot of new public infrastructure in this country over the coming decade�  We 
need to build a lot of housing and we also need to retrofit a lot of old housing.  We will run into 
constraints regarding construction workers and this is why we are ramping up apprenticeships 
and doing more to encourage people to go into them�

25/03/2021T01300An Ceann Comhairle: That concludes Questions on Promised Legislation�  There is an 
extensive list of Deputies who were not reached and I apologise to them�

25/03/2021T01400National Standards Authority of Ireland (Carbon Footprint Labelling) Bill 2021: 
First Stage

25/03/2021T01500Deputy Duncan Smith: I move:

That leave be grated to introduce a Bill entitled an Act to confer functions on the Nation-
al Standards Authority of Ireland in relation to promoting the use of standard specifications 
and standard marks to give information about the carbon footprint of commodities, process 
and practices�

  There is increasing awareness of the need to make informed consumer choices based on 
the environmental impact of goods, which is their so-called carbon footprint�  Some companies 
have introduced their own labelling systems showing, for example, the quantity of greenhouse 
gas emitted in the process of manufacturing and shipping parts to consumers�  However, a fuller 
carbon inventory would attempt to itemise all greenhouse gas emissions released for the prod-
uct’s life cycle, from the extraction of raw materials through to its manufacture, distribution, 
use and eventual disposal�

While many consumers are willing to make more sustainable choices, they face difficulties.  
Consumers need better information for sustainable purchase choice to become easier�  Cur-
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rently, there are no commonly used or accepted standards on how to calculate or communicate 
to people a product’s carbon footprint.  There is a clear need for independent, verifiable and 
universal standards and specifications.  An understandable carbon footprint label on product 
packaging can empower people by enabling informed choices to be made and encouraging the 
purchase of goods with a lower overall environmental impact�

Essentially, with this Bill, we want to make it easier for people to take small steps to help re-
duce their impact on the environment�  People have a strong desire to do that but to incorporate 
that into their regular shopping habits, people need help�  We all have our routines when going 
to do a shop, whether it is a weekly big shop or multiple shops�  We know where the products 
are and we try to get through it as quickly as possible, but we also want to make more informed 
choices.  If there is something easy and identifiable that we can look for, we may make the 
choice between, say, three products where the defining factor in our choice is its impact on the 
environment�  Our Bill would do this by giving the consumer such information about the impact 
of the product they are going to buy, offering them an opportunity to compare and contrast with 
other products and to choose a sustainable product, should they wish to do so�

It puts the onus on companies to stop flag-flying on climate issues and will expose those 
which are not doing enough.  It will also expose those who are actually making a huge effort, so 
this should be welcomed by those companies, of which there are a great number, that are mak-
ing strides in terms of reducing their carbon footprint�  However, it will expose the ones which 
are not, which are using unsustainable practices and which are manufacturing in such a way as 
to damage the environment and damage the fight against climate chaos.

By putting carbon labelling on products, we are encouraging awareness of the steps we can 
take to slow climate change in people’s everyday lives�  No one person or organisation will 
solve climate change�  It is all about incremental changes that we can make every day, and this 
Bill will empower people to do that�

In the same way that people have nutritional data to manage their health, we need to provide 
clear carbon data so people can manage their climate impact�  Research shows that nutritional 
labelling reduces consumer intake of calories by almost 7% and there is a clear opportunity to 
empower people to do the same with their carbon footprint�  This needs to be done in conjunc-
tion with a wider information campaign on people’s carbon footprint and information on the 
products and processes they use in the environment�

It would be remiss of me not to mention the publication this week of the Climate Action 
and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) Bill 2021�  There are elements to it that we have 
welcomed and it has been strengthened, of that there is no doubt�  We in the Labour Party look 
forward to it coming before the Dáil for further discussion�  We believe our standards Bill, al-
though it is a stand-alone Bill, and depending on what way the Government views it, and we 
hope it will view it in a positive way, is something that can help in the fight for climate justice.  
We may be incorporating it with the Government’s climate Bill through amendments, so we 
will keep that option open�

I thank the House for the opportunity to introduce the Bill�  We hope it will progress to Sec-
ond Stage in the not-too-distant future and we can discuss it further�

25/03/2021U00200An Ceann Comhairle: Is the Bill opposed?

25/03/2021U00300Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage (Deputy Darragh O’Brien): 
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No�

Question put and agreed to�

25/03/2021U00500An Ceann Comhairle: Since this is a Private Members’ Bill, Second Stage must, under 
Standing Orders, be taken in Private Members’ time�

25/03/2021U00600Deputy Duncan Smith: I move: “That the Bill be taken in Private Members’ time.”

Question put and agreed to�

25/03/2021U00800Residential Tenancies Bill 2021: Second Stage (Resumed)

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

25/03/2021U01000Deputy Paul McAuliffe: I want to reflect on a number of issues that were raised in the 
earlier part of the debate�  One was the decision by the Oireachtas housing committee to waive 
pre-legislative scrutiny�  As Vice Chairman of that committee, I want to put on record the rea-
son for that is that we wanted to ensure the maximum number of Deputies in the House had the 
maximum amount of time to debate the Bill in full, rather than a smaller number of us getting 
that, with the risk of the protection expiring or it being pushed through�  That stands, and the 
length of the debate we have seen on this has proved it�  There will be far more Deputies speak-
ing against this Bill than there will be actually voting against it�

On the points raised by Deputy Eoin Ó Broin and other Opposition Deputies, I am scratch-
ing my head a little�  This is the fourth time we have brought in protections�  None of the claims, 
even late last year, that renters would be thrown to the wolves, that Fianna Fáil was not pro-
tecting renters or that we were putting people at risk, have come to pass�  I would say to those 
Deputies that this Bill is extending protection for renters�  The 5 km protection, as long as that 
stays in place, protects renters, and other legislation was introduced prior to Christmas which 
also protects renters�

Who does it not protect?  It is clear from the sections of the Bill that deal with this that the 
people it does not protect are those who refuse to pay rent even though they have not been 
financially impacted, who refuse to engage in a process to resolve this or who are engaged in 
areas like anti-social behaviour�  We want to protect renters and we have protected renters, but 
that should not mean there is a blank cheque for people not to pay their rent when they have 
not been financially impacted by the crisis.  They should not be protected if they are engaged 
in anti-social behaviour, such as illegal drug dealing, the unofficial sale of alcohol or other anti-
social behaviour�

I thank the Minister for protecting renters and for again bringing this forward�  As to the 
point on why it is only three months, Opposition Deputies in this House state continually that 
we need a referendum on the right to housing�  I agree and so does the Minister�  However, they 
cannot have their cake and eat it and pretend this is not needed when the Minister can only in-
troduce a three-month ban�  There is a constitutional issue that needs to be dealt with, and that is 
why the three months is there�  They should not pretend in this House that does not exist when 
they are seeking a longer period�

25/03/2021U01100Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn: In 2002, as I have learned, 560 council homes were built 



25 March 2021

483

or acquired across County Donegal.  In the past 11 years, it was 543 council houses.  Therefore, 
in 11 years, in Donegal, 543 were either built or acquired, although in 2002, in one year, more 
were built or acquired.  That is the scale of the intentional failure of public housing in our coun-
ty�  What has that led to?  As I speak today, more than 2,300 families are renting in the private 
sector in Donegal under the housing assistance payment or the rental accommodation scheme�  
This means that other families are struggling to find private rental accommodation and, if they 
are able to find it, they are paying way more than they would expect in the economy in Donegal.

What I am painting is a picture of intentionally designed failure on public housing�  I ap-
peal to the Minister in his wrap-up speech today to address what will be done in my county 
of Donegal – I am sure every other Deputy can give similar examples - to address this serious 
failure that impacts so profoundly and creates the difficulties that are being dealt with in this 
legislation.  As I said, in one year, 2002, 560 houses were built or acquired and, in the past 11 
years, it was 543�  That is a damning indictment of the failure�

25/03/2021U01200An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Boyd Barrett is sharing time with Deputy Barry�

25/03/2021U01300Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: This Residential Tenancies Bill is, for the most part, a 
deception and a fraud�  It is an attempt to suggest the Government is trying to protect tenants 
in the midst of the Covid pandemic when, in reality, apart from a tiny cohort of tenants for 
whom protections will be extended, literally a few hundred tenants, the Government’s real 
intention is, as of 5 April, to allow vulture funds and landlords to evict people in the midst of 
a pandemic purely on the grounds that the 5 km rule has changed�  That simple fact seems to 
escape Deputy McAuliffe and it seems to escape the Minister, despite the fact I have repeatedly 
cited for four years now, including on multiple occasions with the current Minister, the example 
of St� Helen’s Court in Dún Laoghaire�  It is just one example of what happens when tenants 
are persecuted for profit by vulture funds and of the failure of the Government and successive 
Governments to put in place protections for those tenants, who have not done anything wrong�  
They have not committed anti-social behaviour and have always paid their rent�  They simply 
have the misfortune to live in an apartment complex, many of them for up to 20 years, which 
was unloaded by NAMA into the hands of one vulture fund and then another, as happened with 
many properties across this city and country�  These vulture funds have persecuted the tenants 
for profit and for no other reason.  First, they tried to put up the rent by 60% but failed.  Then 
they tried to evict tenants on the grounds of substantial refurbishment when, of course, there 
was no need to evict them to refurbish the complex�  Next they tried to evict tenants en masse�  
Ten have effectively been driven out over two years, persecuted by anxiety and hardship.  The 
funds then tried to evict the remaining ten tenants but luckily, they fell foul of the Tyrrellstown 
amendment�  Weeks later, they came back and said that they could not evict ten tenants because 
of the Tyrrellstown amendment but would evict eight�  It is not as if anybody believes that the 
other two evictions will not follow immediately afterwards, given that the fund tried to evict all 
tenants on two previous occasions�  I went to the RTB with those residents on numerous occa-
sions�  The barrister representing Mill Street Projects Limited, the vulture fund involved here, 
said, “This is ugly.  This isn’t very pleasant but our owner has to maximise the value of the 
property”.  The fund has sat on the ten apartments from which it managed to drive tenants out, 
through sheer anxiety�  Those apartments have been sitting empty for two years�  As of 5 April, 
the remaining tenants will have ten days before they are evicted in the midst of a pandemic�

The preamble to this Bill says that the Government does not want to worsen the public health 
situation and that evictions could contribute negatively to the transmission of Covid-19 and of 
course they could�  That is absolutely right�  These people will be, and some are already, knock-
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ing on the door of Dún Laoghaire-Rathdown County Council and engaging with its homeless 
services�  We are talking here about families and individuals, some of whom are pensioners but 
the Government is not protecting them, which is what it should be doing�  Neither is it protect-
ing thousands of others like them�  The suggestion is that when the 5 km restriction is lifted, it 
will be easier for them to find alternative accommodation in south Dublin or even in Wicklow 
or Wexford at the rents they are currently paying, of approximately €1,000 per month�  These 
rents are high but what will they go up to, given that average rents in the area are approximately 
€2,000 to €2,200 per month?  Where are these people going to find somewhere to live?  The 
Government is failing to protect them and many other tenants like them�  It is not extending 
protections to such tenants�

We have tabled amendments to the Bill that provide for Covid-related protections to be 
extended until April 2022 for all tenants who could face eviction through no fault of their own�  
We have no idea when this pandemic is going to end, particularly given the mess the Govern-
ment is making of the vaccine roll out�  Beyond that, and in the intervening period, our amend-
ments provide that the Government starts protecting tenants, full stop�  Why should vulture 
funds, under any circumstances, be able to evict people just because they want to increase the 
value of their property?  They simply should not be able to do so�  Tenants should have security 
of tenure�  Funds can sell or refurbish properties with tenants in situ, which is standard practice 
across Europe�

This Government is not willing to protect tenants because it has courted, facilitated and 
encouraged vulture funds and others who want to make profit from property, regardless of the 
human consequences for those who live in the property.  It is absolutely disgusting, frankly, 
the stress and pressure that residents of St� Helen’s Court have undergone for four years at the 
hands of vicious, ruthless, inhumane, profit-driven entities.  These entities do not give a damn 
about human beings�  I have asked this and previous Governments, again and again, to protect 
tenants like these but they simply will not do it�  It is absolutely enraging, especially when the 
Minister has the cheek to come in here and suggest that this Bill is protecting a significant co-
hort of tenants�  It will protect the few hundred who can jump through the hoops and show that 
they have suffered direct, Covid-related income loss and are on the PUP but the vast majority of 
people who could face eviction will not get any protection under this Bill and will potentially 
be thrown to the wolves on 5 April�

25/03/2021V00200Deputy Mick Barry: An Bord Pleanála has given the green light to and granted planning 
permission for Ireland’s tallest building.  At 140 m, the five-star hotel will have 34 stories.  It 
is a €150 million development at Custom House Quay�  Once upon a time the land at Custom 
House Quay was publicly owned and this project shows clearly why we should keep publicly 
owned land in public ownership�  This is land that could have and should have been used for 
public housing�  That is what Cork city and the ordinary people need�  They need social and 
genuinely affordable housing, not capitalist glory projects.

This cannot be seen as separate from the docklands development and the plans of the estab-
lishment for the gentrification of the docklands.  The docklands plans involve the development 
of an awful lot of expensive private apartments which will drive up the price of rent not just in 
that quarter but in the city as a whole.  It will have a pulling and dragging effect and will push 
up the general price of rent in the city�  What does that mean?  We found out yesterday from 
the RTB that year on year, Cork city saw a 4�5% increase in rents last year�  There was a 4�5% 
increase in the middle of a global pandemic�  The greed of landlords in this country and in Cork 
city in particular, has to be seen to be believed�  An increase of 4�5% in the middle of a global 
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pandemic begs the question as to what rents will be when the pandemic ends and landlords have 
more of an opportunity to jack up the price of rent�  This shows the need to have a ban on evic-
tions and on rent increases that stays in place and is not lifted when the 5 km travel restriction 
is lifted�  Such a ban should not be lifted in the short term, which is what the Government is 
aiming at with this Bill�  We need to keep the ban on evictions and rent increases in place�  We 
also need social and genuinely affordable housing for our people, not capitalist glory projects 
like this €150 million hotel development in Cork city�

25/03/2021V00300Deputy Cormac Devlin: I welcome today’s debate on the Residential Tenancies Bill�  This 
short, two-page Bill amends the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 
2020 to extend the application of its enhanced tenancy protections for a further three months 
from 13 April 2021 to 12 July 2021�  This extension is necessary due to the ongoing impact and 
threat of the third wave of Covid-19 and is a proportionate response that balances constitutional 
property rights with the common good�  The Bill also provides for technical amendments to 
enhance the interoperability of the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 
with the Residential Tenancies Act 2020.  Clarification is also provided that the 5 km travel 
restriction does not affect the legal obligation on a tenant to pay rent.

This is the fourth Bill that has been brought forward by this Government since it took office 
last summer to safeguard tenants during this pandemic�  Like many Deputies, I have also been 
contacted by tenants seeking further protections and reforms of the rental sector in line with 
our programme for Government commitments�  I look forward to working with the Minister 
to achieve these important changes�  I hope this short Bill, which is necessary to ensure Covid 
protections are extended until July, is supported by all Deputies�

25/03/2021W00200Deputy Jackie Cahill: I very much welcome the Bill introduced by the Minister, Deputy 
O’Brien, to extend the period of emergency rental protections to those who have been impacted 
by Covid-19 and to strengthen the supports provided to tenants at risk of eviction�

The ongoing restrictions have been very difficult on a lot of people.  Many people are out of 
work and fear that they may have no job to return to.  The economic and financial pressures on 
ordinary people are clear at the moment and the Government is acting to alleviate this as much 
as possible�

I welcome the Bill today that will extend the tenancy protections for a further three months�  
While those in the Opposition may choose to criticise the Government on housing because it 
fits their agenda to do so, this is the fourth Bill brought forward by the Government since it took 
office last summer to safeguard tenants during the pandemic.  The Bill will ensure that those 
who are under financial pressure at the moment as a result of Covid are not at risk of becoming 
homeless or are not penalised for being temporarily out of work through no fault of their own�  I 
commend the Minister on balancing these genuine tenant-centred protections and looking after 
the ordinary person in the process�

I also welcome the clarification provided by Bill for the tenant who simply fails to comply 
with his or her obligation to pay rent�  This needs to be treated in a similar manner to tenants 
who engage in anti-social behaviour�  It is right and proper that a distinction is being drawn be-
tween those who genuinely need understanding and assistance as a result of economic pressure 
and those who blackguard the system and refuse to make rents while also engaging in antisocial 
behaviour�  I welcome that the genuine individual who is under pressure at the moment is being 
protected, as well as the right of the landlord to have the rent paid and the property protected 
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from those who take advantage of the system for their own gain�  I very much welcome the Bill 
from the Minister, Deputy O’Brien�

25/03/2021W00300Deputy Johnny Guirke: I will raise the issue of one-bedroom accommodation�  In my 
constituency of Meath West I called the local authority yesterday on behalf of a woman who is 
on the housing list�  She has Athboy, Trim and Navan down as her three preferences�  Athboy 
is currently dealing with 2006 applicants, Trim is dealing with 2008 applicants and Navan is 
dealing with 2009�  On top of that, the maximum housing assistance payment, HAP, for one-
bedroom housing for single people or couples is €690�  One will not get anything around Navan 
or Trim for less  €1,000.  The difference, therefore, is more than €300.  The local authorities will 
not approve these agreements between tenants and landlords because of the difference in the 
HAP and what people have to pay�  This means that many of these people end up in emergency 
accommodation, which costs the State and the local authority a lot more money�  Will the Min-
ister address the issue of one-bedroom accommodation?  The HAP has not been updated since 
2016.  More than a quarter of the people who are on the local authority housing list in County 
Meath are waiting on one-bedroom accommodation�

25/03/2021W00400Deputy Peadar Tóibín: I will focus on one of the major issues affecting people right now 
which is the lack of houses�  It is incomprehensible that given the length and depth of the hous-
ing crisis in Ireland the building of homes in this country is currently deemed non-essential�  
Hundreds of people have died in homelessness on the streets of our towns and cities over the 
last number of years�  Many more will lose their lives over the next number of years if this 
Government does not get serious with the building of family homes�  The building of homes 
has been disrupted massively by Covid-19 and construction is practically non-existent in 2021�  
Every week that sites are closed, some 800 homes are not built�  I ask the Minister to think about 
that�  This is 10,000 houses that have not been built this year�  This is 10,000 homes�  At the 
same time Focus Ireland states that there are 8,313 people who are homeless in the State�  That 
we cannot join the dots between the massive need that exists in the State and the provision of 
homes is incredible�

The cessation of construction will decimate the supply of properties in an already under-
supplied housing market�  Failure to reopen the construction sector will lead to an increase in 
rents, an increase in house prices and an increase in homelessness�  It will also lead to increased 
deaths in the future and all the misery that entails�  There is already an under-supply of all forms 
of housing�  Continuing the Government’s blanket lockdown in this area is, in my view, nonsen-
sical�  I have spoken to workers in the sector�  There is an abject fear that jobs and livelihoods 
will continue to be lost and that it will be very difficult to rejuvenate or kick-start the sector 
again in the future�

The Government needs to be forensic�  We need to make sure to protect workers and protect 
every single person who works on a building site, but we have a situation where the State is al-
lowing for social housing to be built, which I welcome�  How is the building of a private house 
any more dangerous than the building of a social house?  The truth of the matter is that all of 
those houses go into the same pot of housing supply.  They all affect the rents, the house prices 
and the ability for people to get homes�

Contrast this State’s attitude towards the blanket banning of construction and that of Ger-
many�  Ireland has had nearly 190 days of lockdown, which is more than any other EU country�  
Ireland is an outlier in this�  No other Government in the European Union has tackled Covid 
with a complete reliance on blanket lockdowns�  They have used other tools and have allowed 
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for forensic restrictions to exist so that issues of real importance, such as home building, can 
happen�  A brickie, a plasterer or a chippy can work outside on a house, or maybe in a well-ven-
tilated house that has not yet got its windows�  They can work together in small, well-organised 
bubbles to make sure they get the job done in a safe manner�  We need to make sure that we get 
back to this very shortly�

Of course we must be conscious of the threat of Covid, but it is an incredible situation that in 
my Meath constituency people who are single are waiting 12, 13, 14 and 15 years on the hous-
ing list for a home�  How can it be right for any human being to apply for a home at 45 years 
old and possibly get a home when he or she is 62 or 63?  It does not make sense at all�  It shows 
that we need to get real about building homes in Ireland�  We 100% need to protect people on 
construction sites�  There is no doubt that those who have underlying health issues, or who have 
vulnerable people at home, should be allowed to stay at home�  Ignoring the warning signs in 
the housing sector will have enormous consequences for those hundreds of thousands of people 
who are in severe housing distress today�  The Government needs to get forensic with how it 
handles this�

I will turn now to how the Government has been dealing with the vulture funds over the past 
number of years�  The vulture funds have had massive access into the Department of Finance�  
They have paid very little tax in Ireland�  They have been allowed to distort the housing market�  
We have large international companies buying up lots of stock in the rental market, thereby 
having massive control over the rates and rents�  We need to make sure this power is taken from 
them.  We need to equalise the system so that families who need to pay rent to get a home can 
pay a rent that is not excessive so they are not in danger of being thrown out on their ear�

25/03/2021W00500Deputy Matt Shanahan: Rental tenancies have become a very emotive subject over the 
past 20 years in Ireland with the fallout of the Celtic tiger followed by an economic upswing, 
which failed to deliver a commensurate rise in new house building and residential property 
supply.  Even before Covid, rents were on an upward trajectory requiring rent pressure zones in 
an effort to contain further price increases.  The Irish residential letting sector has, largely, two 
broad categories of rental investor.  The first is the REIT property hedge fund or vulture fund 
that has access to pools of investment capital and is based on large economies of scale�  The 
second category is the private investor who is often the accidental landlord who has inherited 
a property, or the future retiree who diversified his or her pension into a buy-to-let property.  A 
snapshot of buy-to-let properties from a 2020 fourth quarter Cental Bank report demonstrates 
there are significant issues facing small private landlords in Ireland today.  Of a total of 96,400 
residential mortgage buy-to-let accounts, arrears for 16% of the overall account were shown 
as follows: 19% were overdue by two to five years, 30% were in arrears five to ten years, and 
13% were in arrears of more than ten years�  That scale and longevity of arrears demonstrates a 
failure to provide private landlords with the legal supports to terminate property letting quickly 
and successfully�  That is particularly true where a tenant is using all of the protections under 
the Residential Tenancies Board, RTB, protocols, as well as other legal means to drag out the 
process�  That reality is removing small private landlords from the property market and, in so 
doing, is further constricting rental opportunity and supply�

Previous Covid-19 legislation has seen Government rightly provide additional protections 
to tenants who find themselves in arrears as a result of Covid, including providing emergency 
access to welfare supports�  This Bill proposes to extend to June the provision that a tenant can-
not be evicted during level 5 restrictions except where mortgage arrears have extended beyond 
five months.  It also continues to allow support for landlords when they register with the RTB 
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as being unable to pay their mortgages because of the non-payment performance of tenants due 
to Covid-19�

There has been much public discourse in Ireland around private home ownership and the 
rights of tenants to long-term letting agreements and fixed rent periods.  While I welcome the 
proposed introduction of this legislation, I remind the House that our national housing issues 
are largely centred on our construction capacity, the available land supply, amenable planning, 
and future controls on predatory pricing.  I make specific reference to governmental fees in 
terms of council levies, Irish Water connection charges, VAT and development fees, all of which 
are contributing to the spiralling cost of home ownership, whether council or privately funded, 
and currently amount to more than 30% of a new house build�

The cost base now prevailing in the Irish house building sector is creating indebtedness for 
future generations as a result of having consumers invest in home buyer mortgages sold prin-
cipally on exceptionally low interest rates without any understanding of what a 30-year time 
horizon can do to family repayment commitments.  That is a reflected image that is proving 
to be an economic millstone in the private rented sector also where rising rents are serving no 
one except professional landlords and financial institutions that continue to feast wildly on the 
financial arbitrage opportunities that exist in the Irish home building sector.

Like many Deputies I await legislation that will seek to disrupt the financial dysfunction 
that permeates house building costs in Ireland today and remove the State’s requirement to levy 
fees that will require 30- to 40-year mortgage paybacks and shared equity agreements from 
private sector payers�  Although this proposed Bill deals with tenancy rights in terms of Covid, 
the legislative conversation that will have to follow soon is the future direction of house build 
policy in this country�  Such analysis will have to be much wider, deeper and more radical than 
what we have seen previously with the mission, first, to protect our citizens by protecting our 
economy.  That will require the sustainability of our house build sector.

I point out to the Minister also that the Regional Group issued a press statement yesterday 
asking for the construction sector to be reopened on the basis of using antigen testing on a 
two-day format protocol�  Currently, the UK Government is subsidising antigen testing and 
construction is open�  We believe that at this stage we must get some economic activity going 
in the construction sector.  It can be done safely with adequate screens and protective testing.  I 
ask the Minister to consider that also�

25/03/2021X00200An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Bruton is sharing time with Deputy Cathal Crowe�

25/03/2021X00300Deputy Richard Bruton: I welcome the Bill and thank the Minister for bringing it forward�  
I fully acknowledge that we still have not got adequate protections for tenants across our leg-
islative framework.  Standards in tenancies are not adequate, quick resolution of disputes does 
not occur, and observation of obligations under existing legislation needs to be embedded much 
better�  There are also unacceptable cases where these systems are being abused by landlords�  
However, it is fundamentally important we promote a viable tenancy sector, and the solution to 
this lies in the Land Development Agency in terms of the cost rentals and in the new initiatives 
being taken to ensure we can make tenancies affordable.

I would warn strongly against some of the proposals advocated by others such as rent freez-
es, blanket bans on terminations and banning investors from buying in the market�  We need 
long-term investors who have the patience to wait for steady returns�  That is what will build a 
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sustainable market and we need to keep that in mind�

25/03/2021X00400Deputy Cathal Crowe: I thank the Minister again for bringing this legislation before the 
House�  It is progressive legislation and is the fourth time since last summer he has brought for-
ward such legislation before the House to protect tenants during the Covid pandemic�  Despite 
what others have said in terms of populist grandstanding, this legislation protects people�  I 
know several constituents, some of whom live close to me, who have been very much protected 
by this legislation to date.  It is fine to talk about blanket eviction notices and so on, but there 
are a minority cohort who have chosen to use the Covid pandemic as an excuse to stop paying 
rents and ramp up their anti-social behaviour�  What this legislation does and has done up to 
now is strike that delicate balance between protecting tenants and protecting those who own 
those properties from the properties being abused�

The income thresholds for social housing are an issue we have spoken about many times�  I 
would love to see the Minister’s Department progress that because the current income thresh-
olds date back to the 2011 regulations.  They were fine at the time but we have seen such fluc-
tuations in the market since then in the price of housing to buy and sell, in the rental market and 
in social and local authority housing�  We have seen the way people’s incomes and everything 
else have fluctuated but the income thresholds have not changed in a decade.  They need to be 
changed�  I understand there is a memorandum in the Minister’s Department�  I would love to 
see it progressed and come out the other end, so to speak�

I would love to see the Minister’s Department look more closely at houses in rural areas�  On 
any housing application form in any county, there are probably only a dozen locations where a 
person can tick off a box to indicate he or she wants to live there.  In between, community after 
community is being hollowed out�  We need to look at that�  There needs to be more spread 
in terms of where people are being socially housed and not ghettoise people into 100 or 200 
housing developments�  We saw in decades past how that failed�  Small clusters of houses, such 
as the one the Department is currently planning, are the way forward in addition to more of a 
spread in and around counties to ensure rural areas are reinvigorated�

25/03/2021X00500Deputy Martin Kenny: While this legislation sets out to do something all of us would 
welcome in that it will protect renters and ensure they cannot be evicted because of the Covid 
pandemic, it also discriminates against other renters who may be evicted for other reasons�  
That is the basic problem the Opposition has with the Minister’s legislation�  It would be wise 
of him, in the interests of unity and bringing everyone in the House together, to ensure we can 
do something which represents everybody�  It is totally unfair that people will be put out of 
their home and will have to try to find alternative accommodation in a pandemic, regardless of 
whether their income has been reduced due to Covid�

Other issues need to be raised with regard to social housing in particular�  Two come to my 
mind that the Minister needs to deal with, one of which is the level at which the housing assis-
tance payment, HAP, is made.  Currently, in County Leitrim, a couple with one child has to find 
a home to rent for less than €450 a month, which is impossible�  Everyone tells us that�  Another 
issue is that many landlords refuse to accept HAP tenants and are doing that openly�

The third issue it is vital the Minister addresses is the level of income on which people can 
go onto the housing lists.  Currently, it is way too low.  People who cannot afford to rent in the 
private market are also excluded from going on the council housing list�  That needs to be ad-
dressed also�
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Fundamentally, with regard to this particular legislation, the Minister needs to accept the 
amendments put forward by the Opposition and recognise that what all of us here must do is 
understand there are many people who may fall into rent arrears in a pandemic and who will 
have to try to find alternative accommodation.  That is totally inappropriate.  The Minister needs 
to re-examine this legislation, accept the amendments put forward on it and do something about 
the three issues I raised, especially the HAP and the income level at which people can go on the 
housing lists�

25/03/2021X00600An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Nolan is sharing time with her colleagues�

25/03/2021X00700Deputy Carol Nolan: I welcome the opportunity to speak briefly on this Bill.  The purpose 
of the Bill is to extend the emergency period specified in the Planning and Development, and 
Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 until 12 July 2021 while recognising and balancing the consti-
tutionally protected property rights of landlords�  While that is welcome, many people will be 
asking why we do not apply such legislative imagination to introducing more robust protections 
around evictions generally�  We have a situation, and I have raised this a number of times, where 
vulture funds are running riot in this country.  Those vulture funds have questionable business 
models which, in my mind, do not constitute a fair and above-board business�  This needs to be 
looked at�  I raised the forced sale of farms�  There have been calls to deal with this matter since 
2018, yet the issue is still going on�

Getting back to the Bill, I recognise that the Residential Tenancies Act 2020 provides, with 
limited exceptions, for a moratorium on evictions taking place during a period of a 5 km travel 
restriction and during the ten days following the lifting of any such restriction�  The Minister 
will be aware that organisations such as Threshold welcome section 1 of the Bill but that they 
have concerns about section 2 and its application�  I ask for that to be looked at�

25/03/2021Y00200Deputy Richard O’Donoghue: More than 3,000 renters are currently protected from evic-
tion and rent increases under the emergency Covid-19 housing legislation, which was intro-
duced on 27 March 2020.  The purpose of this Bill is to extend the emergency period specified 
in the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 until 12 July 2021 and 
to provide the necessary amendments to the Act and to the Residential Tenancies Act 2020�  I 
welcome the Bill, under which tenants are protected in many cases and are offered 90 days 
notice of termination�  There are exemptions to the rule in the event of incidents of anti-social 
behaviour, unauthorised use of the dwelling, a threat to the fabric of dwelling or if a tenant is 
five months in arrears and has not submitted the relevant documents from the Money Advice 
& Budgeting Service.  One should note that a tenant who has been arrears for five months is 
protected but if this Bill is passed in its present format, any tenant after today who is in arrears 
of five months or more would not be protected.  There are also exceptions for landlords where 
their only income is from rented property and where the landlord is under undue financial hard-
ship�

I am a Rural Independent Group Deputy and I am on the Joint Committee on Housing, Lo-
cal Government and Heritage�  I came here at short notice last week to discuss this Bill�  I waited 
for two days for a copy of the Bill but did not receive it�  I asked the committee to sit on Wednes-
day through to Tuesday to discuss and scrutinise the Bill, which did not happen because it said 
it might not be able to get witnesses.  I, as a Rural Independent Group Deputy, offered to do that 
as did Sinn Féin, the Social Democrats and the Labour Party but it was refused by the Fianna 
Fáil, Fine Gael and Green Party members of the committee�  The Chairman was completely out 
of order in how he spoke to every one of us about this�  My job here is to scrutinise the Bill�  My 
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job was also to get the Bill, which I never got�  We are here to protect the renters and landlords�

There are people who are renting properties and abusing the situation�  There are landlords 
who are abusing the situation�  My job on the Joint Committee on Housing, Local Government 
and Heritage is to scrutinise the Bill�  A vote was taken on pre-legislative scrutiny and they 
could not even get that right.  The vote was announced as being seven to five.  I scrutinised it 
and asked for it to be checked again�  When it was checked again, it was found I was right�  It 
was seven to six and one person was absent�  Members of the committee are there to protect 
everyone and to scrutinise the Bill, which I did not receive�  We cannot allow this to happen 
again�  We are here to protect everyone�  I welcome most of what is in the Bill but it needs to be 
amended�  We could have scrutinised it and got that done on time for this to be voted on�

25/03/2021Y00300An Ceann Comhairle: I thank the Deputy.  I think the clerk to that committee clarified 
matters�

25/03/2021Y00400Deputy Mattie McGrath: I am delighted to be able to speak on this Bill�  I welcome the 
extension of the time.  It is important during these difficulties with Covid to be fair to people as 
much as we can�  It is nothing more than what we should be doing�  I thank the Minister, Deputy 
O’Brien�  I had a brief word with him about the urban regeneration fund which Clonmel was 
unsuccessful in applying for.  He has agreed to look at it and to meet with officials from Tip-
perary County Council�  I thank him for his engagement and I wish him well in his portfolio as 
Minister�  He understands that he will also meet with mayor Siobhán Ambrose later when we 
go through the score sheets and see what went wrong in that area�

Regarding this Bill, it is clear what is going on�  There are some bad tenants and many good 
tenants�  There are some bad landlords and many good landlords�  There is always a percentage 
of people who abuse the situation.  Before the Minister, Deputy O’Brien, came into office, the 
last Government did precious little to protect people and to make sure they had certainty�  There 
are waiting lists of 12 years in places�  With construction closed - and there is no sense or mean-
ing to it - expected output of new housing units will be 25% less this year�  We saw people, and 
even politicians, picture three construction workers getting takeaway coffees and then brand all 
construction workers as rogues.  They are entitled to their coffee.  They want to go to work and 
to continue to build�  These same people are claiming we are not building enough houses�  They 
cannot have their cake and eat it�  One cannot make an omelette without breaking eggs�

I refer to what has gone on in the courts all through Covid, especially under one female 
member of the Judiciary, who I will not name and who has run riot with open engagement for 
vulture funds�  People have been evicted throughout the pandemic despite assurances that there 
would not be evictions�  There has been open door access to the courts for the vulture funds�  
Land is now being sold off by banks to these vulture funds, which were invited into the coun-
try by the former Minister for Finance, Michael Noonan�  He said they were good�  The only 
vultures I ever see are pernicious, attacking young lambs when they are born, plucking out 
their eyes before they get their bodies on to the earth�  They must be brought to book�  They are 
plundering and raping our country�

25/03/2021Y00500Deputy Michael Collins: I am afraid that this Bill may not protect the majority of people 
who are facing eviction.  I do not think we fully comprehend the difficulties people go through 
when they are facing eviction.  Some people have been fighting for years to try to hold on to 
their homes�  They are willing to pay, have tried to pay and tried to negotiate�  They are unfortu-
nately facing the courts, which seem to be hell-bent on falling on the side of the banks�  They are 
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not willing to listen to people who are desperate to hold on to their homes�  It is beyond belief 
that the vulture funds are being set up like this�  I fear that with the pandemic, many businesses 
will be scooped up by vulture funds in another two or three years�  We are at the beginning of 
a disaster�

There is a housing crisis in west Cork, from Kinsale to Bandon, Clonakilty, Skibbereen, 
Mizenhead, Bantry and Dunmanway�  People continuously come to me who cannot get hous-
ing�  Construction has not resumed, which is a crisis in itself�  People have homes wide open to 
the elements which have been destroyed by bad weather�  Someone has decided that construc-
tion is a danger with Covid, which it is not�  People want to move into their homes but cannot�  
People in Kinsale phoned me and told me that their homes have been exposed to all sorts of 
weather, ruining the work and changes done already�  Many people do not want to be in social 
housing if they can avoid it�  They want to work to buy a house�  It is impossible for them to get 
loans and they are being refused.  It is important for young people to find sites so that they can 
build in the community that they work and live in�

There is a disturbing matter about rezoning in Clonakilty�  There are areas of ground zoned 
in the town which are very important�  People have been in contact with me to say that part of 

that ground will be taken back in the county development plan�  That is an outra-
geous attack on the people of west Cork�  If that is happening in other towns in west 
Cork, such as Clonakilty, it will have devastating effects on an area which is in dire 

need of housing�  The county development plan gives an opportunity for people to get planning 
in an area who otherwise cannot get it for five years.  Our young people need to be looked after.  
They want to build homes and to pay for their homes honestly and fairly�  I urge the Minister 
to look at the county development plans�  I urge Cork county councillors to seriously consider 
not voting if they are going to dezone ground or to vote against it if they are not going to give 
young people planning permission, and to stand up for the people�  I call on them to do that in 
the next year�

25/03/2021Y00600An Ceann Comhairle: I want to say to Deputies that the separation of powers is sacrosanct 
and we should avoid, at all times and at all costs, making references to members of the Judiciary�

Deputy Emer Higgins: Renters in this country are in a precarious position�  Job loss brought 
on by Covid-19 has meant that those who were already struggling to meet high rents before the 
pandemic are now barely staying above water�  Sadly, many people’s hopes of moving out of the 
rental market have been derailed by the events of the past year�  Their plans of home ownership 
have had to be put on hold�  Young families and working professionals in their late twenties and 
in their thirties have been hit hard in this pandemic and the uncertainty of being a renter has 
only compounded that�

At the beginning of the pandemic, the Government stepped in to provide emergency legisla-
tion that froze rents and placed a temporary ban on evictions during lockdown level 5 restric-
tions.  It aimed to protect residents financially impacted by Covid-19 and to minimise move-
ment while we are all subject to the 5 km restrictions.  For those whose incomes suffered as a 
result of the pandemic and who did not know where their next rental payment was coming from, 
this legislation became a real lifeline�  As we come to the end of that emergency legislation, 
we still find ourselves in a difficult situation and once again the Government is stepping in to 
protect vulnerable renters�

The Residential Tenancies Bill will extend parts of the emergency provisions to ensure that 
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protections are extended, even when the 5 km limit is extended�  This means that renters who 
have lost their job or income will not lose their home as well�  This time last year we could not 
have foreseen that we would be further extending our emergency rental response to Covid-19 
for the fourth time�  It was never meant to be a permanent measure�  As the vaccine roll-out 
ramps up, I know that we are all hopeful that we will not be in this situation for much longer�  
However, renters who have lost their job due to Covid need our assurance that they will be pro-
tected until we beat this virus�  That is exactly what the Residential Tenancies Bill will provide�

In this last year we have been told time and again to stay at home�  For many of us, our 
homes have become our sanctuary and by now we are well acquainted with every inch of them.  
Our homes have become a symbol of safety and somewhere to shelter from the uncertainty, and 
sometimes the dangers, of the outside world�  This Residential Tenancies Bill will ensure that 
renters who have lost their job due to Covid will not also lose their home�

However, there is another cohort of renters that we need to support�  What about all the 
couples and individuals who have saved hard for their deposit and are ready to buy their own 
home, but whose plans have been upturned through no fault of their own because of Covid?  
I am talking about the people who have their deposit saved, their mortgage approval in place 
and may even have an offer in on a new home.  Unfortunately, for many in this situation, their 
mortgage approval has been rescinded because their employer has been availing of Government 
supports to subsidise their wages�  These people are still working�  Most of them are still taking 
home the same pay and they still have their savings�  They still deserve to move on to the next 
stage of their lives�  I ask the Minister to commit to looking at ways of enabling people in this 
situation to realise their dream of owning their own home�

25/03/2021Z00200Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: I welcome that this legislation does extend the protection for 
certain renters�  We all accept that we are in a brutal pandemic and it has lasted longer than an-
ticipated�  However, we were already dealing with a huge issue, namely, the almost pandemic of 
ridiculous rental prices�  There were people who were already absolutely stretched in relation to 
making these payments�  There are people in my constituency who are paying rents of €1,000, 
€1,200 and even up to €1,600 per month for relatively modest homes�  Some people were al-
ready in arrears and will not be protected�

I beseech the Minister to look at the amendments, particularly those tabled by Deputy Ó 
Broin, from the point of view of rectifying this and ensuring that these protections are included�  
I am talking about people who maybe do avail of the housing assistance payment, HAP�  For 
example, it could be the case that a child has gone from the age of 17 to 18 and suddenly the 
family cannot avail of the same amount of money, so they find themselves in a worse set of 
conditions�  We must deal with that� 

While the Minister is here, I would also like to ask him about the European report that was 
critical of the standards on social housing within the State.  I welcome some of the retrofit op-
erations that are being put in place�  They must be expanded to a greater degree�  I know the 
Minister said he is interested in the local authority in County Louth�  I will be dealing with him 
myself, because there is a huge amount of social housing work and maintenance that needs to 
be done and an insufficient budget with which to do it.

25/03/2021Z00300Deputy Thomas Pringle: This Bill is the perfect example of Government spin�  It is being 
hailed as the protection for renters during the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, extending protec-
tions to 12 July 2021�  However, what the Minister is not telling us is that it is an opportunity 
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for the Government to strip rights from many renters in arrears but not affected by the Covid-19 
pandemic�  It is a short but dangerous Bill�

I would like to repeat the calls by Deputy Ó Broin and Threshold that section 2 of the Bill 
be deleted in its entirety�  Section 2 of the Bill will amend sections 3 and 4 of the Residential 
Tenancies Act 2020�  Therefore, even though there will be a moratorium on evictions, private 
renters in arrears may still be evicted�  There is either a moratorium on evictions during the 
pandemic or there is not�

Threshold has asked for further consultation to take place on the Residential Tenancies 
Act 2020 before any changes are made�  Obviously, that will not happen now that the debate 
has already started.  Threshold has stated that “this Act has been very successful in preventing 
homelessness and precarity”.  When a charity dealing with preventing homelessness from the 
private rental sector tells us that legislation is working, why would we change it?

There has been low uptake of the scheme to deal with rent arrears as provided for in the 
Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020�  Threshold has noted that the 
rent arrears scheme is complex and that it does not provide any significant solution to tenant 
indebtedness�  It has stated that it is:

concerned that there are many private renters who will not be able to avail of the protec-
tions afforded by the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 and 
who could be lawfully evicted during lockdown when the 5 km limit is in place�

  The rental market was a mess before Covid-19.  Rents were unaffordable, people were liv-
ing in unsuitable, cramped and overcrowded accommodation units and most people experienc-
ing homelessness had been evicted from the private rental sector�  Why would the Government 
now undo any protections in place for this cohort of renters?  Is it seeking to get the homeless 
figures back up to over 10,000?  It seems as if that will happen with this legislation.  Does the 
Government want to rob some more children of their security and homes?  I ask the Govern-
ment to delete section 2 and consult with stakeholders who know what they are talking about 
and not just those who will make money on the back of its decisions�

The Government always likes to say that the Opposition or advocacy agencies never put 
forward any solutions to the housing and rental crisis�  We do, all the time�  It is that we do not 
just propose profit-producing solutions for landlords, real estate investment trusts, REITs, and 
investors.  Ms Ann-Marie O’Reilly, policy officer at Threshold, stated: 

Solutions, instead of evictions, for rent arrears need to be established�  Threshold has 
proposed a number of solutions such as a low interest rent arrears loan fund, or a debt write 
off scheme in the direst of circumstances.

  Why does the Government continuously ignore the real-life impacts of its policy deci-
sions?  Fianna Fáil continues to talk out of both sides of its mouth�  The public-facing side 
says that it is protecting renters during a pandemic, but on the other side could be saying not to 
worry, it will get rid of those in rent arrears so that people can get new tenants and charge more�

I want to bring one of those real-life stories to the attention of the Minister�  I have already 
spoken about the housing and rental situation in Donegal�  There is scarce availability of places 
to rent and while the rents seem lower compared to Dublin levels, incomes are also much lower�  
I would also like to support the comments of other Members in respect of the need to change 
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the income level eligibility criteria for those waiting to get on the housing list�  I have made 
representations to the Minister and previous Ministers on that issue�

Apologies, I have lost my train of thought�

Where a landlord refuses to accept HAP for privately rented accommodation, it is up to the 
tenant to inform the relevant authorities�  That should not be the case�  It is not fair to put the ten-
ant in that situation.  The County Council should be required to inform the relevant authorities.

I would like to provide an example of a woman, Ms Mary Coogan, who is trying to buy a 
home for herself in Dublin.  She has appeared on RTÉ’s “Prime Time”, has written blogs and 
appeared on podcasts.  Mary’s third house-buying blog post is entitled “The Rage”.  The inspi-
ration for this blog post came from a Journal.ie article that profiled a single man looking to buy 
a home with a budget of €600,000�

That is not real life and it is not representative of people in the rental market looking to buy 
a home�  It is not representative of the majority of single people, couples or lone parents hoping 
to stop paying someone else’s mortgage in the form of extortionate rent and instead own their 
own home and have some security for the future�

  Mary Coogan has put the situation facing many renters very succinctly:

Single people are largely invisible in housing discourse���  Sure, we can be in mortgage 
ads happily unpacking boxes or dancing around our kitchen, but what they tend not to men-
tion is that the happy dancer would need to either 1) be on a salary of 75k+ and/or 2) have 
received a gift of min� 50-70K to get her hands on those keys�  Most of us are not on that 
kind of salary, and most of us don’t have access to family wealth�  So what do we do?  Rent 
forever?  Live in a house share into our 60s?  I have saved the deposit on my own so I know 
I am well able to save, but no amount of skipped avocado on toast will enable me to save 
the 50-70k I need to get me towards a 2 bed in Dublin 12/10�

It is time for the Minister to start listening to the Opposition, the advocacy and civil society 
groups and the many people affected by housing policies that only benefit the few.

25/03/2021AA00200Deputy Catherine Connolly: We were supposed to learn from the Covid crisis and we 
were all meant to be in this together�  As I speak, I feel like we are being handed pieces of a 
jigsaw without an overall picture�  We had a speech this morning from the Minister for Health 
on the fantastic vaccination programme that did not provide an overall picture�  Now we are 
discussing a very specific legislative proposal but we have moved on from the lovely language 
of all being in it together�

I will start with the positives�  The Bill before us is short, which is welcome�  I welcome the 
section that extends the timeframe for protections for tenants, but I agree with the amendments 
that have been tabled to extend those protections to more people�  I hope the Minister will see 
sense in that regard�  He delivered a speech yesterday that used the same type of language we 
heard this morning, encouraging us to look to a brighter day�  We do not need those types of 
speeches and we do not want to hear that type of thing�  People will make up their own mind 
based on information.  In regard to vaccinations, they want to know where the roll-out fits into 
an overall programme to deal with Covid�  They want to know where the protections set out in 
this Bill fit in as part of a housing programme that will deal with the housing crisis that has been 
in existence for years directly as a result of Government policies�
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The Minister is back here today because of the sunset clause�  He knew that clause would 
run out and that he would have to come back to the House with new provisions�  I welcome his 
extension of the protections�  However, while one hand is extending protection to certain lucky 
tenants, the other hand is going to remove protection from another set of tenants�  He told us 
so in the lovely patriarchal language of it being for our own good and that we must balance the 
rights of landlords and tenants�  During the debate, antisocial behaviour was thrown into the 
mix�  As a former councillor and current Deputy, I am a person who will not tolerate antisocial 
behaviour�  However, it is concerning that it was thrown into the mix by various Members in 
connection with the non-payment of rent�  In fairness to the Minister, he did not do so�

I do not accept the justification for the lack of pre-legislative scrutiny of these provisions.  
There was ample time for discussion.  In a different context, for example, a Minister of State 
wants an Oireachtas committee to sit almost every day to deal with the Bille na dTeangacha 
Oifigiúla (Leasú) 2019 because he is under pressure.  There is no problem with extra meetings.  
I heard the Minister for Finance, Deputy Donohoe, say there was no problem with extra meet-
ings in regard to the Bill we are discussing now, but those meetings were not facilitated�  It is 
really shocking that the proposal not to waive pre-legislative scrutiny had to go to a vote in the 
committee�  That proposal was won by seven votes to six but the pre-legislative process was 
waived anyway�  I have no idea how the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, can stand over that 
type of scenario and say that we have a lively and healthy democracy�  Pre-legislative scrutiny 
is absolutely essential when there is a proposal to remove protections from some tenants�  He is 
shaking his head but that is what he is doing in section 2�  He has been asked by Threshold and 
the Simon Communities of Ireland not to do so�  They are much more expert on these issues 
than we are in this House�  We, as elected representatives, send people all the time to Threshold 
because its staff know exactly what is happening in local areas.

To put the situation for renters in perspective, the Oireachtas Library and Research Service 
tells us that in the ten-year period from 2006 to 2016, the number of private renters doubled�  
That is a deliberate consequence of Government policies, which have facilitated the private 
market.  I welcome the figure from the Minister that 70% of landlords own only one or two 
properties�  I am on record as saying that there is a role for those types of landlords and that we 
need them�  However, their rights must be balanced by a Government policy on housing that 
is fair and just�  The State must be in the middle of the market in providing public housing on 
public land�  From what I see in Galway city, it has gone beyond Dublin in terms of rent prices�  
In my own area, the rent on a two-bedroom house is €2,000 per month, which is beyond the 
ability to pay of most ordinary people earning a salary�

I appeal to the Minister to accept the amendments that are sensibly seeking an extension of 
time and to leave out section 2�  I ask that he come back and work with us with a view to the 
Government putting forward a solution to the housing emergency that is a direct consequence, 
as Deputy Catherine Murphy said this morning, of dealing with homes as financial products.

25/03/2021AA00300Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage (Deputy Darragh O’Brien): I 
thank all the Members who contributed to the debate�  At the outset, I want to address the matter 
of pre-legislative scrutiny�  Deputy Connolly noted that the committee voted on the issue and 
the result was seven votes to six in favour of proceeding with the scrutiny process�  We respect 
the committee vote�  I served on the housing committee in the previous Dáil and I respect the 
Oireachtas committee system greatly�  It was not in any way, shape or form a slight on the com-
mittee that we sought to bypass pre-legislative scrutiny�  It is important to note that this Bill is 
an extension of existing legislation�
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Having said that, I take the Deputy’s point�  It is not something I would like to see done on 
a regular basis�  In fact, it should only happen in extremis�  I genuinely have taken on board the 
points Deputies have made, particularly those of members of the housing committee�  As I said, 
the decision to waive the pre-legislative process was not in any way meant as a slight on com-
mittee members and their expertise in scrutinising legislative proposals�  This is the fourth Bill 
on this issue and it is very similar to the previous Bills that were brought forward�  I certainly 
have noted Deputies’ comments on this issue�  I reiterate that I do not want to see pre-legislative 
scrutiny being set aside with any degree of regularity�

In this instance, however, there is an urgency around the extension of protections for those 
who need them most�  On each occasion that I have brought forward legislation in this Cham-
ber, I have said that if we need to do more at any stage, we will do it�  Anybody looking to ar-
rive at a fair assessment of what we have done in regard to tenancy protections will agree that I 
have done exactly that�  The measures we take must be proportionate, legal and constitutional�  
I have a job to do to balance the rights of tenants with the rights of property owners�  Some may 
wish to set that aside or dismiss it, and that is fine.  Deputy Connolly did not do so, to be fair.

I want to correct one point she made�  A total of 86% of landlords own one or two properties�  
They are normal people and some of them depend on rent as an income�  I have to protect their 
rights alongside, and proportionate to, the rights of tenants�  The wilful non-payment of rent 
by tenants is not acceptable�  Even Deputy Ó Broin said yesterday that neither her nor the Op-
position in general seeks to protect anyone who wilfully refuses to pay his or her rent�  I agree 
with him on that point and this Bill will ensure there is clarification in that regard.  For anyone 
who needs help or assistance with paying rent, there are Government supports in place that are 
being accessed and should be accessed�  I have said that time and again�  More than €11 billion 
of additional social welfare supports have been brought in by the Government to help people 
during this pandemic�

It behoves people to be realistic in this debate�  Last August, we brought forward new 
protections in the Residential Tenancies and Valuation Act 2020, which some in the House 
opposed�  Many of those who have criticised the Bill before us voted against bringing in these 
protections in the first instance.  In the area of rent arrears, we introduced in that Act a new 
process to get MABS and the RTB involved at the first stage of arrears arising.  Before that, 
we never had data and assistance for people in this regard�  I know right now, as Minister, that 
2,401 warning letters were issued for rent arrears, as when the first rent arrears letter is issued 
by a landlord it must be copied to the Residential Tenancies Board, RTB, as well�  The tenants 
must also get a letter detailing what supports are in place for them�  That measure, by the way, 
has been very much welcomed by Threshold and others who I greatly regard and from whom I 
seek support and advice regularly�

Let us remember that the provisions I am now thankful are in law were opposed by many 
of the Members opposite�  If we had gone down the road proposed by many of the Members 
who contributed to the debate today and yesterday, we would not have those additional sup-
ports in place for tenants right now�  The voting record is there for everybody to see�  I remind 
people that when we discuss this matter, we should do so with a bit of realism and honesty�  We 
might stop trying to play both sides that way�  Fundamentally we are ensuring a proportionate 
response to what is happening right now�  It is about extending further protection to the people 
who need it most and whose income has been affected by the pandemic, with the associated risk 
of going into rent arrears, or who are in rent arrears already�  Through a self-declaration, they 
can get protection until 12 July this year�
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If we need further action, I will introduce further legislation, as I have done before�  In the 
overall context of tenancies and rents, we are working on a package of reforms separate from 
the pandemic and responses we are discussing in this Bill�  The Leas-Cheann Comhairle, Dep-
uty Connolly, spoke of the bigger picture, and that is being addressed�  I will bring those provi-
sions before the House later this year�  We must look at replacing rent pressure zones, RPZs, if 
anything is to replace them�  Work is ongoing in that space�  In the meantime, we must ensure 
those who need protection most will get it�

Going back to the question of rent arrears, we must be realistic.  I respect what the Members 
opposite have said and listened to them intently, but there is a reality that, since 2018, we have 
seen a loss of approximately 18,000 tenancies�  Individual landlords, whether people like them 
or not, are leaving the market�  We are trying to build our public housing stock and deliver af-
fordable rental and affordable purchase schemes, which I hope the Members opposite will sup-
port�  The Land Development Agency will ensure we will build on State-owned land, putting 
it to productive use to deliver public and affordable housing for people.  Again, some people 
critical of this Bill voted against that legislation also�  We are getting to the stage where those 
Members are against this and other provisions, so we must ask what they are for�

Approximately 750 notices of terminations were issued - not effected - on the grounds of 
rent arrears, and that is in the context of just short of 300,000 tenancies that are in place�  That 
is a quarter of 1% of all tenancies.  Those notices of termination are not necessarily effected 
and there are additional protections under existing legislation�  From listening to Deputy Boyd 
Barrett in particular and others, one might swear there is no protection at all for tenants and the 
purpose of this Bill is really just to rip any protections out from under these tenants�  Nothing 
could be further from the truth�  These are additional provisions�  I just ask for a fair reading of 
what is there�  We must act on this urgently�

I remind Members there was much discussion last summer when we moved out of the blan-
ket eviction ban introduced by the previous Government into something more sustainable�  It 
introduced legally robust provisions�  Again, at the time, many Members predicted a tsunami of 
evictions if protections were removed, but that has not come to pass�  That is not to be in any 
way complacent about the matters before us and we are still ensuring there are protections in 
place�  Many of the Members who oppose this legislation were the same who predicted a mas-
sive increase in evictions that did not happen because the protection we introduced worked�

I will address something a couple of Members mentioned�  Approximately 407 individuals 
have sought protection under the existing Act�  Some people have said only 407 people have 
sought protection, so it must not be working�  Would it be better if there were 4,007 people seek-
ing protection and we knew there were disputes and distress for them, as opposed to approxi-
mately 400 people?  It is a counter-intuitive argument and the fact the protections exist means 
the market knows tenants are protected�  Nevertheless, Deputy Ó Broin and others are saying 
only 400 people are getting protection and they would much rather if 40,000 people had to sign 
a self-declaration about being in arrears and losing their income�  One of the reasons that has not 
happened is the Government support put in place through the pandemic, with the emergency 
rent supplement, the employment wage subsidy scheme and the more than €11 billion in social 
welfare supports that have correctly been used to help people�

Deputies cannot have it both ways�  These protections are working and all I am seeking from 
the Dáil and the Seanad later in the week is to allow the most vulnerable and those affected by 
the pandemic to be protected further until 12 July�  Anybody with a fair mind looking at this 
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would think this reasonable.  If others want to find reasons not to support this, it is up to them 
and I will respect that action while not agreeing with it�

Question put and agreed to�

25/03/2021BB00300Residential Tenancies Bill 2021: Committee and Remaining Stages

SECTION 1

25/03/2021BB00500An Ceann Comhairle: Amendments Nos� 1 to 15, inclusive, and amendments Nos� 19 to 
21, inclusive, are related�  Amendments Nos� 2 and 3 are physical alternatives to amendment 
No� 1�  Amendments Nos� 5 and 6 are physical alternatives to amendment No� 4�  Amendments 
Nos� 8 and 9 are physical alternatives to amendment No� 7�  Amendments Nos� 11 and 12 are 
physical alternatives to amendment No� 10�  Amendments Nos� 14 and 15 are physical alterna-
tives to amendment No� 13�  Amendments Nos� 20 and 21 are physical alternatives to amend-
ment No� 19�  Amendments Nos� 1 to 15, inclusive, and amendments Nos� 19 to 21, inclusive, 
may be discussed together�

25/03/2021BB00600Deputy Cian O’Callaghan: I move amendment No� 1:

In page 4, line 5, to delete “12 July 2021” and substitute “12 October 2021”.

I will be speaking to all my amendments now in the interests of time as they are similar and 
attempt the same achievement�  I asked the Minister yesterday to correct the Dáil record on the 
National Quality Standards Framework not being applied to private emergency accommoda-
tion�  It is regrettable he has not updated the record on that�  I can assure him I will keep raising 
the matter until he does because it is important we have clarity on it from the Minister with 
responsibility for housing�

I will be clear on a few points�  The Minister spoke about the opposition to the removal of 
the extension of the evictions ban in place since last July�  That was the position taken by the 
Opposition and we favoured the evictions ban being continued.  The Minister references fig-
ures, which demonstrate very clearly the highest number of evictions of families into homeless-
ness last year after Covid-19 was in August, after the protections were removed�  It is clear and 
the Minister should be aware of those figures.  We should also be aware of landlords leaving 
the market as a direct result of Government policy and the favourable tax treatment of REITs�

The Minister mentioned that only 400 people are getting protection but Threshold has raised 
specific concerns about that.  It argues the arrangements introduced by the Minister have been 
far too complex for most people to understand and avail of�  Analysis by Threshold bears that 
out�  Threshold are the people who are working on the front line on a day-to-day basis�  Deputy 
Connolly made the very good point that Threshold are the people we all refer constituents to 
when they need expertise and advice�  It is regrettable that many Government backbenchers 
have referred to issues of antisocial behaviour and tenants deliberately withholding rent to jus-
tify the changes being brought in�  No one in the Opposition supports or countenances antisocial 
behaviour or tenants who deliberately withhold rent�  The issue is the thousands of renters who 
are struggling to afford their rent and have genuine affordability issues.  The lack of protection 
and reduction in protections for that cohort of renters is of particular concern�

My amendment and the other amendments I am speaking to seek to extend the limited pro-
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tections for the limited cohort of renters through to October, at a minimum, which would give 
the Minister and the Department enough time to put in permanent protections for renters�  That 
is all the amendment seeks to do and, therefore, I urge the Minister to accept it�

25/03/2021CC00200Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: I will speak to all of my amendments in this grouping in one go 
to save time.  I used the word “Orwellian” yesterday during Second Stage debate for elements 
of the Minister’s speech and he has outdone himself in the Orwellian nature of his responses�  
Crucially, he has ignored key concerns that many Opposition Members have expressed and that 
Threshold and the Simon Communities of Ireland have raised directly with all Deputies, the 
Minister included�

The function of pre-legislative scrutiny is not for Deputies to have a debate, contrary to 
what a Fianna Fáil backbencher said earlier�  It is usually for us to bring in expert opinion to 
tease through whether the legislation in front of us does what the Minister claims it is intended 
to do�  That opportunity was denied in this instance�  That is particularly relevant for section 2�  
While all of us have said from the outset that no protection should be given to any tenant who 
has the ability to pay rent and wilfully refuses to do so, we are concerned that the intention of 
that section is to remove protections from a much wider group of people�  We discussed some 
of those real-life scenarios earlier today�  Because we were denied the opportunity to have 
that pre-legislative scrutiny, the public did not get to hear the full detail of that scrutiny�  If the 
Minister had just brought forward a Bill that included section 1, we would have sailed through 
it yesterday and today�  We would have asked for it to be extended as the amendments in this 
grouping propose but we would not have any difficulties with it.  The Minister is not correct to 
say the Bill before us is simply a restatement of previous Bills because section 2 is a profound 
change�  Nobody here has any data to show the extent of the impact of it�

The Minister’s representation of the Opposition and our opposition to the Residential Tenan-
cies and Valuation Act last year is also Orwellian�  We opposed that Act because it stripped the 
overwhelming majority of hard-working, hard-pressed renters of the protections the Oireachtas 
had unanimously agreed at the start of the pandemic�  It only provided protections for those 
who have experienced income loss because of Covid-19 and are on a Covid-related payment�  If 
the Minister had brought forward a Bill to provide greater protection, of course we would have 
supported that�  It was because his projections were so narrow that we could not, and rightfully 
would not, do that�

The Minister is also disingenuous in quoting figures from the RTB.  I have the most up-to-
date figures, which are more accurate than his.  The problem is that since the narrow protections 
for tenants in arrears due to Covid-19 income loss and on a Covid-19 payment have been intro-
duced, 2,401 warning notices have been issued by landlords to tenants, while only 407 tenants 
sought protection�  That means there are almost 2,000 tenants out there, that we know of, who 
had warning letters.  There were 700 notices to quit but we do not know the difference between 
the 700 and the 2,000�  We do not know if, for example, those people were pressurised into 
paying more when they could not or if they voluntarily vacated the properties without taking a 
case because the Minister and the RTB cannot tell us that�  Of the people who between August 
and February received warning letters from their landlord, only a small portion availed of the 
protection.  That is because it is cumbersome, difficult for them to access and it completely 
misunderstands the disproportionate power relationship between landlords and tenants, which 
means that even tenants who might not be classified as vulnerable are nervous of taking cases 
to the RTB for fear of consequences from the landlord.
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On the section under discussion, it makes no sense to only extend the protection for that 
small group of renters for three months�  Nobody believes these renters will be back in work or 
will have fully dealt with their arrears by July�  Therefore, rather than having to rush legislation 
through again and possibly attach further onerous revisions to tenancy protections, why not ex-
tend it now?  Whether it is to the October date proposed by the Social Democrats, the December 
date proposed by me or a date next year, why not give more breathing time as is required?

We may not get the time to discuss this later so I will say now that I think it is absolutely 
wrong of some Deputies to conflate the wilful non-payment of rent with significant numbers 
of tenants in rent arrears today through no fault of their own and who will be at risk of notices 
to quit and homelessness if section 2 passes.  The Minister repeatedly refuses to deal with the 
health impacts of forcing those tenants to look for alternative accommodation even if level 
5 restrictions are lifted, but especially if they are not�  Some of those tenants could fall into 
homelessness.  There are direct health consequences in the context of a deadly pandemic of 
allowing that to happen�  That is why those groups of people should be protected�  If we had 
pre-legislative scrutiny of all of this, that could have been teased out�

For the Minister and his party colleagues to claim that he is the champion of tenant rights 
when Bill after Bill progressively strips more of those tenants’ rights from them is not cred-
ible�  Likewise, where he continues to give those small groups of tenants some protections, he 
makes it more difficult and cumbersome and only extends such protections for several months, 
increasing their anxiety.  That suggests the Minister has no real understanding of the difficulty 
those renters are in�

Unless the Minister accepts our amendments, particularly the deletion of section 2, anybody 
on the side of renters has no choice but to oppose this legislation�

25/03/2021CC00300Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: Like the other Opposition parties, we have a series of 
amendments, which seek to extend considerably further the protections this Bill proposes to 
extend only until July�  We have gone the furthest in saying they should be extended until April 
2021 and I will explain why we think that is right�  We also support all the other amendments 
that go considerably further than the Government�  We also have amendments that oppose sec-
tion 2 for the reasons that have been set out and explained by Threshold, namely, that this Bill in 
effect strips a cohort of people who enjoyed some protection of the protections they had under 
Covid.  People Before Profit has tabled another amendment, which I believe is unique to us, to 
extend the protections to other cohorts of tenants whom we do not believe should be evicted 
in the midst of a pandemic on grounds of sale, refurbishment or any other grounds�  That is the 
key�

Others have called the Minister’s defences “Orwellian”.  I have called it a deception and 
a fraud but we are all trying to get at the same thing�  It is a deception and a fraud because the 
Government is presenting this Bill as if it protects tenants in the midst of Covid�  In truth, it only 
extends protections to a tiny group for a few months�  It is the Government’s policy decision 
that as of 5 April, the green light has been given for the rest of those tenants to be evicted in the 
midst of a pandemic because it has not protected them in this Bill�  That is the truth of what the 
Government is doing�

I have tried to give the Minister the benefit of moving beyond politicking, abstract discus-
sions to give real tangible examples�  This debate really only means anything when one applies 
it to real tangible examples and, of course, that is the reason the Minister does not respond�  
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Real people in St� Helen’s Court in Dún Laoghaire have notices which say they will be evicted 
ten days after the 5 km rule is lifted, which is likely to happen on 5 April�  All those families 
and individuals have never engaged in antisocial behaviour, always paid their rent and are 
working people such as shop workers, carers, restaurant workers, pensioners and taxi drivers�  
They are people I know personally now because I have been fighting alongside them for four 
years against four successive attempts by ruthless, vicious vulture funds that are trying to drive 
them out of their apartment complex in central Dún Laoghaire�  The Minister is not protecting 
them�  That is the truth�  They are out, and as a result, they are already engaging with homeless 
services, and because no council houses are available and approximately 4,000 families are 
on the housing list, they will be sent to emergency homeless accommodation unless they can 
get housing assistance payment, HAP�  Rents in Dún Laoghaire, however, are now running at 
€2,000 to €2,200 and €2,400 for two and three bedroom apartments�  Their current rents are 
approximately €1,000�  How will they pay such rent?  They cannot, so they will be homeless�  
What is the Minister going to do about it?  The answer in this Bill is “Nothing”.  They will be 
knocking on the doors of homeless services�  Some of them will be sent with their children into 
hostels in town in conditions that will make the transmission of Covid-19 more likely, which 
is precisely what the Minister said this Bill is designed to prevent�  Therefore, even on public 
health grounds, never mind the need to protect tenants from ruthless operations such as Mill 
Street Projects Limited and Apollo Global Management, or whatever these wealth asset man-
agement speculators - these vicious, inhumane people - are called, the Minister is going to allow 
the green light for these people to be evicted�  That is why it is a deception and fraud�

We are asking, therefore, effectively to reimpose the blanket ban on evictions during a pan-
demic�  In the meantime, we can discuss all the nuances for which the Minister is arguing�  We 
can sort them out�  He says it is more complicated and I agree; in some areas it is more compli-
cated�  Let us reimpose the blanket ban that actually protected people in the midst of a pandemic 
and then use that intervening period to do the more nuanced stuff, which the Minister said needs 
to be done�  That is our argument�  If the Minister wants to protect tenants in the midst of a 
pandemic - people who have done nothing wrong, are not antisocial, have not generated arrears 
through any fault of their own or have done nothing wrong as tenants - and that is his genuine 
intention, he will accept the amendments put forward by the Opposition�  If he does not accept 
those amendments, he is, in fact, deceiving the public and this Bill is a fraud in terms of its 
claim to protect tenants during the pandemic�

25/03/2021DD00200Deputy Fergus O’Dowd: I want to address a category of tenant I believe is in serious con-
dition at the moment�  I have been contacted by a number of people who live in rented accom-
modation and are in difficulty with their landlord because the landlord has left the accommoda-
tion in appalling condition�  In fact, it does not meet the Housing (Standards for Rented Houses) 
Regulations 2019.  The problem is that if a tenant is not satisfied with the state of the house, and 
if the landlord refuses to make improvements, the tenant can and does go to the local author-
ity and asks it to issue an improvement notice.  The difficulty then arises that the improvement 
notice works are limited to “supply and delivery of essential or emergency maintenance and 
repair.”  The problem, however, is really that minimum standards are what they are.  If they do 
not, therefore, meet the minimum standards, the landlord is required to carry out the improve-
ment works listed because the houses are substandard and the people are living in very difficult 
and appalling circumstances�

The difficulty, therefore, which I ask the Minister to look at, is the issue with regard to the 
fact that once improvement notices are served, and in some cases authorities do not serve the 
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notices because they do not meet that new definition, any basic standard that is not met must 
be met.  I believe it is essential.  It needs emergency maintenance and repair, by definition, and 
therefore, there should be no exclusions�  If a council writes and forms the opinion that an im-
provement notice is needed, and the standards for rented housing are not being met, it should 
be a mandatory requirement for the landlord to carry out that work forthwith.  The point some 
people are making here is that tenants are in great difficulties.  If the landlord refuses to do it 
and the council will not or cannot serve the notice, what does that tenant do?  The one thing he 
or she can do is withhold the rent on those grounds�  I believe he or she is right to do so and it 
is reasonable that he or she do that until the landlord rights the appalling wrong that has been 
done�  I therefore ask that when he is making regulations, the Minister could or would change 
the regulation that when the council forms the opinion that basic minimum standards are not be-
ing met, it will be grounds for the notice to be served and for the works to be carried out�  They 
would need to be exempt works under the Covid-19 regulations�

25/03/2021DD00300An Ceann Comhairle: I thank the Deputy.  Is any other Member offering on this before I 
go to the Minister?  No�

25/03/2021DD00400Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage(Deputy Darragh O’Brien): I 
will certainly engage directly with my colleague, Deputy O’Dowd, on that issue if anything can 
be done to assist in that regard by way of clarification, particularly around the process.  Basic 
minimum standards must be adhered to and there should never be a situation where people are 
knowingly left living in substandard accommodation�  I have taken note of the points he raised 
and I will engage directly with the Deputy on that�

In the interests of time, I will address the amendments in block, if that is okay�  I note that 
Members have also addressed their amendments in block�  Amendments Nos� 1 to 15, inclu-
sive, and amendments Nos� 19 to 21, inclusive, all pretty much relate to the extension of the 
emergency period past 12 July�  There is a variance in that some Deputies are seeking October, 
some want December and other are seeking April next year�  I note that Deputy Ó Broin said 
he will take whatever�  The approach to some legislation seems to be just to take whatever is 
available and it does not really matter�  Actually, it does matter�  We have a duty as a Govern-
ment to ensure that anything we pass here is proportionate, legal, constitutional and is not open 
to challenge�

At previous debates on tenancy legislation, the Sinn Féin spokesperson also said that we 
should test it in the courts and therefore to set aside the advice of the Attorney General and do 
it anyway�  That is an incredible attitude to have with regard to passing legislation and laws 
that govern our State�  We have an Opposition spokesperson saying we should just test it in the 
court and set aside any Attorney General advice, and that it does not really matter because that 
person knows better and that is fine.  That is not the way any legislation should be approached.  
It gives a view into the psyche of some Members opposite in that they will say or do anything 
if it is seen to advance their own position�  That is not the way we should be approaching the 
serious matter of protecting the most vulnerable tenants�

To turn specifically to the amendments tabled, I cannot accept amendments Nos. 1 to 15, 
inclusive, or 19 to 21, inclusive, which seek to increase the proposed extension in this Bill of the 
emergency period under the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 
from three months by varying lengths to provide an extension of either six months, eight and a 
half months or 12 months, ending on 12 October, 31 December or 12 April�  The amendments 
also propose consequential amendments to other dates within the Act which correspond with 
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the various expiry dates proposed for the emergency period under the Act�

Section 9(1) of the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 de-
fines an emergency period as being from 11 January 2021 to 12 April 2021, during which the 
enhanced tenancy protections under the Act apply for tenants in arrears, subject to conditions 
and to procedural requirements.  Section 1(a) of the Residential Tenancies Bill 2021 proposes 
to extend the expiry date of the emergency period from 12 April 2021 to 12 July 2021�

In line with the advice of the Office of the Attorney General, which I respect and regard 
as the main law agent of the State but others do not, which is up to them to explain why, the 
Government seeks to limit as much as possible any interference with the constitutionality of 
protected property rights.  The 86% of landlords in question are very normal people, most of 
whom own one property, some two�  It has not been outlawed, as far as I am aware yet, for 
someone to be a landlord�  While it is still legal for them to be landlords, they deserve an ele-
ment of protection also�  This is about proportionality�  Again, others will set that aside and try 
to make a play on it�  One cannot just disregard people’s rights at a whim or at the drop of a 
hat or if it is deemed it will get somebody airplay somewhere outside of this Chamber or a nice 
article in a newspaper�

Covid-19 has indeed brought much uncertainty�  The Government’s proposed three-month 
extension of the application of the enhanced tenancy protections under the Act aims to comple-
ment our wider efforts to suppress the spread of Covid-19 throughout the country.  When we 
debated the origins of this Act last August, even when we debated the Planning and Develop-
ment, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 in early December, none of us could have foreseen 
the fatal trajectory of Covid-19 on our island and across the globe�  As legislators, we need to 
work together to react quickly to suppress the spread of Covid-19 in everything we do, not just 
in government but in opposition as well�  There is a responsibility on all Members to play their 
part in that regard�

We might need to review the situation again for tenants closer to July�  I am open to doing 
that, should we need to, as I have done already on three previous occasions�  I will bring forward 
any necessary or targeted protections for our most vulnerable tenants at that time�  I remind 
Members that protections under the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 
2020 will help any tenant in financial difficulty while he or she is seeking income support from 
the State to help to pay the rent�  Tenants need to act and engage�  They are doing so, thankfully�  
Organisations such as Threshold, with which I engage regularly, have been most helpful in en-
suring this happens.  Tenants need to act to avoid a build-up of rent arrears.  There is no question 
of that�  We have State supports with emergency rent supplement and other payments�  I encour-
age tenants to engage in that regard should they find themselves in difficulties paying their rent.

Section 1(a) to (d), inclusive, update various dates from April 2021 to July 2021 to reflect 
the extended emergency�  The proposed amendments in this Bill to the Planning and Develop-
ment, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 provide for enhanced protections for tenants, subject 
to conditions - no one is suggesting there should not be any conditionality - and procedural re-
quirements under the Act, to continue to apply from 13 April 2021 to 12 July 2021, if they have 
been economically impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic and, consequently, are unable to meet 
their obligations under the Residential Tenancies Act to pay rent due and are at risk of tenancy 
termination�  These are the people we should be assisting�  That is what this Bill will do should 
it be passed�
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Those who oppose this Bill will be voting against extending those provisions to July this 
year�  Some voted against the original provisions last August and voted against them again in 
December of last year�  During this time and up to 12 July 2021, those tenants who need these 
additional protections, on top of existing tenancy protections already in place, will be safe-
guarded from eviction and indeed from rent increases�

Section 1(b) extends the eligibility expiry date from 12 April 2021 to 12 July 2021 for ten-
ants to qualify as a relevant person within the meaning of section 10(6) of the Planning and De-
velopment, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020�  If this Bill is passed, a relevant person means 
a tenant unable to comply with his or her obligations to pay the rent due in respect of tenancy 
because he or she is or was at any stage between 1 August 2020 to July 2021 in receipt of, or 
entitled to receive, illness benefit because of a Covid-19 absence or in receipt of, or entitled to 
receive, the temporary wage subsidy�  Tens of thousands are in receipt of the latter�  It is another 
Government support in place to keep people working and connected with their jobs�  It also 
applies to any other social welfare payment or State support paid as a result of loss of earnings 
due to Covid-19�  This includes the rent supplement or the supplementary welfare allowance�  
It is abundantly clear as to what those protections are and who a qualifying person would be.

If someone thinks there should be an addition to that, they should come forward�  I think 
we have covered as well as possible those who really need the protections�  Others will just 
disagree but we are used to that�

Section 1(c) extends the eligibility expiry from 12 April 2021 to 12 July 2021 for landlords 
to qualify as a relevant person within the meaning of section 11(6) of the Planning and Devel-

opment, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020�  Pursuant to this, a relevant person 
means a landlord who is, or was, at any stage between 1 August 2020 to 12 July 
2021 in receipt of, or is entitled to receive, illness benefit for a Covid-19 absence.  

Those small mom and pop landlords also have rights�  Those rights need to be respected also�  
There needs to be a proportionality between their rights and the future protections we bring in 
place�  A relevant person also means a landlord who is in receipt of, or entitled to receive, the 
temporary wage supplement or any other social welfare payment or State support paid as a 
result of loss of earnings due to Covid-19�  These can be our accidental landlords who, unfor-
tunately, many of us know too�  They deserve protection and to have their rights upheld�  Some 
may believe they do not.  That is fine.  They can stand over that decision themselves.

Section 1(d)(i) substitutes section 12(1)(a) of the Planning and Development, and Residen-
tial Tenancies, Act 2020 to provide that the earliest termination date that can be specified for 
a tenant protected under the Act is 13 July 2021�  That is extended from 13 April 2021�  It can 
make a technical reference to a new subsection (1A) to be inserted into section 12 of the Plan-
ning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020, PDRTA, by section 1 of this Bill�  
Section 1(d)(ii) inserts a new subsection (1A) into section 12 of the Act�

The new subsection applies, as per paragraph (c), to a notice of termination grounded on 
rent arrears�

25/03/2021FF00200Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: On a point of order-----

25/03/2021FF00300Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: The Minister is talking down the clock�

25/03/2021FF00400Deputy Darragh O’Brien: I am responding to the Deputy�

3 o’clock
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25/03/2021FF00500Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: The Chair-----

25/03/2021FF00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Luckily I did not hear anything�

25/03/2021FF00700Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: On a point of order, the Minister should be speaking to the amend-
ments-----

25/03/2021FF00800Deputy Darragh O’Brien: I am�

25/03/2021FF00900Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: -----and not giving a Second Stage speech to avoid votes by talking 
down the clock�

25/03/2021FF01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: He is entitled to speak�

25/03/2021FF01100Deputy Darragh O’Brien: I thank the Leas-Cheann Comhairle�  I always respect her rul-
ings�  We are dealing with amendments Nos� 1 to 15, inclusive, and 19 to 21, inclusive�  The 
Deputy has gone to the trouble of tabling the amendments so he should give me some opportu-
nity to respond to them in detail�  Maybe he does not want me to do so but I believe it is impor-
tant that to put on the record of the House what this Bill does, what the nature of the Deputy’s 
amendments are, and why I am not accepting them�  People deserve to know that�  Maybe the 
main Opposition spokesperson does not believe in transparency but I do and that is why, with 
the Leas-Cheann Comhairle’s permission, I will continue�  I will conclude shortly, if you do not 
mind�

25/03/2021FF01200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Through the Chair�

25/03/2021FF01300Deputy Darragh O’Brien: Tá brón orm�

25/03/2021FF01400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Dírigh isteach ar na leasuithe, más é do thoil é�

25/03/2021FF01500Deputy Darragh O’Brien: Táim á dhéanamh sin�  I must see where I was before I was 
interrupted�  The new subsection 1A of section 12 applies as per paragraph (c) of that sub-
section to a notice of termination grounded on rent arrears and served on a tenant during the 
emergency period, specifying a termination date that falls on or after 13 April 2021 and before 
13 July 2021, that is, during the three-month extension provided under this Bill�  Paragraph (a) 
of the new subsection provides that subject to paragraph (b) of that subsection, if the tenant is 
protected by the PDRTA and subsection 1A applies in his or her case, the specified termination 
date shall be deemed to be 13 July 2021.  This measure provides the benefit of the enhanced 
protections to relevant tenants until that date�  Paragraph (b) of the new subsection 1A of section 
12 provides that the PDRTA protections will cease to apply in relation to a relevant tenant and 
the protections under paragraph (a) shall also cease to apply ten days thereafter�

25/03/2021FF01600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I am sorry to interrupt the Minister but we are dealing with 
the amendments, of which there is a long list�  The Minister seems to be going through the Bill�

25/03/2021FF01700Deputy Darragh O’Brien: I am not�

25/03/2021FF01800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: It is unclear to me at this point what the Minister is doing�  
He has the floor and I am not taking it from him.

25/03/2021FF01900Deputy Darragh O’Brien: I am within about 30 seconds of concluding�

25/03/2021FF02000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Minister can have as long as he wants�  It is simply-----
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(Interruptions).

25/03/2021FF02200Deputy Darragh O’Brien: Deputy Ó Broin might find this amusing but it is important that 
we are able to respond to amendments that have been tabled�

25/03/2021FF02300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy Ó Broin is not in the Chair�

25/03/2021FF02400Deputy Darragh O’Brien: He is not but-----

25/03/2021FF02500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: As Leas-Cheann Comhairle, táim ag iarraidh soiléiriú a 
fháil�  Sin an méid�

25/03/2021FF02600Deputy Darragh O’Brien: Maith go leor�

25/03/2021FF02700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Táimid ag caint faoi na leasuithe�

25/03/2021FF02800Deputy Darragh O’Brien: Táim beagnach críochnaithe anois�  I was concluding in refer-
ence to the grace period�  Subparagraph (iii) of paragraph (d) of section 1 provides a technical 
amendment to section 12(2)(a) to update the deemed termination date from 13 April to 13 July 
in respect of a tenant who was served a notice of termination grounded in rent arrears prior to 
11 January 2021�  It is important that that distinction is made and is put on the record of the 
House.  It specifies a deemed termination date that falls between 11 January 2021 and 12 April 
by virtue of section 5(4) of the Residential Tenancies and Valuation Act 2020�  An bhfuil sé sin 
ceart go leor?

25/03/2021FF02900An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Gabhaim buíochas leis an Aire�

Amendment put: 

The Committee divided: Tá, 52; Níl, 79; Staon, 0.
Tá Níl Staon

 Andrews, Chris.  Berry, Cathal.
 Barry, Mick.  Brophy, Colm.

 Boyd Barrett, Richard.  Browne, James.
 Brady, John.  Bruton, Richard.
 Buckley, Pat.  Burke, Colm.
 Cairns, Holly.  Burke, Peter.

 Collins, Michael.  Butler, Mary.
 Conway-Walsh, Rose.  Byrne, Thomas.

 Cronin, Réada.  Cahill, Jackie.
 Crowe, Seán.  Calleary, Dara.

 Cullinane, David.  Cannon, Ciarán.
 Daly, Pa.  Carey, Joe.

 Donnelly, Paul.  Carroll MacNeill, Jennifer.
 Ellis, Dessie.  Chambers, Jack.

 Farrell, Mairéad.  Collins, Niall.
 Funchion, Kathleen.  Costello, Patrick.

 Gannon, Gary.  Coveney, Simon.
 Gould, Thomas.  Cowen, Barry.
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 Guirke, Johnny.  Creed, Michael.
 Howlin, Brendan.  Crowe, Cathal.

 Kelly, Alan.  Devlin, Cormac.
 Kenny, Martin.  Dillon, Alan.
 Kerrane, Claire.  Donohoe, Paschal.

 Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig.  Duffy, Francis Noel.
 McGrath, Mattie.  Durkan, Bernard J.
 Mitchell, Denise.  English, Damien.
 Munster, Imelda.  Farrell, Alan.

 Murphy, Catherine.  Feighan, Frankie.
 Murphy, Paul.  Flaherty, Joe.

 Mythen, Johnny.  Flanagan, Charles.
 Nash, Ged.  Fleming, Sean.

 Naughten, Denis.  Foley, Norma.
 Nolan, Carol.  Griffin, Brendan.

 O’Callaghan, Cian.  Harris, Simon.
 O’Donoghue, Richard.  Haughey, Seán.

 O’Reilly, Louise.  Higgins, Emer.
 O’Rourke, Darren.  Hourigan, Neasa.

 Ó Broin, Eoin.  Humphreys, Heather.
 Ó Murchú, Ruairí.  Kehoe, Paul.

 Ó Ríordáin, Aodhán.  Lahart, John.
 Ó Snodaigh, Aengus.  Leddin, Brian.

 Pringle, Thomas.  MacSharry, Marc.
 Quinlivan, Maurice.  Madigan, Josepha.

 Ryan, Patricia.  Martin, Catherine.
 Shortall, Róisín.  Matthews, Steven.
 Smith, Duncan.  McAuliffe, Paul.
 Stanley, Brian.  McEntee, Helen.
 Tóibín, Peadar.  McGrath, Michael.
 Tully, Pauline.  McGuinness, John.
 Ward, Mark.  Moynihan, Aindrias.

 Whitmore, Jennifer.  Moynihan, Michael.
 Wynne, Violet-Anne.  Murnane O’Connor, Jen-

nifer.
 Murphy, Eoghan.

 Naughton, Hildegarde.
 Noonan, Malcolm.
 O’Brien, Darragh.

 O’Brien, Joe.
 O’Callaghan, Jim.
 O’Connor, James.

 O’Dea, Willie.
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 O’Donnell, Kieran.
 O’Donovan, Patrick.

 O’Dowd, Fergus.
 O’Gorman, Roderic.

 O’Sullivan, Christopher.
 O’Sullivan, Pádraig.
 Ó Cathasaigh, Marc.

 Ó Cuív, Éamon.
 Rabbitte, Anne.

 Richmond, Neale.
 Ring, Michael.
 Ryan, Eamon.

 Shanahan, Matt.
 Smith, Brendan.
 Smyth, Niamh.
 Smyth, Ossian.
 Stanton, David.

 Troy, Robert.
 Varadkar, Leo.

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Cian O’Callaghan and Eoin Ó Broin; Níl, Deputies Brendan Griffin 
and Jack Chambers�

Amendment declared lost�

25/03/2021HH00100An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I remind Members that the clock is running and Committee 
Stage will conclude in 34 minutes�

Amendments Nos� 2 to 15, inclusive, not moved�

25/03/2021HH02800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Amendments Nos� 16 to 18, inclusive are related�  Amend-
ments Nos� 17 and 18 are physical alternatives�  Amendments Nos� 16 to 18, inclusive, will be 
discussed together�

25/03/2021HH02900Deputy Darragh O’Brien: Are we disposing of amendments Nos� 19 to 21, inclusive, in 
this grouping?

25/03/2021HH03000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I am going through each one and we are now on amend-
ments Nos� 16 to 18�

25/03/2021HH03100Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett: I move amendment No� 16:

In page 4, to delete lines 35 to 39 and substitute the following:
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“(i) specifies a termination notice that falls at any time during an emergency period, 
and

(ii) cites as reason for the termination any of the grounds listed in section 34 of the 
Act of 2004.”,”.

I know time is short and we want to vote on this and the issue in section 2.  This is a specific 
amendment�  Of course, the Minister did not respond to the point and I doubt he will but we will 
see.  This seeks to extend the protections that the Bill would afford to other cohorts of tenants 
who have done nothing wrong and who should not be evicted in the midst of a pandemic�  I have 
cited St� Helen’s Court as a real human example�  The vulture fund that owns St� Helen’s Court 
also owns properties in Inchicore where it has been trying to evict people�  It owns properties in 
Gardiner Street�  Of course, vulture funds own many properties throughout the city and country�  
They are not the mom and pop landlords to which the Minister refers, and in any event whether 
they were or were not, these are people who have paid their rent and who are being evicted on 
grounds of sale or refurbishment�

Here is an irony for the Minister�  The tenants in St� Helen’s Court would have been better 
off if they did not pay the rent over recent months.  Many of them are on the pandemic unem-
ployment payment�  Many of them are in receipt of the housing assistance payment�  As they 
are good conscientious tenants, they pay their rent to a landlord that is trying to kick them out 
purely for money and the Minister refuses to protect them�  The amendment asks the Minister, 
if he is serious about protecting tenants from unfair evictions and evictions that are not their 
fault in the midst of a pandemic, to please protect tenants such as these who, in this case, have a 
letter that states that as soon as the 5 km restriction is lifted they will be gone in ten days�  Then 
they will be told by emergency services that they do not have council houses for them, that the 
housing assistance payment limit is too low to allow them to rent the property that is available 
in the area, which is €2,000 or €2,200, and that there is nothing for them but an address for a 
hostel in town where they can take themselves and their children�  It is straightforward�  If the 
Minister is serious about protecting these tenants will he please accept the amendment?

25/03/2021HH03200Deputy Eoin Ó Broin: I will be very brief because time is short�  I want to speak in favour 
of amendment No. 16 tabled by People Before Profit.  To speed up the process, I will withdraw 
amendment No� 18�  I have one point in response to the Minister�  Attorneys General are like 
political parties.  There are differences of opinion between different schools of law.  When many 
of us make proposals that are contrary to Government proposals we do so consulting legal 
experts as eminent, albeit with a different legal point of view, as the current Attorney General.  
Therefore, many of us have strong legal advice from some of the country’s most eminent con-
stitutional law experts that the types of protections we propose are indeed possible�  Of course, 
legal opinions are not unlike hairdressers, whereby people like one and do not like another�  Let 
me be very clear that nobody in the Opposition is making proposals because we are not serious 
about them or because we do not believe they have legal grounding.  Our legal advice is differ-
ent.  If we were in government with a different Attorney General I am sure we would be able to 
provide the type of protections to renters that the Government clearly will not provide�

25/03/2021HH03300Deputy Duncan Smith: I want to put on record our support for these amendments�  I want 
to move on and get in as many votes as possible�

25/03/2021HH03400Deputy Darragh O’Brien: I will be as brief as I can, if that is okay with the House�  I can-
not accept amendments Nos� 16 to 18, inclusive, which seek to amend paragraph (c) of the new 
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subsection 1A of section 12 of the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 
2020 as proposed to be inserted into that Act by section 1(d)(ii) of the Bill�  The new subsec-
tion 1A of section 12 applies as per paragraph (c) of that subsection to a notice of termination 
grounded on rent arrears and served on a tenant during the emergency period, specifying a ter-
mination date that falls on or after 13 April 2021 and before 13 July 2021, that is, it falls during 
the three-month extension provided under this Bill�  Paragraph (a) of the new subsection 1A of 
section 12 provides that, subject to paragraph (b) of that subsection, if the tenant is protected by 
the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 and subsection 1A applies 
in their case, the specified termination date shall be deemed to be 13 July 2021.

This measure provides the benefits of the enhanced protections to all relevant tenants until 
13 July 2021.  To reiterate, the protections under the Act will help any tenant in financial dif-
ficulty while they are seeking income support from the State to help pay their rent.  We are 
abundantly clear that it is an extension of protections�

To conclude, paragraph (b) of the new subsection 1A of section 12 provides that if the 
Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 protections cease to apply in 
regard to a relevant tenant, the protections under paragraph (a) shall also cease to apply ten days 
after.  This affords a grace period for tenants to find alternative accommodation.

I cannot accept amendment No� 16�  The text of the Bill and the Planning and Development, 
and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 have been carefully considered from a policy but, more 
importantly, from a legal perspective, with the advice of the Office of the Attorney General, 
which is the law agent of the State and of Government�  Others will say that should they be in 
government, they would seek to have some compliant Attorney General, but the Attorney Gen-
eral’s job is to protect the Constitution and to uphold the law�  I certainly follow the advice of 
the Office of the Attorney General.  These protections are carefully targeted to safeguard those 
tenants most in need of protection, that is, those tenants in rent arrears due to Covid-19 and 
who, consequently, are at risk of losing their tenancy.  Amendment No. 16 seeks to broaden the 
scope of the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 to cover notices 
of termination that do not relate to rent arrears�  In line with the advice of the Attorney General, 
the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 carefully limits and bal-
ances the constitutionally protected property rights by targeting the help at the most vulnerable 
tenants, as is appropriate, that is, those in rent arrears due to Covid-19 or at risk of losing their 
tenancy�

In conclusion, this short Bill seeks to extend the existing protections under the Act for ten-
ants in rent arrears for a further three months until 12 July 2021�  It does not propose to amend 
the Planning and Development, and Residential Tenancies, Act 2020 in any other regard�  I 
cannot accept amendment No� 16 or amendments Nos� 17 or 18, which propose to provide pro-
tections beyond 12 July 2021�  What I will do, as I have given a previous commitment to do, is 
ensure this is kept under review�  As we all know, this pandemic does not necessarily conform 
to plans that are set down�  Therefore, should I or the Government deem it appropriate to come 
back to review and revise the protections that are there, I will do so and I have done that in the 
past already�

I hope that Members opposite, who opposed the original Act that affords these very impor-
tant protections that they say they seek to keep and to extend, will actually support this Bill 
to ensure those who need the protections get those additional protections against eviction and 
against rent increases until July of this year.  I hope that, at this late stage, they will see fit to 
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support and protect those who are most at risk of eviction in that regard�

Amendment put: 

The Committee divided: Tá, 56; Níl, 78; Staon, 0.
Tá Níl Staon

 Andrews, Chris.  Berry, Cathal.
 Barry, Mick.  Brophy, Colm.

 Boyd Barrett, Richard.  Browne, James.
 Brady, John.  Bruton, Richard.
 Buckley, Pat.  Burke, Colm.
 Cairns, Holly.  Burke, Peter.
 Carthy, Matt.  Butler, Mary.

 Collins, Michael.  Byrne, Thomas.
 Conway-Walsh, Rose.  Cahill, Jackie.

 Cronin, Réada.  Calleary, Dara.
 Crowe, Seán.  Cannon, Ciarán.

 Cullinane, David.  Carey, Joe.
 Daly, Pa.  Carroll MacNeill, Jennifer.

 Doherty, Pearse.  Chambers, Jack.
 Donnelly, Paul.  Collins, Niall.

 Ellis, Dessie.  Costello, Patrick.
 Farrell, Mairéad.  Coveney, Simon.

 Funchion, Kathleen.  Cowen, Barry.
 Gannon, Gary.  Creed, Michael.
 Gould, Thomas.  Crowe, Cathal.
 Guirke, Johnny.  Devlin, Cormac.

 Howlin, Brendan.  Dillon, Alan.
 Kelly, Alan.  Duffy, Francis Noel.

 Kenny, Gino.  Durkan, Bernard J.
 Kenny, Martin.  English, Damien.
 Kerrane, Claire.  Farrell, Alan.

 Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig.  Feighan, Frankie.
 McGrath, Mattie.  Flaherty, Joe.
 Mitchell, Denise.  Flanagan, Charles.
 Munster, Imelda.  Fleming, Sean.

 Murphy, Catherine.  Foley, Norma.
 Murphy, Paul.  Griffin, Brendan.

 Mythen, Johnny.  Harris, Simon.
 Nash, Ged.  Haughey, Seán.

 Naughten, Denis.  Higgins, Emer.
 Nolan, Carol.  Hourigan, Neasa.

 O’Callaghan, Cian.  Humphreys, Heather.
 O’Donoghue, Richard.  Kehoe, Paul.
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 O’Reilly, Louise.  Lahart, John.
 O’Rourke, Darren.  Leddin, Brian.

 Ó Broin, Eoin.  MacSharry, Marc.
 Ó Murchú, Ruairí.  Madigan, Josepha.

 Ó Ríordáin, Aodhán.  Martin, Catherine.
 Ó Snodaigh, Aengus.  Matthews, Steven.

 Pringle, Thomas.  McAuliffe, Paul.
 Quinlivan, Maurice.  McEntee, Helen.

 Ryan, Patricia.  McGrath, Michael.
 Shortall, Róisín.  McGuinness, John.

 Smith, Bríd.  Moynihan, Aindrias.
 Smith, Duncan.  Moynihan, Michael.
 Stanley, Brian.  Murnane O’Connor, Jen-

nifer.
 Tóibín, Peadar.  Murphy, Eoghan.
 Tully, Pauline.  Naughton, Hildegarde.
 Ward, Mark.  Noonan, Malcolm.

 Whitmore, Jennifer.  O’Brien, Darragh.
 Wynne, Violet-Anne.  O’Brien, Joe.

 O’Callaghan, Jim.
 O’Connor, James.

 O’Dea, Willie.
 O’Donnell, Kieran.

 O’Donovan, Patrick.
 O’Dowd, Fergus.

 O’Gorman, Roderic.
 O’Sullivan, Christopher.

 O’Sullivan, Pádraig.
 Ó Cathasaigh, Marc.

 Ó Cuív, Éamon.
 Rabbitte, Anne.

 Richmond, Neale.
 Ring, Michael.
 Ryan, Eamon.

 Shanahan, Matt.
 Smith, Brendan.
 Smyth, Niamh.
 Smyth, Ossian.
 Stanton, David.

 Troy, Robert.
 Varadkar, Leo.
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Tellers: Tá, Deputies Eoin Ó Broin and Richard Boyd Barrett; Níl, Deputies Brendan Griffin 
and Jack Chambers�

Amendment declared lost�

Amendments Nos� 17 to 23, inclusive, not moved�

Section 1 agreed to�

Amendment No� 24 not moved�

SECTION 2

Question proposed: “That section 2 stand part of the Bill.”

Question put: 

The Committee divided: Tá, 80; Níl, 57; Staon, 0.
Tá Níl Staon

 Berry, Cathal.  Andrews, Chris.
 Brophy, Colm.  Barry, Mick.

 Browne, James.  Boyd Barrett, Richard.
 Bruton, Richard.  Brady, John.

 Burke, Colm.  Buckley, Pat.
 Burke, Peter.  Cairns, Holly.
 Butler, Mary.  Carthy, Matt.

 Byrne, Thomas.  Collins, Michael.
 Cahill, Jackie.  Connolly, Catherine.
 Calleary, Dara.  Conway-Walsh, Rose.

 Cannon, Ciarán.  Cronin, Réada.
 Carey, Joe.  Crowe, Seán.

 Carroll MacNeill, Jennifer.  Cullinane, David.
 Chambers, Jack.  Daly, Pa.

 Collins, Niall.  Doherty, Pearse.
 Costello, Patrick.  Donnelly, Paul.
 Coveney, Simon.  Ellis, Dessie.
 Cowen, Barry.  Farrell, Mairéad.

 Creed, Michael.  Funchion, Kathleen.
 Crowe, Cathal.  Gannon, Gary.

 Devlin, Cormac.  Gould, Thomas.
 Dillon, Alan.  Guirke, Johnny.

 Duffy, Francis Noel.  Howlin, Brendan.
 Durkan, Bernard J.  Kelly, Alan.
 English, Damien.  Kenny, Gino.



25 March 2021

515

 Farrell, Alan.  Kenny, Martin.
 Feighan, Frankie.  Kerrane, Claire.

 Flaherty, Joe.  Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig.
 Flanagan, Charles.  McGrath, Mattie.

 Fleming, Sean.  McNamara, Michael.
 Foley, Norma.  Mitchell, Denise.
 Grealish, Noel.  Munster, Imelda.

 Griffin, Brendan.  Murphy, Catherine.
 Harris, Simon.  Murphy, Paul.
 Haughey, Seán.  Mythen, Johnny.
 Higgins, Emer.  Nash, Ged.

 Hourigan, Neasa.  Nolan, Carol.
 Humphreys, Heather.  O’Callaghan, Cian.

 Kehoe, Paul.  O’Donoghue, Richard.
 Lahart, John.  O’Reilly, Louise.
 Leddin, Brian.  O’Rourke, Darren.

 MacSharry, Marc.  Ó Broin, Eoin.
 Madigan, Josepha.  Ó Murchú, Ruairí.
 Martin, Catherine.  Ó Ríordáin, Aodhán.
 Matthews, Steven.  Ó Snodaigh, Aengus.
 McAuliffe, Paul.  Pringle, Thomas.
 McEntee, Helen.  Quinlivan, Maurice.

 McGrath, Michael.  Ryan, Patricia.
 McGuinness, John.  Shortall, Róisín.
 Moynihan, Aindrias.  Smith, Bríd.
 Moynihan, Michael.  Smith, Duncan.

 Murnane O’Connor, Jen-
nifer.

 Stanley, Brian.

 Murphy, Eoghan.  Tóibín, Peadar.
 Naughten, Denis.  Tully, Pauline.

 Naughton, Hildegarde.  Ward, Mark.
 Noonan, Malcolm.  Whitmore, Jennifer.
 O’Brien, Darragh.  Wynne, Violet-Anne.

 O’Brien, Joe.
 O’Callaghan, Jim.
 O’Connor, James.

 O’Dea, Willie.
 O’Donnell, Kieran.

 O’Donovan, Patrick.
 O’Dowd, Fergus.

 O’Gorman, Roderic.
 O’Sullivan, Christopher.

 O’Sullivan, Pádraig.
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 Ó Cathasaigh, Marc.
 Ó Cuív, Éamon.
 Rabbitte, Anne.

 Richmond, Neale.
 Ring, Michael.
 Ryan, Eamon.

 Shanahan, Matt.
 Smith, Brendan.
 Smyth, Niamh.
 Smyth, Ossian.
 Stanton, David.

 Troy, Robert.
 Varadkar, Leo.

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Brendan Griffin and Jack Chambers; Níl, Deputies Duncan Smith and 
Eoin Ó Broin�

Question declared carried�

An Ceann Comhairle: The time permitted for this debate having expired, I am required 
to put the following question in accordance with an order of the Dáil of 24 March: “That, in 
respect of each of the sections undisposed of, the section is hereby agreed to in Committee, the 
Preamble and the Title are hereby agreed to in Committee, the Bill is accordingly reported to 
the House, without amendment, Fourth Stage is hereby completed and the Bill is hereby passed� 

Question put and agreed to�

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

25/03/2021PP00100Family Leave and Miscellaneous Provisions Bill 2021: Committee and Remaining 
Stages

SECTION 1

25/03/2021PP00300An Ceann Comhairle: Amendment No� 1 has been ruled out of order�

Amendment No� 1 not moved�

Question proposed: “That section 1 stand part of the Bill.”

25/03/2021PP00600Deputy Denis Naughten: I know that my amendment on carers has been ruled out of order 
but I want to flag this issue.  While there is rightly an acknowledgement of women who could 
not avail of their full maternity leave being facilitated through the extension of parental leave, 
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the small number of carers in receipt of carer’s benefit who cannot go back to work because 
they are providing full-time care for someone who may still be waiting for a vaccination and 
worried about catching Covid-19 are not in a position to return to work�  Flexibility in this area 
would facilitate a handful of people throughout the country who are availing of carer’s benefit.

The bizarre situation is that they will now be forced to go back to work, which puts the 
disabled person or the older person at an enhanced risk of catching Covid-19 because there are 
more people coming into their household�  It increases the risk of someone being admitted to 
hospital or to ICU, putting further pressure on our health service�  The person who is already 
in employment, filling that position for the person who is on carer’s leave, will not be able to 
get employment now because of the Covid restrictions and the impact of the pandemic on our 
economy, and will draw social welfare payments of a minimum of €203 a week�  There is a net 
financial loss to the State of a minimum of €203 a week, an increased risk to an older person 
or disabled person of contracting Covid-19, putting additional pressure on our overstretched 
health service, and all for no cost saved�  With carer’s leave, there is no additional guarantee of 
a financial payment.

It seems illogical that we are not providing flexibility to this small cohort of people.  I have 
taken this up directly with the Minister on behalf of Family Carers Ireland�  He has come back 
about the broader issue regarding flexibility for carer’s leave.  I would be grateful if he could put 
his intentions in that regard on the record�  I urge him to speak with his colleague, the Minister 
for Social Protection, to see if some flexibility could be introduced in light of the additional 
risk of exposure to Covid-19, the impact on our health service, and it costing the Department of 
Social Protection at least €203 week for a small handful of people in this country�

25/03/2021PP00700Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (Deputy Roderic 
O’Gorman): I thank the Deputy for raising this point�  He has engaged with me directly about 
this and I have issued a response�  It is an important point�  As we work towards the full transpo-
sition of the work-life balance directive, we will have to continue to look at the position regard-
ing carer’s leave.  It is covered under Article 6 of the directive, which provides for five days of 
annual carer’s leave for workers providing personal care or support to a relative or person living 
in the same household�  As the Deputy said, it is designed around trying to assist in balancing 
those caring responsibilities with work and potential reintegration in the workforce, or allow 
some compromises between the two.  We have quite a different system of carer’s leave.  We 
currently provide for a minimum of 13 weeks and up to a maximum of 104 weeks of carer’s 
leave for employees and an application of carer’s leave for less than 13 weeks may be refused 
by an employer�  To avail of carer’s leave currently, an employee must have worked for his or 
her employer for 12 months without a break in the employment�

When one reads what is currently provided for under domestic legislation and what is pro-
vided for in the directive, they do not match up, so we will have to do further work on that�  The 
transposition of this directive has to be completed by August 2022, barring one section, and we 
have to come back to it to fulfil our obligations under EU law, so I will continue to engage with 
the Deputy on this point�

25/03/2021PP00800Deputy Denis Naughten: I ask the Minister to engage with the Minister for Social Protec-
tion regarding the small number of people who are due to go back to work now and the current 
two years of carer’s leave�

25/03/2021PP00900An Ceann Comhairle: I think the Minister will engage�
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Question put and agreed to�

Sections 2 and 3 agreed to�

NEW SECTIONS

25/03/2021PP01300An Ceann Comhairle: Amendments Nos� 2 and 3 are related and will be discussed to-
gether�

25/03/2021PP01400Deputy Gary Gannon: I move amendment No� 2:

2. In page 6, between lines 9 and 10, to insert the following:

“Reporting

4. (1) The Minister shall, not later than six months after the passing of this Act, carry out 
a review of the operation of this Act�

(2) Without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing, the Minister, as part of the 
review, shall—

(a) conduct policy and budgetary analysis on a potential further extension of leave 
under this Act, from five weeks to nine weeks and establish a timeline for this provision,

(b) consider the degree to which EU Directive 2019/1158 requires further transposi-
tion into Irish law and present a timeline for its full implementation,

(c) assess the possibility of streamlining all parental leave legislation including Ma-
ternity/Paternity/Parental Leave and Benefit to simplify parental leave provision,

(d) examine ways to close the substantial gap between the end of parental leave (in-
cluding paid and unpaid leave entitlements) and the start of Early Childhood Education 
and Care entitlement,

(e) examine ways in which paid parental leave can be extended to lone parents in 
order to provide equality between one-parent families and two-parent families, and

(f) consider the need to increase the rate of payment for leave under this Act to en-
courage increased take up of the scheme�

(3) The Minister shall, not later than three months after the commencement of the review 
under subsection (1), make a report to each House of the Oireachtas on the findings of that 
review, including proposals for policy and legislative reform.”.

I previously tabled an amendment that was ruled out of order, which sought to provide par-
ity in this legislation and would mean that children of one-parent families would have the same 
entitlement as those in two-parent families�  As this Bill progresses, I am conscious that there 
is a lot of merit in it, but one shadow that will hang over it is that it will enshrine inequality 
into the law as it passes�  I fundamentally believe, and think that anyone would, that children of 
one-parent families should have the same entitlement to time at home with a parent, which is 
the most important aspect of this Bill, as any other child in the State�  Is it the Minister’s belief 
that inequality is enshrined in this Bill and that children of one-parent families will have un-
fair outcomes?  What remedy does he and his Department suggest so that we can support this 
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in its current form?  This amendment, which I will push as much as I can, is about examining 
ways in which paid parental leave can be extended to lone parents to provide equality between 
one-parent and two-parent families�  That is important but beyond that, I am interested in the 
Minister’s comments about why that has not been factored into the Bill until this point and how 
it will be remedied�

25/03/2021PP01500Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I will speak to amendment No� 3, in which we outline a num-
ber of areas we think the Minister should report to the Dáil on in a number of months�  It is good 
policy to have a review of this legislation because we need to understand how it impacts people 
and how it can be improved, so it is important that there is a continual review of the legislation 
that passes�  This amendment contains a number of areas that we would appreciate the Minister 
considering as part of that review�

The first is about policy and budgetary analysis of potential further extension of leave un-
der the Act and how the EU directive relating to work-life balance is transposed, and requires 
a timeline for that�  We will all agree that Ireland falls well behind our European neighbours 
when it comes to parental leave�  It is important that we invest and are ambitious in ensuring 
that our parents and families have the State supports they need, especially in those early years 
of a child’s life�  When things are tough, it is hard for parents to balance work, their family life 
and looking after their children�  It is important that we focus and invest strongly in those years 
for parents�

There is a question about whether primary legislation was required to extend parental leave 
to nine weeks and whether the 2019 Act empowers the Minister to do that�  Will he say why we 
had to go through this process?  Over the past year, when parents were under significant pres-
sure because of Covid and people were losing work, with uncertainty about how they would be 
able to manage to financially support their families, there were calls for months for us to bring 
this in�  Did we need to wait for this legislation to happen?  Could we not have done this and 
given that clarity and certainty to the parents who were calling for it?  There is an issue with 
us doing this piecemeal and I know that there are requirements under EU legislation.  Parents 
would benefit from a clear timeline for that will be rolled out.  Waiting for a week here or a 
week there for that to be announced is no way for parents to plan their families, finances and the 
support that will be available.  We know what we are required to do under EU legislation.  I ask 
that the Minister clearly sets out how the Government is going to meet that requirement so that 
families have clarity and certainty on those supports�

Section 4(2)(c) of the amendment mentions the streamlining of parental leave legislation�  
At the moment there is maternity, paternity and parental leave benefit, and paid and unpaid 
leave�  It is an incredibly confusing system�  I imagine any new family starting to look into it 
would find it very difficult to navigate.  It also makes it very difficult for us as a State to mea-
sure how we are doing against other countries, because the terminologies and conditions differ, 
for example, in respect of whether leave is voluntary, unpaid or not�  We must streamline it�  It 
comes down to parental certainty and enabling parents to know what leave is available to them�  
While starting a family is a fantastically exciting time, parents are exhausted and do not want to 
have to navigate this very bureaucratic system to find out what supports are available.  I ask the 
Minister to streamline the supports and the nomenclature used relating to them�

I ask the Minister to examine ways to close the substantial gap between the end of parental 
leave, including paid and unpaid entitlements, and the start of early childhood education�  For 
any family who have a child and have benefited from accessing maternity or parental leave, 
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there is a huge gap between that finishing and when the child is eligible for the early childhood 
care and education, ECCE, scheme�  During that period, parents have to pay enormous child-
care fees, which are really out of kilter with what our European neighbours have to fund�  In 
many instances, the cost is the equivalent of another mortgage.  For parents in Ireland, there is 
an acceptance that this is just how things are.  They buckle down for the first few years of their 
children’s lives, knowing they will be financially insecure during that period.  They know it will 
be a stressful and pressurised few years, but they buckle down and get on with it because they 
do not expect any more from the State�  If they were to look at our European neighbours and 
realise exactly how much better other countries are doing this, parents in this country would 
feel very aggrieved�  Currently, the gap between the end of paid and unpaid leave and the begin-
ning of subsidised preschool in Ireland is 17�6 months, which is a considerable time�  We are an 
outlier in that respect�  It is a pressurised enough time for parents, so we must narrow that gap 
and ensure supports are in place�  In 12 member states, there is no gap at all, while we have a 
gap of 17�6 months�

Another thing we find and I have seen quite a bit is when mothers go back to work, because 
it is usually mothers who return to work, all their salary is going towards childcare costs�  They 
do it because they think that in two years’ time their children will be eligible for the ECCE 
scheme, then start school, and they will then actually start to see some income from the work 
they are doing�  That is no way to live�  I ask the Minister to seek to reduce that gap�

My colleague, Deputy Gannon, raised the issue of extending paid parental leave to lone 
parents.  When this Bill and these provisions were first discussed in the Dáil, I believe the 
Minister for Justice, Deputy McEntee, spoke about it�  She said that there will be an extra six 
weeks’ leave available for families when this leave is introduced�  The Minister himself also 
commented at a committee meeting that there will be an extra six weeks’ leave available�  They 
both made the assumption that there are two parents in each family�  We all know that is not the 
case.  Families come in all shapes and sizes and our policies and supports should reflect that.  
When we are talking about paid parental leave, there are obvious benefits to a parent being able 
to spend time with his or her child�  However, this must be a child-centred policy and should be 
about a child spending time with his or her parent or parents�  In the case of lone-parent fami-
lies, if a parent is managing the family on his or her own, they are in particular need of State 
support and for the State to give him or her the help that he or she needs�  This issue was raised 
before the Joint Committee on Children, Disability, Equality and Integration and was put for-
ward as one of the recommendations�  It is a missed opportunity that the Minister did not seek 
to introduce a mechanism by which a lone parent could be given the two allocations of leave so 
that he or she would have the full entitlement of parental leave�  I ask that the Minister does that�  
It is really important that we support parents who find it particularly difficult parenting alone.

I also want to raise the issue of the rate of payment for this leave and encouraging people to 
take up this scheme�  It is an issue on which we must focus�  When the payment is being made, 
there is an acknowledgement and a need to make sure it is not just mothers who take up this 
leave�  I know that it is an issue of which the Minister is conscious�  We must ensure that when 
there are two parents parenting, both parents take this leave�  I do acknowledge there will be 
barriers in some families, particularly for some men, whether cultural or financial.  I ask the 
Minister to examine that on review of this Bill, looking at how the scheme is working, who is 
taking the leave, if it is being fully allocated, and how we can address the concerns or barriers 
in respect of why people may not be taking up all of this leave�

I am sure Members all saw the media reports today that New Zealand has introduced paid 
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leave for women who have suffered a miscarriage.  I ask the Minister to look into and examine 
the possibility of introducing such leave�  Currently, there is no provision or support for any 
woman who loses her baby before 24 weeks’ gestation�  The options available are to take un-
paid leave or sick leave.  Even the five days’ bereavement leave currently available does not 
recognise miscarriage�  I ask the Minister to look into this issue�  A mother should not have to 
take sick leave when she is not sick�  The loss of a baby is an incredibly traumatic event�  It is 
a huge loss to any family�  Our leave and supports should recognise that�  What New Zealand 
has done is a very good model and it has shown real leadership with its introduction�  I ask the 
Minster to consider the issue�  If a woman loses a baby at ten weeks, 15 weeks or 20 weeks, it 
is an incredibly difficult time.  I ask the Minister to look into supporting those families when 
they have suffered in such a way.

25/03/2021QQ00200Deputy Claire Kerrane: I support both amendments�  They are most important�  As has 
been said, it is really important we review legislation after it has been introduced�

I wish to raise a few points about the amendment in particular�  One is the importance of a 
timeline on further extensions in parent’s leave�  It is most important�  We have seen it last year 
and this year in particular�  This leave was mooted last summer, announced in the budget nearly 
six months ago in October, and parents had to wait on its introduction�  Finally, they will be able 
to take this leave�  A timeline in that respect is really important and is something we should all 
support�

I wish to ask a question on the EU work-life balance directive, which I raised yesterday, 
and the fact Ireland has to transpose this by June 2022�  Perhaps I picked him up wrongly, but 
I believe the Minister said the Government has until 2024 to introduce the nine weeks’ leave 
in line with the requirements of the directive.  I ask the Minister to confirm that and, with that, 
whether that was an extension to 2024 sought by the Government rather than transposing it by 
June 2022�

On the issue of lone parents, as a State we have let down lone parents and their families for 
decades�  This legislation is poor in that the babies of lone parents will not have the same sup-
port and time with their parent as babies in two-parent families�  That is a great shame�  We saw 
the changes that were made to the one-parent family payment back in 2012, and we saw the 
consequences of that in the Indecon report which showed those very changes made life harder 
for lone parents in respect of poverty and deprivation�  I hope we will not make the same mis-
take with this Bill, which we will if this amendment is not accepted and the Minister does not 
outline clearly today how he is going to resolve this issue for lone-parent families�  They have 
been let down for far too long and the Minister should make that change in the legislation�

Finally, the rate of payment is an important aspect of this legislation�  We know there is a 
low take-up of parent’s leave and parental leave, particularly among men, and we need to ad-
dress that�  We can do so by looking at the rate of payment�  On European comparisons, it is very 
low relative to average wages�

25/03/2021RR00200Deputy Roderic O’Gorman: I thank the Deputies for bringing forward these two amend-
ments, which are very similar�  While I understand the intention of the Deputies in proposing 
that we provide a report on a review of this legislation within a year, I do not consider that to 
be the best approach.  I do not agree that these amendments offer the best way to proceed and I 
will try to explain why that is the case�
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The first issue is the proposal for a further extension of leave and the requirement to report 
on how that is being progressed�  I have made a commitment in this House that Ireland will 
meet its requirements under the EU directive to roll out the remaining four weeks of paid leave 
that are specified.  The directive has to be transposed into law by June 2022, as Deputy Kerrane 
noted�  However, it states that the last two weeks of paid leave do not have to be provided until 
August 2024.  This is not a derogation specific to Ireland; it applies to all member states.  The 
full nine weeks must be in play by August 2024 and seven weeks have to be provided for by 
June next year.  The current provision is five weeks.

Deputy Whitmore asked whether this could have been done through statutory instrument�  
The reason we are proceeding by way of legislation is to ensure the two-year period will ap-
ply.  This element requires legislation to enable it to be claimed in the first two years.  One year 
was set down in the primary legislation and we are amending that to provide for two years�  I 
understand the Deputy is bringing forward an amendment on that point, which we will discuss 
in due course�  Future extensions of the weeks of paid leave will be implemented by way of 
statutory instrument, which will allow this process to be aligned much more quickly with any 
announcement�  That is something everybody will welcome�  Those future extensions will have 
to be undertaken in engagement with my colleague, the Minister for Social Protection, who 
is responsible for paying the benefit, and, ultimately, the Minister for Public Expenditure and 
Reform�  I have been very clear in all my utterances of my intention that this is where my De-
partment will be focusing in terms of supporting families over the coming years�  We will meet 
our requirements in this regard under the EU directive.

The point was made that we should streamline all parental leave legislation, including that 
providing for maternity leave, paternity leave, parent’s leave and benefit, and parental leave.  I 
appreciate that there is a wide variety of types of leave for parents and that this can cause some 
confusion�  On the other hand, it is good that all these types of leave are there to meet particular 
needs.  The amount of leave that is available has increased very significantly in recent years, 
which is welcome�  In terms of meeting the gap that was outlined between the end of maternity 
leave and eligibility for the ECCE scheme, I am very happy to look at how we can work to 
publicise in a clearer way the range of leaves that are available�  I have been engaging recently 
with the social partners, including the Irish Congress of Trade Unions, ICTU, and a number of 
employer groups, on these issues�  Indeed, this is an issue that regularly comes up in our dis-
cussions with those groups�  I am committed to examining how we can better outline to people 
what the various leaves are and how they can apply for them�

When considering the gap between the end of parental leave, including paid and unpaid 
parental leave, and the start of the ECCE scheme, it is important to acknowledge that we are 
narrowing that gap, including by the significant step we are taking today, in this Bill, by ex-
tending parent’s leave and unpaid parental leave�  That is extremely important in encouraging a 
more equal sharing of caring responsibilities between women and men.  It is also important to 
note that the national childcare scheme, NCS, is in place and kicks in from 24 weeks up to 36 
months, or until the child qualifies for the ECCE scheme.  It is available for up to 45 hours per 
week at a 50 cent per hour subvention�  Families may also be eligible for an income-assessed 
subsidy from 24 weeks up to the age of 15�  This is set at a progressive rate of up to €5�10 per 
hour for under-ones and €4�35 for children aged one to three�  Undoubtedly, we need to do 
more to increase these rates and encourage a wider take-up of the NCS�  Deputy Whitmore and 
I have discussed this issue in a wider context and the Government has committed to do that�  It 
is important that we do not put out the message that there is a complete gap between the end of 
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paid maternity leave and eligibility for the fully subsidised ECCE scheme�  The new scheme 
has been in place for only two years�  We have a lot more to do to improve it but it is there and 
I am committed to working further on it�

Reference was made to the rates of payment provided.  Parent’s benefit is paid at the rate 
of €245 per week, which is the same rate that applies for maternity and paternity leave�  If any 
change were made to parent’s benefit, we would have to look at its impact on the other types 
of leave.  A total of 13,000 claims for parent’s leave were made in the first 12 months of its 
introduction�  In January this year, there were just short of 2,500 claims, which represents a 
significant increase in uptake.  The leave is being availed of by parents and by better publicis-
ing its existence and how it can be applied for, we will continue to grow the numbers benefiting 
from it�  I am always happy at budget time to speak with the Ministers for Social Protection and 
Public Expenditure and Reform about how we can best target our resources to have the most 
impact, whether by raising rates or providing additional weeks of leave�

I absolutely take Deputy Kerrane’s point about the much greater risk for children raised in 
one-parent families of experiencing poverty�  There is statistical backup for that claim�  Our 
hands are tied in this particular legislation because we are transposing an EU directive and 
that directive is entirely clear about the non-transferability of the paid leave�  That is set out in 
Article 5�2 of the directive�  The nine weeks that we will eventually provide under the Bill is 
non-transferable�  To create a system whereby it could be transferred would, to my understand-
ing, breach our requirements under the directive.

I made the point yesterday that the range of people who can claim the leave is much wider 
than the biological parents of the child�  As well as parents, it includes civil partners, new 
spouses in the case of relationship breakdown and co-habitees of a parent�  There is a wide 
range of potential persons who can claim this particular benefit, in recognition of the wide va-
riety of family situations that exist in society�  The directive, however, is very clear that this is 
leave for parents�  I take the point the Deputies made in this regard but that is the clear thrust 
of the directive�

Just reading through its recital, the directive is very much cognisant of the fact that for too 
long, when leave was transferable, in the vast majority of cases the father’s leave was trans-

ferred to the mother and traditional assumptions about care were reinforced�  That 
is what this directive is trying to get away from�  This directive has increased the 
amount of non-transferable time�  In the original directive, four weeks were non-

transferable but that has been raised to nine weeks in this�  It was not felt enough was taking 
place to breach the traditional approach to caring responsibilities�

  I have been very clear I am aware we as a country must do more to support one-parent 
families�  We have provisions within the programme for Government to continue the rolling out 
of the proposals outlined in the Oireachtas joint committee on social protection report on lone 
parents from 2017�  We had a measure from this year’s budget that will start in April this year 
for a one-parent family allowance�  There are a range of other measures in the programme for 
Government with which we are committed to addressing this matter�

  Focusing on this one measure as potentially addressing a much wider range of barriers 
faced by one-parent families is not realistic�  In particular, any changes made that would prob-
ably be in breach of EU law would only apply to one-parent families from now on and would 
not address the needs of existing one-parent families�  If we are putting in additional resources, 

5 o’clock
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we must target all one-parent families�

  I take on board the direction of the Deputies’ amendments�  We must implement the terms 
of the directive by June next year and much of the work the Deputies are asking us to report on 
in the context of the amendments must be done anyway�  Not only will we report on it but many 
elements must be addressed either through primary or secondary legislation�

25/03/2021SS00200Deputy Gary Gannon: I will be pressing my amendment.  I fully accept the bona fides of 
the Minister in what he outlines but it is not in any way fair to suggest the child of a one-parent 
family will not be able to avail of the same time at home with a parent but this could be open 
to spouses or family members when this would not be the case�  In many cases the parent in a 
one-parent family parents the child alone and is isolated�  I cannot go back to them while say-
ing I facilitated passage of this Bill because the Minister reassured me a spouse or other family 
member may emerge in future�  It is not good enough�

The amendment seeks to examine ways in which this provision could be extended to one-
parent families over the next six months�  I understand the provisions of the directive the Min-
ister refers to but there is clearly a lacuna in the law and we can be champions in pushing the 
discussion at an EU level, if necessary, or coming forward with legislation of our own that can 
address this question.  This omission is unfair and would enshrine inequality in the legislation.  
We can do more to challenge or even enhance the directive at an EU level�  All I am asking for 
is a process of examination over six months and it is not good enough to say we are simply not 
going to do that�  I will press the amendment�

25/03/2021SS00300Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I will also be pressing my amendment�  As part of the Oppo-
sition we are very limited in the amendments we can propose�  We cannot, for example, make 
suggestions that place a charge on the Exchequer.  This amendment relates only to the monitor-
ing and assessment of legislation and policies being implemented�  I have developed policies 
for the Australian Government and I know it is really important when developing policies and 
legislation to have a feedback loop built in�  We need to know what we do achieves the stated 
aims and that the process can be improved�  We should be constantly looking to improve the 
measures being put in place�

All this amendment seeks is for the Minister to carry out a review that could have been quite 
simple and that would consider, assess and examine aspects of this process�  I can understand 
the Minister worrying about limitations about transferability with respect to the EU directive, 
and this may affect the ability to deal with one-parent families.  However, he should be examin-
ing ways in which paid parental leave can be extended to one-parent families�  It should be high 
on his agenda�  It is only one element and there are many other elements the Government should 
examine to support one-parent families�  This is a key element, nonetheless, and the Minister 
should consider how to provide this leave to one-parent families�

The Minister should also be looking at how to increase rates of pay and encourage the take-
up of schemes�  What is contained in the amendment are actions the Minister should be taking 
as a standard�  This is a no-brainer�  I am thankful he said he would look at communicating bet-
ter on the different types of leave available but he should be looking at how to streamline them.  
This Bill started out as a parental leave Bill but it is now a family leave Bill�  There is confusion 
about what each of these elements mean�

I wondered if we should ask how much time was set aside for each of these types of leave 
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and the conditions required for maternity, paternity or parental leave or parental benefit and if 
Members would get the answers right if they were asked in the Chamber today�  We need to 
look at streamlining�  I understand some of them are very targeted but there should be a simple 
system for families to follow�

The Minister indicated that the EU requires the Government to have the additional four-
week period introduced by 2024�  Therefore, the period will extend to seven weeks by June of 
next year and the EU has stated we must have everything in place under the directive by 2024�  
We are so far behind other EU countries in this regard and we must take a leadership role�  We 
should not be doing the absolute minimum required of us by the EU.  We should not say we will 
not bring in the remainder of this leave until 2024 because that is what the EU requires us to 
do�  We should look at our families and children within our communities to see what supports 
they need�  We know that is the right action to take, instead of following the EU instruction of 
having this in place by 2024�

I ask the Minister to take a more proactive approach�  I am glad the EU has included a time 
limit as, unfortunately, we have seen over decades in the country that with our most progressive 
policies and legislation, the EU banging on our door makes us get it done�  I ask the Minister 
to be more proactive and get to the nine-week period before 2024�  He should give the families 
the support they need.  This provision for an additional three weeks is positive and a significant 
move, but that is because our bar is so low and we have done so little for families in this country 
when it comes to parental leave�  I ask the Minister to do more than what is expected�

This amendment is simple and it is something a Government or policymaker should be do-
ing anyway�  I will press the amendment because I would like to see its provisions included in 
the legislation�

25/03/2021TT00100Deputy Roderic O’Gorman: We are being proactive in bringing in the three-week provi-
sion this year and in extending it out to the first two years of birth.  This extension is to recog-
nise the difficulties new parents have had during the Covid crisis and the lack of traditional sup-
ports, be they immediate family supports or the wider societal supports that families normally 
seek to avail of�  We have demonstrated a proactive approach in terms of the amount we have 
granted this year and the context in which we are granting it�  There are other positive steps we 
are taking in this Bill on adoptive leave, such as removing a discrimination against male same-
sex married couples and removing the presumption that adoptive leave would be taken by the 
mother in an opposite-sex couple who adopt�  This Bill demonstrates both a proactive and a 
progressive approach�

I have outlined that we are undertaking the type of work and consideration set out in both 
of these amendments, whether in terms of rates or in terms of when we bring in the next in-
creases�  However, I cannot make budgetary commitments today�  They are part of a cycle�  It 
is a significant amount of money.  It will cost €28.6 million in 2021.  That will be money well 
spent as it is a good investment, but significant sums like that have to be planned and negotiated 
in the context of wider budgetary allocations�  We are looking at work in terms of the wider 
transposition of the directive over the next year and in terms of the legitimate points that have 
been made on support for one-parent families�  I have met with advocacy groups for one-parent 
families and we discussed this�  We discussed other issues as well�  There is an issue around 
the national childcare scheme�  Deputy Whitmore and I have talked about the impact of that 
scheme on certain communities and I am committed to looking at that in the short term to see 
what immediate interventions we can make to lessen discrimination there and in the medium to 
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long term in terms of the new funding model we are looking at and hopefully will be introduc-
ing soon�  I have engaged with the Minister for Social Protection on the review of the payment 
of maintenance�  That is a discrete issue but it has been highlighted to me as often having a 
particular effect on one-parent families.  There are a range of issues, some in my Department’s 
remit and some across wider Government, and we will continue to advocate on them�  I do not 
think the absence of this amendment will lessen our commitment on those points�

Amendment put: 

The Committee divided: Tá, 55; Níl, 83; Staon, 0.
Tá Níl Staon

 Andrews, Chris.  Berry, Cathal.
 Boyd Barrett, Richard.  Brophy, Colm.

 Brady, John.  Browne, James.
 Buckley, Pat.  Bruton, Richard.
 Cairns, Holly.  Burke, Colm.
 Carthy, Matt.  Burke, Peter.

 Collins, Michael.  Butler, Mary.
 Connolly, Catherine.  Byrne, Thomas.
 Conway-Walsh, Rose.  Cahill, Jackie.

 Cronin, Réada.  Calleary, Dara.
 Crowe, Seán.  Canney, Seán.

 Cullinane, David.  Cannon, Ciarán.
 Doherty, Pearse.  Carey, Joe.
 Donnelly, Paul.  Carroll MacNeill, Jennifer.
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 Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig.  Farrell, Alan.
 McGrath, Mattie.  Feighan, Frankie.

 McNamara, Michael.  Fitzpatrick, Peter.
 Mitchell, Denise.  Flaherty, Joe.
 Munster, Imelda.  Flanagan, Charles.

 Murphy, Catherine.  Fleming, Sean.
 Murphy, Paul.  Foley, Norma.

 Mythen, Johnny.  Grealish, Noel.
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 O’Donoghue, Richard.  Higgins, Emer.

 O’Reilly, Louise.  Hourigan, Neasa.
 O’Rourke, Darren.  Humphreys, Heather.

 Ó Broin, Eoin.  Kehoe, Paul.
 Ó Murchú, Ruairí.  Lahart, John.

 Ó Ríordáin, Aodhán.  Lawless, James.
 Ó Snodaigh, Aengus.  Leddin, Brian.

 Pringle, Thomas.  Lowry, Michael.
 Quinlivan, Maurice.  MacSharry, Marc.

 Ryan, Patricia.  Madigan, Josepha.
 Shortall, Róisín.  Martin, Catherine.

 Smith, Bríd.  Matthews, Steven.
 Smith, Duncan.  McAuliffe, Paul.
 Stanley, Brian.  McEntee, Helen.
 Tóibín, Peadar.  McGrath, Michael.
 Tully, Pauline.  McGuinness, John.
 Ward, Mark.  Moynihan, Aindrias.

 Whitmore, Jennifer.  Moynihan, Michael.
 Wynne, Violet-Anne.  Murnane O’Connor, Jen-

nifer.
 Murphy, Eoghan.
 Murphy, Verona.
 Naughten, Denis.

 Naughton, Hildegarde.
 Noonan, Malcolm.
 O’Brien, Darragh.

 O’Brien, Joe.
 O’Connor, James.

 O’Dea, Willie.
 O’Donnell, Kieran.

 O’Donovan, Patrick.
 O’Dowd, Fergus.

 O’Gorman, Roderic.
 O’Sullivan, Christopher.

 O’Sullivan, Pádraig.
 Ó Cathasaigh, Marc.
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 Rabbitte, Anne.
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 Ring, Michael.
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 Ryan, Eamon.
 Shanahan, Matt.
 Smith, Brendan.
 Smyth, Niamh.
 Smyth, Ossian.
 Stanton, David.

 Troy, Robert.
 Varadkar, Leo.

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Gary Gannon and Jennifer Whitmore; Níl, Deputies Brendan Griffin 
and Jack Chambers�

Amendment declared lost�

25/03/2021VV00100Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I move amendment No� 3:

In page 6, between lines 9 and 10, to insert the following:

“Reporting 

4. (1) The Minister shall, not later than six months after the passing of this Act, carry out 
a review of the operation of this Act�

(2) Without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing, the Minister, as part of the 
review, shall—

(a) conduct policy and budgetary analysis on a potential further extension of leave 
under this Act, from five weeks to nine weeks and establish a timeline for this provision,

(b) consider the degree to which EU Directive 2019/1158 requires further transposi-
tion into Irish law and present a timeline for its full implementation,

(c) assess the possibility of streamlining all parental leave legislation including Ma-
ternity/Paternity/Parental Leave and Benefit to simplify parental leave provision,

(d) examine ways to close the substantial gap between the end of parental leave (in-
cluding paid and unpaid leave entitlements) and the start of Early Childhood Education 
and Care entitlement,

(e) examine ways in which paid parental leave can be extended to lone parents, and

(f) consider the need to increase the rate of payment for leave under this Act to en-
courage increased take up of the scheme�

(3) The Minister shall, not later than three months after the commencement of the review 
under subsection (1), make a report to each House of the Oireachtas on the findings of that 
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review, including proposals for policy and legislative reform.”.

Amendment, by leave, withdrawn�

 Sections 4 to 24, inclusive, agreed to�

25/03/2021VV00400An Ceann Comhairle: Amendment No� 4 has been ruled out of order�

Amendment No� 4 not moved�

Section 25 agreed to�

25/03/2021VV00800An Ceann Comhairle: Amendment No� 5 has been ruled out of order�

Amendment No� 5 not moved�

Sections 26 and 27 agreed to�

SECTION 28

25/03/2021VV01100An Ceann Comhairle: Amendments Nos� 6 and 7 are related and will be discussed to-
gether�

25/03/2021VV01200Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I move amendment No� 6:

In page 16, line 34, to delete “2 years” and substitute “3 years”.

If a parent wants to take this leave, they have two years in which to do so�  We all recognise 
the past year up-ended everybody’s lives�  Families have had to undergo huge pressures and 
changes within their family systems that they never expected�  This amendment acknowledges 
that it was a year that was lost�  Many families had to work from home and home school�  Par-
ents ended up taking leave that they may not have necessarily have taken previously�  This 
amendment is an acknowledgment of the difficulties families have faced over the past year.  Es-
sentially, it would just extend that time period from two years to three years to give families that 
bit of flexibility and to enable them to actually take leave when it suits them and their children.

I acknowledge what the Minister said earlier on the gap and that there is a scheme available�  
It is not available to everyone, however�  This will also tighten that gap�  If we gave families 
an additional year and extended that period to three years, it would extend that flexibility to 
families�  It would also close that gap between early childhood care and education, ECCE, or 
the start of school�  It would also address the issues concerning the barrier for women returning 
to work�  Three is the perfect number as ECCE begins for most children when they are three 
years of age�

Will the Minister consider this simple and minor amendment?  There are no costs associated 
with it.  It is an administrative arrangement that will go a long way to bring some flexibility 
back into the system for families�

25/03/2021VV01300Deputy Roderic O’Gorman: As the leave is currently designed, it has to be taken within 
the first year of the child’s birth.  My proposal is that this can be taken in the first two years.  
Deputy Whitmore’s alternative is the first three years.  I suppose we are trying to achieve a bal-
ance�

The core reason we are bringing it out to two years is that acknowledgement of the difficul-



Dáil Éireann

530

ties faced by families and by new parents during the Covid crisis�  It is an acknowledgement 
of the inability to access those familial, as well as wider societal, supports that have not been 
available or accessible because of closures, restrictions or not being able to travel�

The core reasoning behind parental leave is to allow each parent to spend more time with the 
child in that crucial early period after birth.  That is why when the leave was first introduced, it 
was designated to be taken within that first year period.  It was to provide an enhancement for 
mothers beyond maternity leave and for fathers beyond paternity leave�

We are extending that out to two years.  It broadens it out but it is not quite as tight.  It still 
recognises those essential two years�  The core reasoning behind this is to take account of what 
has happened over the past year�  It is our stance that taking it out to three years takes us well be-
yond that early year period and well beyond what the core of the directive is trying to achieve, 
namely, to ensure mothers and fathers have time to bond with their children, particularly in 
those crucial early weeks and months�  It is the absence of that time to bond which has led to 
the change in the directive from a previous version where the transferability of leave had been 
reduced and less leave could be transferred from the mother to the father�  That was discussed 
earlier�  Not enough fathers were taking up this particular leave�

The secondary goal behind this particular leave is to promote and facilitate the reintegration 
of mothers into the labour market after they have taken up their period of maternity leave�  That 
is set out clearly in recital 20 of the directive�  To bring this out to three years would move us 
further away from that crunch point following the end of maternity leave�

We have leave provisions that stretch out longer such as parental leave�  I accept that is an 
unpaid form of leave but it stretches out for a much wider period to provide flexibility for both 
parents�

With this measure, we are providing a paid support for parents to be in a position to bond 
with and support their child in the initial period after birth�  We have taken the decision to elon-
gate that to two years�  That is very much on the basis of what has happened this year and an 
acknowledgement of that�  It is our sense that two years is the ideal number in this particular 
circumstance�

25/03/2021VV01400Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I acknowledge this is an extension of the status quo as such�  
By extending it from one year to two, the Minister is acknowledging that Covid has really up-
ended everything and made things difficult.  This leave is for early days of bonding.  By moving 
it to two years, the Minister is acknowledging that families need that flexibility, not necessarily 
for that initial bonding time but that they can manage their family life�

We have had a year of Covid�  We do not know how much longer this is going to be�  We 
do not know for how much longer families will have to reorganise their schedules�  We are not 
really sure what is going to happen in the coming months�  As a sort of precautionary measure, 
it would be worthwhile to extend this further, even if it was only temporarily�  To bring it from 
the two years to three years would be worthwhile and families would appreciate it�

Families need both unpaid and paid flexibility.  The Minister referred to unpaid leave.  That 
was something the Social Democrats pushed in the previous term and while it was absolutely 
worthwhile, it was unpaid, which meant many families could not avail of it�  The ideal is to 
have paid leave.  I ask that the Minister bring in an extra bit of flexibility to go from two years 
to three.  The difficulties caused by doing so do not outweigh the benefits families would obtain 
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from it�

25/03/2021WW00200Deputy Roderic O’Gorman: I understand where the Deputy is coming from but this is not 
something that can be done on a temporary basis�  We are dealing with primary legislation here 
and if we put in three years we would have to bring in primary legislation to take that out if 
we decided to shorten the period.  It is different from dealing with it through a statutory instru-
ment.  We are making a significant change to the time period within which parental leave can 
be taken�  We are doubling the period�  Doing so does deviate us slightly from the core of what 
this legislation is trying to do, which is to give parents time in those early weeks and months 
following the birth of the child�  However, there is a very strong reason for that because of Co-
vid and we are recognising the difficulties new parents have had in that context.  If we were to 
take it to the three-year point it would take the Bill a long way from supporting parents in those 
early months and years�  If we made this change according to Deputy Whitmore’s amendment, 
it could not be altered other than through another piece of primary legislation�  The position the 
Government is taking, which is to extend and double that period from one year to two, is the 
best position to take�

Amendment put: 

The Committee divided: Tá, 58; Níl, 83; Staon, 0.
Tá Níl Staon
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 O’Dea, Willie.
 O’Donnell, Kieran.

 O’Donovan, Patrick.
 O’Dowd, Fergus.
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 O’Gorman, Roderic.
 O’Sullivan, Christopher.

 O’Sullivan, Pádraig.
 Ó Cathasaigh, Marc.

 Ó Cuív, Éamon.
 Rabbitte, Anne.

 Richmond, Neale.
 Ring, Michael.
 Ryan, Eamon.

 Shanahan, Matt.
 Smith, Brendan.
 Smyth, Niamh.
 Smyth, Ossian.
 Stanton, David.

 Troy, Robert.
 Varadkar, Leo.

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Holly Cairns and Jennifer Whitmore; Níl, Deputies Brendan Griffin 
and Jack Chambers�

Amendment declared lost�

25/03/2021XX00100An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The time permitted for this debate having expired, I am 
required to put the following question in accordance with an order of the Dáil of 24 March: 

“That in respect of each of the sections undisposed of the section is hereby agreed 
to in Committee, the Schedule and the Title are hereby agreed to in Committee, and 
the Bill is accordingly reported to the House without amendment, Fourth Stage is 

hereby completed and the Bill is hereby passed.”

Question put and agreed to�

25/03/2021XX00300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: A message will be sent to the Seanad acquainting it accord-
ingly�  Gabhaim buíochas libh go léir�

25/03/2021YY00100Young People and Access to Further and Higher Education: Motion (Resumed) [Pri-
vate Members]

The following motion was moved by Deputy Richard Boyd Barrett on Thursday, 11 March 
2021:

  That Dáil Éireann:

6 o’clock
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notes that:

— Covid-19 and public health restrictions have imposed significant hardship and 
sacrifice on young people, students and all those in education, seriously diminishing the 
educational experience and negatively impacting on mental health and general wellbe-
ing;

— even before the Covid-19 pandemic, this cohort of people faced very significant 
stresses and hardships, including:

— the serious stress and anxiety among students generated by the Leaving Cer-
tificate and intense competition for access to apprenticeships or places in the further 
and higher education courses of their choice;

— an unacceptable level of social inequality in accessing third-level education, 
where, for example, 99 per cent of young people living in Dublin 6 go on to higher 
education, while only 16 per cent of those from Dublin 10 continue in education after 
school;

— widespread poverty and financial hardship among many third-level students, 
particularly because of extortionate rents for accommodation in both purpose-built 
student accommodation and the wider rental sector;

— the financial hardship imposed on many undergraduate students and their 
families by having to pay €3,000 per year in registration fees and a full cost of up to 
€7,000 for many, the highest across the European Union (EU);

— the inadequacy of the Student Universal Support Ireland (SUSI) grant system, 
where too many students are ineligible, and the grants do not cover the full costs of 
education;

— the significant additional costs of third-level education also include textbooks 
that often must be bought new, IT, vaccines for those training in the health profes-
sions, uniforms, travel and transport etc�;

— many groups of students having to work without pay on placements, includ-
ing student nurses and midwives, social care students, allied healthcare trainees and 
others;

— an alarmingly high number of students suffering poor mental health and de-
pression, where, for example, a recent National University of Ireland Galway (NUIG) 
survey showed that a third of all their students were suffering from depression;

— one in six students dropping out of university in their first year;

— students who live in digs and private student accommodation being classified 
as ‘licencees’ or subject to private contracts rather than being ‘tenants’, and not be-
ing governed by the Residential Tenancies Act 2004, and being denied access to the 
Residential Tenancies Board;

— extremely high postgraduate fees and difficulties with visas for non-EU stu-
dents;
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— the €16,000 plus, per year, fees for some courses such as Graduate Entry 
Medicine, Dentistry and Pharmacy;

— PhD stipends set at a dreadfully low level, far below a living income, even 
with the increase in the Irish Research Council’s Postgraduate Scholarship Pro-
gramme stipend in 2021;

— PhD researchers and other postgraduates being treated as students and not 
workers, despite their indispensable role in research and teaching in all higher edu-
cation institutions, with responsibilities of PhD and postgraduate students having 
grown as a result of reduced Government funding to third-level institutions; and

— widespread precarious working conditions, with temporary, short-term badly 
paid contracts for those working in higher education, and with over 50 per cent of 
lecturing staff and 35 per cent of lecturers on temporary or part-time contracts and 
‘hourly paid staff’ not being entitled to sick leave, maternity leave and excluded from 
the unfair dismissal protection;

believes that:

— after the hardships and anxieties impacting young people during Covid-19, the 
Government owe a particular debt and have a particular obligation to support our young 
people and students;

— the Government expenditure on third-level education is inadequate at less than 
0.6 per cent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), with the latest Universitas21 study find-
ing that Ireland is 46th out of 50 comparable countries for the level of Government ex-
penditure as a share of GDP when it comes to third-level investment, a fall of 29 places 
since 2017;

— higher and further education is reliant on big business to fill the gaps in funding, 
with areas of study such as humanities, languages and social sciences, deemed to not 
bring a profitable return and not getting the investment needed, and the courses and what 
is studied in courses should be determined by academic interest and not by profit;

— due to limited places on third-level courses, with approximately 80,000 people 
chasing 52,000 places with the Leaving Certificate, and with the Central Applications 
Process (CAO) points system playing a role in rationing out places in third-level in-
stitutions, the system operates as a crude market mechanism where students are pitted 
against each other, and as such is riddled with unfairness, especially for those from 
low and middle-income backgrounds, who have additional needs and face other barri-
ers such as disability, racism, sexism, homophobia and transphobia, and is a system that 
distorts education at second and third-level;

— there is a direct connection between the level of educational achievement and the 
life and career opportunities available to those after they leave education and seek to 
access the workforce;

— access to the highest levels of education should be a right for all and that access 
to third-level should be seen in the same way as access to second-level was in the late 
1960’s, when second-level was expanded for all;
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— with the ceaseless development of science, technology, innovation, artistic and 
cultural endeavour in the modern world, it makes no sense to limit or ration access to 
higher levels of education or to impose financial or other barriers to completing such 
education; and

— it is in the interests of our society to remove all obstacles, provide all the supports 
and all the needed investment to ensure the maximisation of human potential through 
education; and

therefore, calls on the Government to:

— abolish the Leaving Certificate Examination as an unnecessary stress on young 
people, a distorter of the education system and a barrier to accessing higher education 
and the life opportunities that flow from it;

— provide open access for all to higher education courses or apprenticeships of their 
choice, without fees or barriers;

— expand the number of higher education and apprenticeship places to meet demand 
(approximately 25,000 additional places), increase academic staffing levels commensu-
rately, and introduce more omnibus entry courses, especially in areas where there is high 
demand;

— end the reliance on big business to fill the gaps in funding from central Govern-
ment;

— invest to expand further education access programmes, to increase the participa-
tion of those from disadvantaged areas, marginalised groups or communities;

— commit to supporting the Union of Students in Ireland (USI) Education for All 
pledge to end fees, cut rents and increase student supports;

— end the ‘study now, pay later’ and ‘earn and learn’ policies and move to a publicly 
funded higher education at the heart of the Government policy;

— abolish all registration fees and tuition fees for all apprenticeships, undergradu-
ate and postgraduate courses, and increase grants and supports to cover the real cost of 
education;

— return fees paid by students for the academic years affected by Covid-19;

— extend the Back to Education Allowance to cover postgraduate courses, allow 
students to be eligible for the Housing Assistance Payment and restore Job Seeker’s 
Allowance rates for young people to the standard rate, and extend other social welfare 
supports, such as the Working Family Payment, to those in education;

— provide free access for all students and apprentices to counselling and personal 
education services at the point and time of need;

— fund and staff Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services teams, to the levels 
recommended in Sharing the Vision: A Mental Health Policy for Everyone;

— pay students properly for work on placements, including student nurses and mid-
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wives, students of social care, allied health professionals and others who are doing genu-
ine work while on placement, while protecting the degree status of these courses, and 
work with student representatives and CORU to resolve the issues of placement require-
ments that have emerged as a result of Covid-19 limiting placement hours available;

— recognise PhD researchers as workers, not students, with contracts of employ-
ment outlining major research and teaching responsibilities, collective bargaining rights 
and public pension contributions, paying at least a living wage;

— comprehensively integrate access routes and student supports from second-level 
and further education, through to higher educations;

— end precarious working conditions for all academic staff, hiring the 11,200 staff, 
mainly women, currently on these short-term/part-time contracts;

— urgently commence a major publicly funded programme of building genuinely 
affordable, publicly owned student accommodation and establish a charter of student/
tenant rights; and

— abolish the licencee classification and the private contracts for students living in 
private student accommodation or digs and give full tenant rights to all students�

Debate resumed on amendment No� 1:

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

“notes that:

— the establishment of the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science is a clear demonstration of the strength of the  Government’s 
commitment to deliver on the far-reaching goals for the entire tertiary education system 
strongly articulated in the Programme for Government - Our Shared Future;

— at the heart of this commitment, as set out in the recently published Statement of 
Strategy 2021-2023 for the new Department, is the objective of ensuring that Ireland’s 
further and higher education and research systems support everyone, regardless of their 
age, gender or address, in achieving their full potential;

— the Covid-19 pandemic has disrupted the lives of young people but, in general, 
both young people and students continue to respond superbly, adopting new approaches 
that ensure the continuity of their learning and demonstrating high levels of attention to 
public health guidance to ensure their own safety and that of their friends, families and 
communities;

— a comprehensive crisis response has been implemented across the further and 
higher education sectors, involving a partnership between the Government, educational 
institutions/providers, staff and students;

— continuity of education and research has been maintained throughout the pan-
demic with provision primarily online other than where onsite attendance is essential;

— in summer 2020, the Government provided a €168 million package of supports 
for further and higher education institutions and students, to cover costs incurred by 
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institutions during the 2019/20 year and to provide further supports for the current aca-
demic year;

— this includes expansion of mental health supports through the student counselling 
service, a doubling of the Student Assistance Fund and provision of devices and other 
equipment to assist disadvantaged students;

— additional supports were provided in Budget 2021, including a financial contri-
bution of €250 to each full-time undergraduate student in publicly funded institutions 
costing €50 million, an €8 million Mitigating Educational Disadvantage Fund for the 
further education and community education sectors, enhanced Student Universal Sup-
port Ireland (SUSI) grant supports for postgraduate students and increased support for 
the Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH) access initiative to increase par-
ticipation in higher education from the most economically disadvantaged students; and

— for the 2021/22 SUSI scheme, the fee grant for postgraduate students will rise 
from €2,000 to €3,500 and the income threshold for eligibility for these grants will in-
crease from €31,500 to €54,240; and

furthermore, notes that:

— a review of the SUSI scheme has commenced, as committed to in the Programme 
for Government, which will consider issues such as grant rates, income thresholds, ad-
jacency rates, postgraduate supports and part-time provision;

— the State currently provides very substantial financial support to undergraduate 
students in higher education towards the cost of their studies and this commitment is 
demonstrated through the Free Fees Initiative under which the Exchequer currently con-
tributes €340 million to meeting the tuition fee costs of eligible undergraduate students 
in higher education, and in addition, the Exchequer pays the student contribution of 
€3,000 per annum in full or part, through SUSI, for approximately 44 per cent of stu-
dents at a cost of over €180 million;

— a comprehensive economic evaluation of the funding options presented in the 
report of the Expert Group on Future Funding for Higher Education entitled ‘Investing 
in National Ambition: A Strategy for Funding Higher Education’ is underway, supported 
by the European Commission Directorate-General for Structural Reform Support pro-
gramme, and this review is expected to be concluded over the first half of this year and 
will support an informed debate on the future planning and funding of higher and further 
education provision;

— significant progress has been made under the third National Plan for Equity of 
Access to Higher Education 2015-2021 and work on the development of a new national 
access plan for 2022-2026 is already underway;

— a National Student Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Framework is in place 
to address issues of student mental health and an additional €5 million in funding for stu-
dent mental health supports was provided last year, and the Psychological Counsellors 
in Higher Education in Ireland (PCHEI) partnership through Text 50808 (a free 24-hour 
text service) allows students who are suffering from distress or mental health issues to 
speak with counsellors and access supports, and also a Student and Learner Wellbeing 
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and Engagement Working Group has been established to monitor student wellbeing aris-
ing from the pandemic, review the implementation of existing measures and identify 
further initiatives;

— the Government is fully implementing ‘Sharing the Vision: A Mental Health Pol-
icy for Everyone’, including its comprehensive approach to improving the Child and 
Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS);

— actions taken to support the provision of student accommodation include:

— legislation to extend rent predictability measures to students residing in stu-
dent-specific accommodation in rent pressure zones and to bring student accommo-
dation under the Residential Tenancies Board (RTB), giving students access to the 
RTB’s dispute resolution procedures;

— empowering the Housing Finance Agency (HFA) to lend directly to higher ed-
ucation institutions for the development of new student accommodation, with a total 
of €157 million in loans for higher education institutions approved by the HFA; and

— the active engagement by the university sector on accommodation refunds, 
with all universities confirming that students who opted to leave their university-
owned student accommodation as a result of reduced on-campus activity will be 
offered refunds or rental credits;

— the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment is finalising its report on 
reform of the Senior Cycle, and this review will encompass the wider purposes of the 
Senior Cycle including the aim that it should continue to educate the whole person and 
help every student to become more enriched, engaged and competent as they further de-
velop their knowledge, skills, values and dispositions in an integrated way, reflecting the 
fact that higher education is just one of the pathways that students follow after comple-
tion of the Leaving Certificate;

— the Government strongly recognises the value and benefit of an integrated ter-
tiary education system with the availability of diverse pathways for all learners and is 
committed to promoting the complementary roles of further and higher education and 
facilitating enhanced information for school-leavers and for all seeking learning oppor-
tunities, providing a wider choice at transition points and enabling progression pathways 
across and between different institutions;

— the Government continues to invest to provide additional student places in higher 
education, with €18 million provided in Budget 2021 for this purpose for the academic 
year commencing September 2021, resulting in overall investment of nearly €80 mil-
lion to address demographic pressures since 2018, ensuring that a higher proportion of 
Central Applications Process (CAO) applicants secure a place on one of their top three 
CAO options, and these places to meet demographic need are in addition to the 1,330 ad-
ditional places commencing in 2021, funded through the Human Capital Initiative Pillar 
2, which will be on undergraduate courses in areas of priority skills needs;

— the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Sci-
ence is working with the Higher Education Authority (HEA), higher education institu-
tions, Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) and professional regulators, to identify 
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further interventions that may be required to assist with additional places, and the Min-
ister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science will update 
the Government on this in April;

— the Government will shortly finalise an action plan on apprenticeships, promot-
ing uptake in a growing range of apprenticeships as an attractive educational and career 
choice for increasing numbers of young people;

— a Researcher Career Development Framework has been introduced by the uni-
versities and Budget 2021 provided funding for increased opportunities for early ca-
reer researchers and a 16 per cent increase in the Irish Research Council’s Postgraduate 
Scholarship Programme stipend;

— the Minister has advised the House that his Department is engaged with the HEA 
and sectoral stakeholders, to gather information on the teaching duties of PhD students 
and relevant funding arrangements and consideration will be given to this matter by a 
sub-group of the National Advisory Forum for Ireland’s National Framework for Doc-
toral Education;

— the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Sci-
ence and the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform are currently updating the 
Employment Control Framework within which individual higher education institutions 
manage their staffing;

— legislative proposals to reform the Higher Education Authority Act 1971 will be 
brought forward, to ensure that the higher education sector is enabled to meet the vision 
for an excellent higher education and research system which is innovative, adaptive and 
inclusive and which contributes to social, economic and cultural development; and

— this comprehensive programme of reforms clearly demonstrates the Govern-
ment’s ambition for a high-quality tertiary education system which supports everyone to 
achieve their full potential.”

- (Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science)

25/03/2021YY00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I must now deal with a postponed division relating to the 
motion regarding young people and access to further and higher education�  On Thursday, 11 
March 2021, on the question that the amendment to the motion be agreed to, a division was 
claimed and in accordance with Standing Order 80(2), that division must be taken now�

Amendment put: 

The Dáil divided: Tá, 84; Níl, 56; Staon, 0.
Tá Níl Staon

 Berry, Cathal.  Andrews, Chris.
 Brophy, Colm.  Barry, Mick.

 Browne, James.  Boyd Barrett, Richard.
 Bruton, Richard.  Brady, John.

 Burke, Colm.  Buckley, Pat.
 Burke, Peter.  Cairns, Holly.
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 Butler, Mary.  Carthy, Matt.
 Byrne, Thomas.  Collins, Michael.
 Cahill, Jackie.  Conway-Walsh, Rose.
 Calleary, Dara.  Cronin, Réada.
 Canney, Seán.  Crowe, Seán.

 Cannon, Ciarán.  Cullinane, David.
 Carey, Joe.  Daly, Pa.

 Carroll MacNeill, Jennifer.  Doherty, Pearse.
 Chambers, Jack.  Donnelly, Paul.

 Collins, Niall.  Ellis, Dessie.
 Costello, Patrick.  Farrell, Mairéad.

 Cowen, Barry.  Funchion, Kathleen.
 Creed, Michael.  Gannon, Gary.
 Crowe, Cathal.  Gould, Thomas.

 Devlin, Cormac.  Guirke, Johnny.
 Dillon, Alan.  Howlin, Brendan.

 Duffy, Francis Noel.  Kelly, Alan.
 Durkan, Bernard J.  Kenny, Gino.
 English, Damien.  Kenny, Martin.

 Farrell, Alan.  Kerrane, Claire.
 Feighan, Frankie.  Mac Lochlainn, Pádraig.
 Fitzpatrick, Peter.  McGrath, Mattie.

 Flaherty, Joe.  McNamara, Michael.
 Flanagan, Charles.  Mitchell, Denise.

 Fleming, Sean.  Munster, Imelda.
 Foley, Norma.  Murphy, Catherine.
 Grealish, Noel.  Murphy, Paul.

 Griffin, Brendan.  Mythen, Johnny.
 Harris, Simon.  Nash, Ged.
 Haughey, Seán.  Nolan, Carol.
 Higgins, Emer.  O’Callaghan, Cian.

 Hourigan, Neasa.  O’Donoghue, Richard.
 Humphreys, Heather.  O’Reilly, Louise.

 Kehoe, Paul.  O’Rourke, Darren.
 Lahart, John.  Ó Broin, Eoin.

 Lawless, James.  Ó Murchú, Ruairí.
 Leddin, Brian.  Ó Ríordáin, Aodhán.

 Lowry, Michael.  Ó Snodaigh, Aengus.
 MacSharry, Marc.  Pringle, Thomas.
 Madigan, Josepha.  Quinlivan, Maurice.
 Martin, Catherine.  Ryan, Patricia.
 Matthews, Steven.  Shortall, Róisín.
 McAuliffe, Paul.  Smith, Bríd.
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 McEntee, Helen.  Smith, Duncan.
 McGrath, Michael.  Stanley, Brian.
 McGuinness, John.  Tóibín, Peadar.
 Moynihan, Aindrias.  Tully, Pauline.
 Moynihan, Michael.  Ward, Mark.

 Murnane O’Connor, Jen-
nifer.

 Whitmore, Jennifer.

 Murphy, Eoghan.  Wynne, Violet-Anne.
 Murphy, Verona.
 Naughten, Denis.

 Naughton, Hildegarde.
 Noonan, Malcolm.
 O’Brien, Darragh.

 O’Brien, Joe.
 O’Callaghan, Jim.
 O’Connor, James.

 O’Dea, Willie.
 O’Donnell, Kieran.

 O’Donovan, Patrick.
 O’Dowd, Fergus.

 O’Gorman, Roderic.
 O’Sullivan, Christopher.

 O’Sullivan, Pádraig.
 Ó Cathasaigh, Marc.

 Ó Cuív, Éamon.
 Rabbitte, Anne.

 Richmond, Neale.
 Ring, Michael.
 Ryan, Eamon.

 Shanahan, Matt.
 Smith, Brendan.
 Smyth, Niamh.
 Smyth, Ossian.
 Stanton, David.

 Troy, Robert.
 Varadkar, Leo.

Tellers: Tá, Deputies Brendan Griffin and Jack Chambers; Níl, Deputies Mick Barry and 
Richard Boyd Barrett�

Amendment declared carried�
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Motion, as amended, put and declared carried�

25/03/2021ZZ00200Civil Liability and Courts (Amendment) Bill 2021: Second Stage [Private Members]

25/03/2021ZZ00300Deputy Denis Naughten: I move: “That the Bill be now read a Second Time.”

Insurance fraud should never pay�  Insurance fraud costs each and every one of us in this 
country.  Someone making a fake injury claim believes there are no consequences but there are 
significant consequences for each and every one of us.  The difficulty is that there is no down-
side for the individuals involved in making fraudulent claims�  We hear regularly that fraudulent 
claims are thrown out of court but there is no follow-up or no penalties imposed on the individu-
als involved in taking those claims in the first place.  There is no cost or consequence as a result 
of this practice�  The majority of claimants who take cases in the courts do so in good faith�  
However, a small minority are making fraudulent claims in the hope of gaining large awards of 
tens or hundreds of thousands of euro and, as I said, without any risk to themselves�

We all accept that there is no single measure which can tackle insurance costs in this coun-
try, but fraudulent and exaggerated claims have an impact on the increasing cost of insurance�  
Every week, the Garda Síochána receives reports of fraudulent insurance claims�  There is a 
perception that fraud and exaggerated claims have been increasing in recent years without any 
consequence or risk to the claimants submitting them to the courts.

The purpose of the Bill before us is to increase the penalties for those found guilty of an of-
fence under section 26 of the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004, which deals with fraudulent 
actions�  Our Bill is based on amending legislation that was in the past brought forward by the 
current Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform, Deputy Michael McGrath, and by former 
Deputy Billy Kelleher�  However, we have added to the draft of the legislation that was brought 
forward previously by colleagues�  The Bill states that where a person’s case has been dismissed 
pursuant to section 26 of the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004, the plaintiff must pay the legal 
expenses of the defendant�  The Bill goes on to state that in the event of a case being struck out 
because of fraudulent evidence, the court will be allowed to direct that the matter be referred to 
the Director of Public Prosecutions for investigation�  However, it leaves the discretion with the 
judge in that instance.  The Bill also increases the fines that the District Court can hand down 
under the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004 from the current €3,000 up to the maximum per-
mitted class A fine, which currently stands at €5,000.

The legislation would bring this very innovative and unique provision into Irish law to pro-
vide discretion to a judge to refer a case to the Director of Public Prosecutions�  We believe it 
is imperative that such a provision is set out in law�  We hope the Government will support the 
principle behind the Bill and allow it to progress to Committee Stage�

25/03/2021ZZ00400Deputy Peter Fitzpatrick: I thank my fellow members of the Regional Group for their 
hard work in bringing this Private Members’ Bill to the House�  The main purpose of the Bill 
is to increase the penalties for those found guilty of an offence under section 26 of the Civil Li-
ability and Courts Act 2004, which deals with fraudulent actions�  The aim of the Bill is to act 
as a genuine deterrent to those people who make false claims and, in turn, increase the penalties 
for such offences, and to have such matters referred to the Director of Public Prosecutions for 
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investigation at the court’s discretion�

Everyone will agree that insurance payouts in this country are too high�  If we look at pay-
outs in other EU countries, as well as the UK, we can see clearly that insurance payouts are 
much greater in Ireland�  There are a number of reasons for this, including high legal costs, but 
also the number of fraudulent claims being made�  At present, there is no obvious deterrent for 
someone making a fraudulent claim�  That needs to change�  This is exactly what our group is 
looking to achieve with this Private Members’ Bill�  We must, once and for all, have a real deter-
rent in place to stop this fraudulent behaviour�

I have seen at first hand the devastating effects false insurance claims can have on small 
businesses, and I have spoken to many victims in my own constituency of Louth who have 
been subject to this.  The sad thing is there are simply no consequences for making such claims, 
which is simply wrong�  Before I came into the Dáil, I had my own business�  Insurance was 
always one of the most costly expenses and it became more expensive each year�  The bottom 
line is that it is business which suffers.

Defending cases of this nature in court is extremely costly, with the end result being that 
insurance premiums go through the roof�  In addition, many business owners feel that insur-
ance companies settle dubious claims too quickly and easily.  This needs to be locked at and the 
insurance industry must be open to scrutiny in this regard�  Why are some claims challenged 
and others not?  It should be noted that it is only a very small minority who take part in this 
fraudulent behaviour but it is the majority who end up paying for it�  People think that insurance 
companies are out of pocket with these claims but the simple truth is that they just increase the 
premiums for everyone else in order to recoup the money they pay out on claims�  It can be seen 
clearly that we are all paying the price�

I hope Members on all sides will support the Bill�  It is badly needed and must be supported�  
The Regional Group is very clear that it wants to work with the Government and all Members 
of the House to bring an end to this fraudulent behaviour�  Party politics simply do not come 
into it because as a society, we are paying a hefty price for insurance fraud and it must stop�  We 
accept that there is no simple solution but do not accept that there is no way to tackle the prob-
lem�  The bottom line is that fraudulent claims result in extraordinary payouts, which result in 
increased premiums that affect us all.  As my colleagues have said, we need a range of measures 
to tackle insurance fraud and this Bill is just one such measure�  It targets the minority of clients 
who bring fraudulent claims to court in the hope of receiving significant awards.  It will deter 
individuals from making such claims�  There must be repercussions for those who believe it is 
acceptable to submit fraudulent claims for damages�  

On behalf of the Regional Group, I ask Members on all sides of the House to support this 
Bill so that we can begin the process of eliminating the scourge of false insurance claims in 
Ireland�

25/03/2021AAA00200Deputy Michael Lowry: This Bill is long overdue�  For far too long, a minority of people 
have brought false and fabricated insurance claims before the courts, in the same way as others 
might place a bet�  They have gambled and taken a chance because they knew they had little 
to lose except perhaps the cost of their own legal representation, assuming they were not using 
a no-win, no-fee solicitor�  Insurance fraud is prevalent across Ireland�  It is so common that 
many do not see it as an offence.  As it stands, there is no penalty or deterrent for abusing the 
system and making a false claim�  Too many people see our insurance industry as a soft touch 
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and some are prepared to go to extraordinary lengths to exploit a porous system�  That mindset 
has clogged our court system with fraudulent and exaggerated insurance cases and resulted in 
people walking away with large sums of money for minor incidents�

Insurance fraud happens right across society, from the deliberate staging of a physical ac-
cident to those who try to claim double the value of an insured item�  Some people feel that 
they have paid insurance premiums for many years and it is time they got some of that money 
back.  There is a mistaken belief that the insurance companies can afford to pay out on claims 
without impacting premiums�  People imagine that the insurance industry charges high premi-
ums so that it has the money to pay out claims but this thought process must change�  People 
must realise, for the first time, that not only do exaggerated insurance claims not pay but that 
by making such a false claim, they will pay a price.  That price will act as a sufficient deterrent 
to them and others and eliminate the scourge of insurance abuse.  Significant costs are incurred 
by individuals and business owners in defending such cases in court�  Businesses have faced 
soaring insurance premiums as a result of the actions of fraudsters�  Many business owners are 
of the view that insurers settle dubious claims too easily�

There are two main types of concocted insurance claims, the staged claim and the oppor-
tunistic one�  Staged claims are more common than people realise�  We regularly read about 
so-called crash for cash cases whereby people stage a car accident with another driver known 
to them or an innocent motorist�  They invent the circumstances of the crash, exaggerate their 
injuries and often attend hospital complaining of random neck and back injuries�  They claim 
medical benefits, hire a legal representative and head to court.  In some cases, rather than en-
gage in lengthy and costly legal proceedings, insurers settle cases outside court and the claimant 
walks away with a tidy sum.  An opportunistic claim is different.  Generally an incident of some 
kind occurs and the injured party has a genuine claim to make�  However, the claimant chooses 
to overstate the claim to increase its value or overstate the damage to an item to get maximum 
value�  The prospects for making opportunistic claims are as endless as the numbers engaging 
in such activity�

This amendment will act as a deterrent to those who consider making a fraudulent claim at 
either end of the scale�  It will make the opportunistic claimant think twice and will make the 
staged claimant realise that his or her activities are not a pathway to easy money and that the 
penalties are real and far-reaching�  This amendment is long overdue�  Had there been a deter-
rent in place before now, millions of euro could have been saved by insurers which would ben-
efit all of us through a reduction in insurance premiums.  This Bill is only one of many measures 
required to end the culture of insurance manipulation.

25/03/2021AAA00300Deputy Peadar Tóibín: I am delighted to speak in favour of the Regional Group’s Civil 
Liability and Courts (Amendment) Bill 2021�  So far in this Dáil, my colleagues and I in the 
group have chosen to prioritise reform of the insurance industry�  Outside of Covid-19, insur-
ance dysfunction has cost so many people so much, including families, homeowners, drivers 
and many small business owners�  This dsyfunction did not happen by accident�  It is the result 
of a closed market where there is little or no competition.  We see profiteering, gouging and the 
very opposite of decent business practices that should incentivise customer loyalty�  The insur-
ance sector has been protected by years of Government inaction�  Many Governments have 
dragged their feet when called to reform the industry and the dysfunction has wreaked massive 
damage throughout society�

There is no doubt that businesses are being wiped out�  I have been talking to people in my 
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constituency about insurance premiums�  In one case, insurance costs went up from €2,000 to 
€15,000 in the space of a couple of years while in another case, the cost rose from €50,000 to 
€130,000�  For most businesses, margins do not allow for that level of cost increase, that is as-
suming they can get insurance in the first place.  Drivers have been gouged.  Under the current 
system, the more loyal the customer, the more of a fool he or she is�  The pricing model acts as a 
tax on older people who do not have the ability to shop around�  Children’s sports groups, Irish 
dancing classes and festivals around the country have contacted my office about their inability 
to procure insurance�  If they cannot procure insurance, they will be wiped out�

Two investigations into this dysfunctional market are under way�  An investigation by the 
Competition and Consumer Protection Commission, CCPC, has found that five insurance com-
panies, an insurance industry trade association and an insurance broker allegedly engaged in 
anti-competitive co-operation�  A parallel investigation into the insurance industry is being un-
dertaken by the European Commission.  There were dawn raids on the offices of insurance 
companies in 2017�  One literally could not write this� 

This Bill, one of several being worked on by the Regional Group, seeks to reform the sector 
and protect the consumer�  My political party, Aontú, has been working with the Alliance for 
Insurance Reform.  We have organised public meetings, including in County Meath, in an effort 
to raise the profile of this critical issue.  The purpose of this Bill is to increase penalties for those 
found guilty of an offence under section 26 of the Civil Liability and Courts Act of 2004 which 
deals with fraudulent actions�  People should not be able to bring fraudulent claims to court and 
if they do so, they should not get off scot-free.  There must be a cost to fraud.  

Earlier in this Dáil term, the Regional Group tabled a Private Members’ motion on perjury 
in court�  I urge the Government to go further on this and to create a Garda insurance fraud unit�  
We need to redefine and rebalance the common duty of care to require the occupier to have duty 
that is reasonable, practical and proportionate�  We need to reform the Personal Injuries Assess-
ment Board, PIAB, ban dual pricing and make the insurance industry more competitive�

25/03/2021AAA00400Deputy Verona Murphy: Insurance reform is a buzzword which has been thrown around 
quite a lot in recent years.  I have certainly heard plenty about it in my 13 months in the Dáil.  
There has been no shortage of talk about insurance reform but a major shortage of action�  I 
welcome the fact that the Regional Group has the opportunity today to take action�  We must 
take these issues by the scruff of the neck and make the necessary changes.  The aim of the 
amendment Bill presented today by the Regional Group is to act as a deterrent to those making 
false claims by increasing the penalties for such offences, imposing legal costs on the plaintiff 
and having such matters referred to the DPP for investigation at the court’s discretion�

Back in February, Wexford man Liam Griffin was interviewed in the Irish Independent.  
Mr. Griffin is a successful businessman and hotelier whose Ferrycarrig Hotel and Monart Spa 
are popular destinations in County Wexford�  In that article he said he believes the high cost of 
insurance is turning people off doing business, and even compromises community spirit.  We 
constantly hear warnings about the childcare sector and the rising costs of insurance that force 
closures�  There are big price rises for parents�  Providers are leaving the industry�  With regard 
to Covid, we are 192 days into a lockdown where a massive number of businesses have been 
forced to close, but the premiums are still rising�  The whole insurance issue is currently causing 
major headaches for business people�

With all these points in mind, the need for colleagues to support our amendment Bill should 



25 March 2021

547

be obvious�  People who make fraudulent claims contribute to all the problems I have just dis-
cussed�  In order to help solve those problems, we must ensure that attempted insurance fraud 
is met with a very strong deterrent�  Having the provision for attempted insurance fraud cases 
to be referred to the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, DPP, is, quite simply, a no-
brainer�  Fraud is a crime and suspected fraudsters should be investigated by the DPP�  I hope 
to see unanimous support for this stance�  If we have strong deterrents against people chancing 
their luck with a fraudulent claim then we can help contribute towards an overall reduction in 
undeserved pay outs and, hopefully, towards a reduction in premiums for people�

I am disheartened and disappointed by the reaction of representative bodies in the insurance 
industry to the new Judicial Council’s reductions in personal injury rates�  I believe there may 
be a certain amount of heel dragging when it comes to insurance companies reducing premi-
ums�  The Minister of State, Deputy Fleming, has stated that delays in the reduction of costs will 
not be tolerated�  This sounds promising from the Government but the Minister of State needs 
to ensure that he follows through�

There are other issues in the area of insurance that also need reform�  For community, volun-
tary or sporting groups, and even for public amenities, a situation has developed where we have 
struck an insurance fear into the hearts of people trying to run events�  Even if an organisation 
wants to run something as harmless as a field day, it feels the need to have an insurance policy 
in case the wrong person twists an ankle and looks to claim�  We need to tackle frivolous claims 
and ensure that we do not continue to deter volunteerism and community activities or end up 
with the closure of amenities�

25/03/2021BBB00200Minister of State at the Department of Justice (Deputy James Browne): On behalf of 
the Minister for Justice, Deputy Helen McEntee, I thank Deputy Naughten for introducing the 
Bill on behalf of the Regional Group of Deputies�

Insurance reform is a key priority for the Government.  This is reflected in the programme 
for Government, in the Government’s action plan for insurance reform, which was launched 
last December, and in the Justice Plan 2021, which the Minister, Deputy McEntee, published 
recently�

I very much appreciate that the objective of the Bill is to deal with the issue of fraudulent 
actions, and particularly as it arises in cases which may come to be dismissed under the specific 
terms of section 26 of the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004�  I wish to state that the Govern-
ment has decided not to oppose the Bill at this Stage but notes that substantial amendments will 
be required to it.  The Government also notes that it has already committed in its action plan on 
insurance reform to review the issues raised by the Bill, and work is under way in this regard�

The Government’s action plan for insurance reform sets out 66 actions designed to: bring 
down costs for consumers and businesses; introduce more competition into the market; prevent 
fraud; and reduce the burden on business, community and voluntary organisations�  The action 
plan includes actions to be taken by a number of Departments and implementation of the plan 
is being overseen by the Cabinet committee on economic recovery and investment’s sub-group�

The Government recognises that there is a challenge with awards and claims inflation in the 
insurance sector, along with the premium inflation that comes from them.  At the same time, 
certain areas of risk are being avoided, in the commercial sense, across the sector and this is 
disadvantageous to both vulnerable business and other types consumers�
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Orders for costs are a major issue�  Section 2(a) of the Bill addresses amendments to sec-
tion 26 of the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004�  Section 26 of the 2004 Act provides that a 
court shall dismiss a plaintiff’s personal injuries action in circumstances where the plaintiff or 
another person knowingly engages in the giving of false or misleading evidence unless the dis-
missal of the action would result in an injustice being done.  This amendment would require the 
court, where it so dismisses an action, to also make an order that the plaintiff shall pay the legal 
costs of the defendant, unless this would result in an injustice being done�  As Deputies will be 
aware, however, section 26 of the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004 deals with the issue of 
case dismissal on the basis of false or misleading evidence given in a personal injuries action�  
It does this both in regard to the relevant proceedings and to any affidavit sworn in support of 
those proceedings under section 14 of the Act�  The section provides that the court shall dismiss 
an action in such circumstances “unless, for reasons that the court shall state in its decision, the 
dismissal of the action would result in injustice being done”.

When considering section 26 of the 2004 Act, it should also be noted that it needs to be 
read in conjunction with section 25 of the same Act.  Section 25 already makes it an offence 
to give or adduce false or misleading evidence in personal injuries cases�  It also makes it an 
offence to give, or dishonestly cause to be given, an instruction or information to a solicitor or 
a person acting on behalf of a solicitor or an expert in regard to a personal injuries action�  For 
the purposes of section 25, the act is done dishonestly if the person does it with the intention 
of misleading the court�  It is clear, therefore, that the avoidance of an injustice already runs to 
the root of section 26 as it currently stands and is implemented and, to that degree, it is already 
aligned with the Bill�

The view taken by the Government is that the Bill is, to some degree, a restatement of what 
is already happening in relation to costs before the court in personal injuries cases�  The Bill 
would impose a requirement on the courts to make orders for costs, despite this being a matter 
for which there is some existing judicial discretion and existing legislative basis�  I remind the 
House that under the long-standing principle that costs follow the event, the courts already have 
the power to award costs and have done so against a plaintiff at the discretion of the judge in 
many cases�

A further important consideration is that Part 11, sections 168 and 169, of the Legal Services 
Regulation Act 2015 was commenced in October 2019�  Under section 168 of the 2015 Act a 
court now has the power to order that a party to a proceedings pay the costs of, or incidental to, 
the proceedings of one or more other parties to the proceedings�  The order may relate to, for ex-
ample, part of the costs, costs incurred between specific dates, costs incurred for particular parts 
or steps in the proceedings, and costs relating to successful elements of the proceedings�  Sec-
tion 169 of the 2015 Act gives effect to the principle of costs following the event.  It states that 
a party who is entirely successful in civil proceedings is entitled to an award of costs against 
a party who is not successful in those proceedings, unless the court orders otherwise, having 
regard to the particular nature and circumstances of the case, and the conduct of the proceed-
ings by the parties.  The effect of the commencement of Part 11 is that the principle that costs 
follow the event was strengthened significantly and given legislative authority.  I believe that, 
as currently drafted, section 2(a) of this Bill runs the risk of impinging on existing legislation�

Section 2(b) of the proposed amendment makes provision for the courts at their discretion 
to refer cases that have been dismissed under section 26 or the Civility Liability and Courts 
Act to the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions.  While it has been the case that judges 
on occasion have ordered matters to be brought to the attention of the Office of the Director of 
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Public Prosecutions, the DPP would generally refer any alleged criminal matters onwards for 
the consideration of An Garda Síochána�  It should be noted that the DPP does not have investi-
gative powers or the power to direct An Garda Síochána to do so�  Accordingly, where there is a 
question of whether there should be an investigation into the commission of a criminal offence, 
in this case of alleged insurance fraud, it is considered that it should be referred to An Garda 
Síochána�

Another fundamental consideration is that of differing standards of proof.  Where a case is 
dismissed under the terms of section 26 of the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004, this is a mat-
ter on which the court has been satisfied on the balance of probabilities that false or misleading 
evidence was intentionally provided�  It would be for another court to decide in the context of a 
criminal trial whether it was satisfied beyond a reasonable doubt that an offence was committed 
under section 25 or any other relevant provision�

Section 3 of the Bill proposes an amendment to section 29 of the Civil Liability and Courts 
Act 2004, which deals with offences under Part 2 of the Act.  The amendment has the effect of 
increasing the maximum fine for an offence under the Act from its current level of €3,000 to a 
class A fine currently set at €5,000.  

It should be noted that what is proposed in this Bill contrasts somewhat with the provisions 
of the Perjury and Related Offences Bill 2018, which was adopted as a Government Bill on 19 
November 2019�  That Bill is currently awaiting Committee Stage in the Dáil and the Minister, 
Deputy McEntee, expects the Bill to be enacted later this year�  The Bill will provide clear direc-
tion to the courts in respect of the necessary penalties to be applied regarding the nature of the 
offence being prosecuted.  The penalties in the Bill are in line with those in the Civil Liability 
and Courts Act 2004 regarding false evidence and fraudulent claims�  The amendment to the 
2004 Act proposed in this Bill could, if enacted, create a situation where a person could be liable 
to different levels of maximum penalty on summary conviction for the same offence.

I should add that in addition to the prosecutions relating to insurance fraud which may be 
brought under the 2004 Act and under the Perjury and Related Offences Bill upon its enact-
ment, the Government is committed to increasing co-ordination and co-operation between An 
Garda Síochána and the insurance industry�  The Government has also indicated its intention 
to expand the Garda National Economic Crime Bureau, GNECB, which deals with fraud, and 
to ensure the relevant fraudulent claims are forwarded to the DPP�  In addition, insurance fraud 
data will be published to allow for detailed analysis in this area with a view to taking the ap-
propriate actions to address any pertinent issues�  When the perjury Bill is enacted, it will be a 
very important measure in countering insurance fraud and the compensation culture and high 
cost of insurance it fuels�

The legislation to give effect to the recently adopted personal injuries guidelines is cur-
rently making its way through the Oireachtas�  As shown even by the examples I have given in 
response to the Bill, these mutually reinforcing measures have a particular focus on the area of 
insurance fraud and, as such, are strongly intended to augment the original policy objectives of 
sections 25 and 26 of the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004�

Along with the Minister, Deputy McEntee, the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade 
and Employment, the Minister for Finance and the Minister of State at the Department of Fi-
nance, Deputy Fleming, who has responsibility for insurance issues, I am very conscious of the 
issues highlighted in this Bill�  However, we need to ensure that any legislation produced in this 



Dáil Éireann

550

House is legally robust�  I welcome the opportunity to contribute to this debate�

25/03/2021CCC00200Acting Chairman (Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor): The next group is the Region-
al Group whose speakers will have ten minutes�  I call Deputy Grealish who will be followed 
by Deputy Shanahan.  The Deputies have five minutes each.

25/03/2021CCC00300Deputy Noel Grealish: Now, more than ever, things like the cost of insurance can tip the 
balance when businesses are trying to remain viable at a time when the Covid-19 pandemic 
has already put many of them out of operation entirely and others are on the brink of closure�  
That is not even to mention the impact of Brexit�  All of us have heard the stories from business 
owners whose insurance premiums have doubled, tripled and quadrupled in the space of a few 
years�  At least part of the reason for high insurance premiums are the so-called day trippers 
- people who are carving a career out of making false claims for personal injuries and getting 
away with it.  I have been contacted by several Galway business people operating in different 
fields for whom the cost and availability of insurance cover is literally a matter of life or death 
for the businesses they operate�  They support a campaign for an 80% reduction in damages 
awarded for minor, fully recovered injuries to bring them into line with international norms�  
That is not part of this Bill but is something that should be addressed in the future�  I believe 
that reducing the amount of compensation in such cases would make it a less appealing process 
for people making bogus or exaggerated claims�

Tackling incidents of fraudulent claims, as proposed in this Bill, will play a part in making 
insurance cover more affordable.  That could make all the difference in the world to businesses.  
Some time ago, an insurance company told the Oireachtas finance committee that it believed 
20% of its claims were fraudulent�  The company claimed to have caught approximately half of 
those.  One in five claims is an extraordinary level of fraud and it is obvious that those people are 
not put off by the current penalty structure in the event of them being caught.  We need to have 
serious consequences in place for insurance claim fraud that would make very public examples 
of those criminals and make others think twice about doing it in the future�  In my opinion, this 
Bill will do that�  First, the fraudsters would have to pay the court costs of the people they are 
trying to defraud as well as their own legal representation costs�  Second, a judge throwing out 
a case for personal injuries compensation because of fraudulent evidence would have the option 
to refer the matter to the DPP for possible prosecution.  Third, the fines those people would face 
on conviction would be increased to a more realistic level�

I am aware there is a debate over the extent to which fraudulent claims have an impact on 
the cost of insurance cover�  If we can seriously tackle and reduce the number of bogus claims, 
the insurance companies can no longer use that as an excuse for charging exorbitant premiums�  
This Bill will not entirely solve the problem of crippling insurance costs, but it is a step in the 
right direction and part of a range of measures that can be taken to tackle the problem�

25/03/2021CCC00400Deputy Matt Shanahan: As a member of the Regional Group I am very happy to be in the 
House this evening to support this proposed amendment to the Civil Liability and Courts Act�  I 
thank the Minister, Deputy Michael McGrath, for his work in the area during the previous Dáil�

Many members of the public, and especially people in private industry, were shocked, in the 
past 12 months particularly, to hear insurance companies outline large-scale fraudulent personal 
injury claims, albeit without insurance companies making large-scale complaints to gardaí to 
any great degree�  Instead, many insurance companies prefer to transfer the liability cost onto 
hard-pressed businesses and consumers who, as a result, pay some of the highest insurance pre-
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miums in Europe on property, public liability and employment liability insurance�

It has long been known that the burden of proof for personal injury claims has been of a low 
order.  Many soft tissue injuries cannot be confirmed on medical scans.  Therefore, they are, 
to a degree, subject to what the claimant is putting forward�  The onward incapacity is rather 
subjective on the claimant also.  That makes for a very difficult environment in which claims 
can be estimated�

In many cases, it is well described how insurance companies will settle a case only with the 
minimal amount of investigation rather than proceed to open court where compensation can 
vary widely and insurance companies will also face the legal claims and costs from the plain-
tiff’s side.  

Despite talk of reform of fraudulent injury claims for a number of years, the issue is still per-
vasive and, in many cases, downright brazen�  Topical in recent weeks was the sight of Pat Mc-
Donagh, of Supermac’s, refusing to make video evidence of fraudulent trips and falls available 
to clients in advance of their court sittings�  His defence rightly argued that they would amend 
their claims on seeing whether he had video evidence or not�  Legal defences claiming advance 
sight of such video evidence that could undermine a claim is making a mockery of general data 
protection regulation, GDPR, rights�  It is also making a mockery of a fair and legal process�

Beyond that, there is recent evidence of legal practices trawling through claimants of the 
Personal Injuries Assessment Board, PIAB, and highlighting that post-traumatic stress disorder 
could be considered a follow-on consequence of a personal injury claim and could be argued 
in court, whereby the claimant would receive a higher level of payout and the security of their 
legal fees would be insured where such a case was discharged�  That practice should be discour-
aged�  

The amendment Bill before the House this evening is not about prosecution but rather about 
prevention, although prosecution is part of the Bill�  It is designed to make both claimants and 
legal counsel consider heavily before embarking on a case for personal injury awards through 
the courts as opposed to through the PIAB�

Insurance fraud is not a victimless crime�  I am sure the Minister has heard all the speakers 
before me speak about the effects it is having on business, particularly the SME sector in this 
country�  There is a need for enforcement of bogus insurance claims and I ask the Minister to 
engage with the Department of Justice regarding setting up new initiatives with An Garda Sío-
chána to provide oversight on tackling insurance fraud�  Businesses within the entertainment 
and childcare sectors and the leisure industry are really struggling now with insurance premi-
ums, as are people paying motor insurance�  The time has come for the Government to take a 
strong stand.  We have been hearing about reform of the insurance sector for quite a number of 
years�  We need reform within the legal sector to get these costs under control�  We are paying 
the highest costs in Europe for insurance premiums�  That makes us uncompetitive in economic 
advancement and when exporting�  It is an issue that has to be tackled as soon as possible�  I ask 
the Minister to give it his full attention�

25/03/2021DDD00200Deputy Martin Kenny: We will support this legislation�  We understand exactly what it 
is about and the good intentions around it to ensure that we do everything possible to mitigate 
against people who make bogus and fraudulent claims and try to defraud either insurance com-
panies or indeed businesses that are doing their best to try to survive in the difficult climate that 
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we are in�  We also believe that it needs to go to Committee Stage and that considerable work is 
needed�  I hope that the proposers of the legislation would not in any way feel slighted by that�  
There is work to be done on it�  The issue of insurance, the insurance industry and its reform 
is one that we all take seriously in this House and we all want to see much more work done on 
it�  We were all disappointed in recent weeks when limits were put on payouts for minor injury 
claims, when we heard the insurance industry come out almost immediately and say that it will 
not really make any difference and that it will not really be reducing premiums because it has 
not gone far enough�

One of the central tenets of what we need to look at here is that the insurance companies 
will always have reasons they need to keep premiums so high�  Normally the reasons are about 
fraudulent claims and about how so much fraud is happening�  Deputy Grealish mentioned 
some of them saying that up to 20% of claims were fraudulent.  When they were questioned 
about whether they reported these fraudulent claims, they had not reported any of them�  If they 
actually believed that the claims were fraudulent, why were they not reporting them?  The other 
issue that we need to look at, which they always put forward, is the high level of payouts that 
we have in Ireland�  There are high payouts for minor injuries but when one looks at the whole 
spectrum of payouts, there is little or no difference between them and other jurisdictions.  They 
are quite similar because at the higher end, payouts in many jurisdictions are much higher than 
they are here�  All of this needs to be balanced�

One of the primary things that we need to look at, which this legislation deals with, is sec-
tion 26, about fraudulent actions, of the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004�  A case has to be 
dismissed on that ground for this to apply�  Less than 1% of the cases about insurance claims 
over the past years were dismissed on that ground�  It is seldom that an insurance company puts 
forward “fraudulent claim” as its defence.  In most cases, it simply puts forward the reality that 
it feels that the person putting forward the claim either has not suffered the full extent of the 
injury or that the injury has not been that bad�  It is seldom that a company tries to suggest that 
it is a complete fraud, because that is a dangerous route for companies to take�  Work needs to 
be done on that�

The Bill states “the court shall make an order that the plaintiff shall pay the legal costs of 
the defendant”.  In the vast majority of cases that go to court, legal costs follow the judgment.  
If the judgment is against a particular party, the legal costs go against that party too�  That is the 
case in all cases regardless of whether they are insurance cases�  It reinforces something that 
already exists�  While it is perhaps the right thing to do and needs to be done, we need to be 
careful about that�  The court must be able to use a certain amount of discretion in these matters�

Subsection 2B states that the court may make the order for costs at its discretion�  That is ex-
actly as it happens at the moment�  Maybe that needs to be tightened up or we need to examine 
where that is going.  Regarding whether a file should be sent to the Director of Public Prosecu-
tions, what we have here is a civil case being taken by an individual against another individual 
or a business which the individual claims that he or she has an injury as a consequence of.  In 
that civil case, if the judgment goes against him or her, the judge will, in many cases where he or 
she feels it would be fraudulent, suggest that the gardaí investigate it�  Whether or not it would 
be sent to the Director of Public Prosecutions, it would certainly not happen prior to gardaí 
investigating it and determining whether there is a criminal case for action to be taken�  Work 
needs to be done on all of that.  The part of the Bill which suggests that the fine should increase 
from €3,000 to €5,000 may well be appropriate�  I would not have a problem in that respect 
where a case is fraudulent�  One has to understand, as I said at the outset, that a tiny minority 



25 March 2021

553

of these cases are defended on the basis that they are fraudulent�  It is seldom that an insurance 
company defends them on that basis�  It is only when that happens that this legislation would 
come into play�  Work needs to done to make it more robust if that is what is needed�

We are talking about bogus and fraudulent claims�  The excuses being put forward by the 
insurance industry in this country for the exorbitant cost of premiums in cases which are, if 
not bogus, certainly exaggerated in many cases need to be borne in mind too�  The insurance 
industry is making a lot of money�  It is doing well in this country�  It continues to charge high 
premiums�  At the same time, it always has a reason for it, and the reason is never that it is 
making too much profit.  The reason is always fraud, and this, that and the other.  We need to 
mitigate against that�  Where there is genuine fraud, it needs to be dealt with�  There are also 
cases where people have had a genuine accident, they take a case and go to a solicitor�  The legal 
profession will of course encourage them, tell them that they have a case and to move forward 
with it�  They will go to a doctor and get reports and so on�

In fairness to the vast majority of people, they will put their best case forward�  In most 
cases, I do not think it is unfair to say that most people will not underestimate how bad their 
injury is, but they will try to be truthful about it�  If the judgment goes against them and the 
judge says that he or she does not think the person is as bad as claimed, that could be considered 
a fraudulent case�  Should that person then have to pay the full costs of the insurance company 
after getting reports from doctors and so on?  There needs to be balance in this�  We all have 
insurance for a reason, whether it is car insurance, business insurance or any other sort, so that if 
we suffer a loss or injury, we will be compensated for it.  It is right and proper that people should 
have that and they should be compensated for it�  There is nothing wrong with people making 
claims when they are genuine and can be stood over�  That needs to be brought into this too�

I have no issue in supporting this legislation going to Committee Stage, teasing out and 
perhaps improving it to a stage where it would do what it says on the tin, which is to mitigate 
against fraud and ensure that we put in place strong penalties for people who intentionally set 
out to defraud insurance companies or businesses�  At the same time, we have to have balance 
and not go down the route of believing everything that insurance companies put forward as 
their reasons to skin people�  That is exactly what they are doing with insurance premiums in 
this country�

25/03/2021DDD00300Deputy Louise O’Reilly: I thank Deputy Naughten and his group for tabling this Bill�  As 
my colleague, an Teachta Kenny, has outlined, we support this�  However, we believe that it 
would benefit from discussion on Committee Stage so that we can all work together to improve 
it.  One thing that we are all aware of in our constituency offices is the cost of insurance and its 
impact on our constituents�  There are issues, especially with regard to the high price of insur-
ance�  That causes much distress�  I hope that Deputy Naughten and the members of his group 
would be amenable to working with us on Committee Stage to ensure that, where this Bill can 
be strengthened, we all work together to ensure that we can do that�

Insurance is at the forefront of the mind of anyone who is old enough to have cause to pay 
for insurance, whether for their car, motorbike, business, house, boat or whatever else�  The cost 
of insurance has rightly been defined as having reached something of a crisis point, especially 
vehicle and business insurance�  While the issue has many layers and complexities, there are 
core issues which need to be addressed and can be done relatively simply�  This is the second 
Bill about insurance which has come before the House in the past weeks�  Like an Teachta 
Pearse Doherty’s Bill to ban dual pricing, this also targets a problem area, which is fraud�  There 
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is doubtless fraud related to insurance claims�

As an Teachta Kenny has pointed out, the level and extent to which people believe this hap-
pens depends on who one is talking to�  Some believe it is rife; others believe there is only a 
small element of it.  That is where this legislation would benefit from a full discussion on Com-
mittee Stage�

  We know fraud exists�  That is why the establishment of a stand-alone insurance fraud unit 
within An Garda Síochána to investigate insurance fraud, if and when it occurs, is long over-

due�  It is clear that various criminal activities in the insurance market are becoming 
more sophisticated�  As a result, Garda operations must become more sophisticated 
and be better resourced�  That is why Sin Féin is seeking the establishment of a 

stand-alone specialist Garda insurance fraud unit made up of detectives, Garda staff and finan-
cial investigators�  This unit would be initially funded with the reserves built up by the Personal 
Injuries Assessment Board and supplemented with additional public resources, as required.  It 
would create a hostile environment for organised criminality engaged in fraud, including ghost 
brokers, and ensure insurance companies comply with section 19 of the Criminal Justice Act 
2011 by reporting all suspected fraud�

  However, we must also pull the insurance industry up on its own behaviour�  As insurance 
companies have begun to charge more for insurance premiums, they have run a simultaneous 
public disinformation campaign on the level of fraudulent claims to justify these extortionate 
premiums�  Companies have repeatedly said that 20% of all claims are fraudulent and are caus-
ing premiums to rise.  However, under questioning at the Joint Committee on Finance, Public 
Expenditure, and Taoiseach by an Teachta Pearse Doherty in 2019, it was revealed that compa-
nies only report a fraction of claims to the Garda as fraudulent�  For example, Axa reported only 
1% of claims to the Garda as fraudulent in 2018, not 20%�  For Aviva, it was 4% and for Allianz, 
this figure was as little as 1%.  Section 19 of the Criminal Justice Act 2011 makes clear that it 
is an offence for companies to fail to report known crimes such as fraud.  Therefore, either the 
industry is exaggerating or there are persons involved who are in breach of the law�

  According to Insurance Ireland’s own figures, the number of motor insurance claims from 
2014 to 2017 went down by 22%, amounting to 55,000 fewer claims�  Despite this, the aver-
age motor insurance premium rose by 45% in the same period�  This is also in the context of 
total personal injury awards being paid out through the courts and Personal Injuries Assessment 
Board falling by 15% from 2014 to 2018�  It is crucial that Insurance Ireland speaks out on the 
fact insurance premiums have risen, despite the falling numbers and the falling cost of claims�  
It is important we challenge all of the issues in the area of insurance�  Otherwise, we are letting 
the big players in the insurance industry off the hook completely.

  As I said at the outset, this is a multifaceted issue�  Indeed, we need to tackle the wrong-
doing everywhere, from fraudsters, to companies using aggressive and anti-consumer pricing 
practices, customers facing artificially high prices, the industry overblowing levels of fraudu-
lent claims, and criminal activities in the area such as the use of ghost brokers�  It all must be 
challenged�  People who commit fraud somehow think it is just the insurance company they are 
ripping off.  It is not; it is all of us in the insurance pool.

  As has been said here previously, this is not a victimless crime�  This sort of carry on de-
stabilises the insurance pool, because if fraud results in increased insurance premiums, it means 
some people will no longer be able to afford the premiums and they have to leave the market.  

7 o’clock
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As the numbers drop, the risk increases and therefore the price increases further�  Across the 
board, we know rising premiums have caused havoc for small businesses, such as restaurants, 
pubs, hairdressers and childcare to name but a few�  I know the live events sector is another 
area where insurance costs have put a lot of strain on events organisers and artists themselves�  
While we all know the importance of insurance cover, it must be accessible for those who work 
in the area and need it to work�  There cannot be a continuation of the situation where insurance 
is an actual barrier to businesses operating or people being able to something as simple as drive�

  To do this, we must tackle the causes of excessive premiums and do all we can to ensure 
these premiums are affordable and accessible.  This legislation is an important part of that.  As 
I have said, we will be supporting its passage, and we hope Deputy Naughten and the members 
of his group will work with us to strengthen it on Committee Stage�

25/03/2021EEE00200Deputy Patricia Ryan: I thank the Regional Group for bringing forward this Bill�  I wel-
come the opportunity to speak on it�

The purpose of the Bill is to increase the penalties for those found guilty of an offence un-
der section 26 of the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004, which deals with fraudulent actions�  
Section 26 states the plaintiff in a personal injuries action who gives evidence that is false or 
misleading in any material respect and knows it to be false or misleading shall have his or her 
action dismissed unless such dismissal would result in injustice being done�  The proposed 
amendment Bill states that where a person’s case has been dismissed pursuant to section 26 
of the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004, the plaintiff must pay the legal expenses of the de-
fendant�  The Bill provides that the court can direct that the matter be referred to the Director 
of Public Prosecutions, DPP, for investigation�  The Bill allows for judicial discretion, which I 
support.  The Bill also increases the fine the District Court can hand out under the original Act 
from the current €3,000 to €5,000�  My colleague, an Teachta Kenny, has spoken on the issue�

In an answer to a parliamentary question submitted by my colleague, an Teachta Doherty, 
in 2019, the then Minister for Justice and Equality stated that in the period 1 November 2018 to 
the end of May 2019, 50 incidents of insurance fraud were recorded, an average of seven cases 
per month�  Some spurious cases may have been encouraged by a no win-no fee arrangement 
with a solicitor�  There is a perception that fraud and exaggerated claims have been increasing 
in recent years with little or no consequence or risk to making such claims.  I understand some 
have no choice but to use the no win-no fee arrangement because they simply cannot afford 
anything else�  That does not mean all of those claims are fraudulent�

Many insurance customers are of the view that this has significantly contributed to a cul-
ture where a small percentage of people may be encouraged to make fraudulent claims without 
any real consequences should they be unsuccessful.  Significant costs are incurred by business 
owners, in particular in defending their case in court�  Businesses have faced soaring insurance 
premiums as a result of the action of fraudulent claims �  Some business owners have told me 
their insurance companies are too quick to settle claims because it is sometimes more expensive 
to fight them.

A minority of claimants bring fraudulent claims to court in the hope of receiving significant 
awards�  The aim of this Bill is to act as a deterrent to those making false claims by increasing 
penalties, including the possibility of the plaintiff having to pay the legal costs of the defendant 
and of the matter being referred to the DPP for investigation�
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Insurance fraud should not pay and this message is evident in this legislation�  Not only 
should it not pay, it should not be a burden on innocent insurance customers�  It has a cost for 
every one of us�  While there have been some recent cases of claims being thrown out of court, 
there has been little or no follow-up or penalties incurred as a result�  Without penalty or conse-
quences, the practice will only continue.

This Bill is similar to one published by the now Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform 
when he was in opposition�  Unlike so many of the initiatives proposed by the Opposition in the 
term of this Dáil to date, I hope the Government will not turn its back on measures each party 
has supported in the past�  I believe this Bill will act as a genuine deterrent to those making false 
claims, and I add my support to it�

25/03/2021EEE00300Deputy Ged Nash: I welcome the opportunity to speak on this Bill proposed by Deputy 
Naughten�  The Labour Party is happy to provide its support to enable the Bill to get to Commit-
tee Stage at least, where we can complete a more detailed analysis which is required.

The explanatory memorandum of the Bill makes some very interesting points in respect of 
the purpose of the Bill.  I note that refers to “a perception that fraud and exaggerated claims 
have been increasing in recent years”.  I note the careful language used.  The jury, as it were, is 
out on that particular claim.  The figures the industry has published on its view of fraudulent or 
exaggerated claims are very much open to question.

The memorandum also states, “Businesses have faced soaring insurance premium costs as 
a result of the actions of fraudsters.”  It is at pains to point out that only a minority of claimants 
bring forward fraudulent claims to courts�  The Bill seeks to ensure that an automatic referral 
of a claim that has been found to be fraudulent would be made to the DPP, which could act as 
a deterrent to would-be fraudsters�  This is a function that our courts already enjoy and an op-
tion that is available to judges sitting in adjudication on cases�  By all means, judges and the 
court system should avail of the opportunities provided to them to make sure that fraudulent or 
exaggerated claims are moved on to be investigated by the relevant agencies and that justice is 
done in this regard�  As other Deputies noted, fraud is not a victimless crime�  We all pay for it 
through higher premiums and the increase in the cost of doing business that arises when there 
are fraudulent claims�  Where fraud occurs, it should absolutely be rooted out and dealt with in 
a very severe and serious manner�

There is much that is wrong with the insurance industry.  In an effort to fix those wrongs, I 
am not sure that I would necessarily start from this juncture�  Experience and history show us 
that we must take everything the industry tells us with a liberal pinch of salt and not buy the 
line it is selling�  Claims made by representatives of the industry a couple of years ago at the 
finance committee that up to 20% of claims are false, fraudulent or exaggerated have not been 
substantiated to anyone’s satisfaction�  A fact-checking exercise by thejournal.ie noted: “There 
is a large discrepancy between the low number of reported cases of fraud and exaggeration to 
gardaí and the estimated 20% figure stated [by the industry] in the instance of personal injury 
cases.”  The movers of the Bill are in danger of producing legislation that is in search of a prob-
lem.  It would be letting the exceptionally profitable Irish insurance industry off the hook if we 
were to exaggerate the impact on premiums of what is, in the scheme of things, a small number 
of fraudulent claims�

Let us look at the facts around the cost of insurance in this country�  There is a massive prob-
lem with profiteering and cartel-like behaviour in the sector.  The accusation of anti-competitive 
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practices and cartel-like behaviour is not my charge alone but what the Competition and Con-
sumer Protection Commission, CCPC, described in its interim report, published last Septem-
ber, on its investigation into so-called price signalling in the motor insurance industry�  Over 
a 21-month period in 2015 and 2016, the commission suspects that some motor insurers were 
systematically ripping off punters by co-ordinating market activity.  That is code for operating a 
cartel-like system to stiff car owners.  It is important to look at the facts in this regard.  Between 
2013 and 2018, motor insurance premiums rose by a massive 62%, on average, from €435 to 
€706�  At that time, the industry persistently cried foul and put the increase in premiums down 
to rising claims costs�  That is manifestly not true�  In fact, claims costs rose by a mere 14% in 
that period�  This issue needs to be addressed swiftly�

The Government and its predecessor have very dutifully done everything the industry has 
asked of them, but the industry has not reciprocated�  We now know a lot more than we did 
before about the dynamics going on under the bonnet of this industry�  The national claims in-
formation database, NCID, is operational�  It has reported on motor insurance and the industry 
has been caught with its hands in our pockets�  As far as I know, it has not yet reported on public 
liability and employers’ liability insurance�  Legal fees are one of the major contributors to eye-
watering legal costs in this country�  That needs attention�  The work of the Judicial Council and 
the revised personal injury awards regime should see movement in this regard and a reduction 
in costs for business and ordinary consumers as a result�

As I said, successive Governments have been very malleable in meeting the demands of 
the insurance industry�  It is right that awards for minor damages from which personal injury 
claimants almost always recover well should be drastically reduced�  We all want to see that�  
We know that the small businesses that are in the firing line in this regard, including retailers, 
restaurants and cafés, are getting absolutely hammered on the cost of claims in respect of soft 
tissue damage and so on�  That is a risk to businesses and jobs�  However, even after the Gov-
ernment and the Judicial Council attended to this matter, we are still waiting for the industry to 
drop its premiums�  The new regime can and will see claims costs go down at some point in time 
but it has not happened overnight�  I am interested to know the Government’s perspective on 
when that might happen�  Insurance companies have yet to factor in the new regime and provide 
the reductions for consumers that the logic of the new system was supposed to deliver�  The 
industry is coming up with excuse after excuse not to refund a few euro to car owners whose 
vehicles have been parked in their driveways for most of the period since Christmas�  In a reply 
to me yesterday, the Minister for Finance, Deputy Donohoe, and the Minister of State, Deputy 
Fleming, stated that they plan to raise this issue with the insurance industry�

I have noted that there are a lot of things wrong with the way in which the insurance indus-
try works in this country�  Fraud is a problem and I am at one with the movers of the Bill that 
it absolutely should be rooted out in a deadly serious fashion�  In doing so, however, we must 
not lose sight of the impact the actions of the industry itself is having on business and regular 
customers�  We need to have a sense of proportion when addressing this issue�  Our focus should 
be on the industry’s cartel-like behaviour, price signalling, dual pricing, penalising of loyal 
customers on renewal, failure to refund hard-pressed customers at this unprecedented time and 
refusal to reduce premiums immediately in response to the new personal injuries regime�  We 
know why premiums are out of kilter with analogous markets�  It is not all down to the level 
of fraud that some claim goes on but which is unsubstantiated at this point in time�  There is a 
larger question that we, as a Legislature, need to address.  We know how it can be addressed but 
the insurance industry has been dragging its feet in this regard for far too long�  This Govern-
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ment and the previous one has done everything the industry has asked of them�  It is now time 
for the industry to act�

25/03/2021FFF00200Deputy Catherine Murphy: I welcome the opportunity to speak on this Bill�  We all agree 
that affordable insurance is fundamental to the well-being and interests of the country.  The 
sky-high premiums that are being charged add significantly to the cost base of our economy and 
are a substantial financial burden for individual households.  We all know that insurance costs 
in this country are high by international standards�  Despite falls in the average costs of claims 
over the past ten years, premiums continue to rise�

To be clear, there is no argument against the fact that there are exaggerated claims and insur-
ance fraud.  There is no doubt that fraud happens; it is to the question of the degree to which it 
happens that we need to apply our attention�  We must take greater steps to reduce fraud, such 
as the introduction of a dedicated Garda insurance fraud unit to bring prosecutions against those 
who exaggerate or make outright false claims�  People who purposely mislead the courts should 
expect to face consequences.  We all pay a price for not ensuring that happens and it is short-
sighted to fail to invest in enforcement�

Fraudulent insurance claims are already criminalised under section 25 of the Civil Liabil-
ity and Courts Act 2004.  It is an offence under that Act to give false or misleading evidence 
in regard to personal injury actions.  The existing penalties are significant, involving a €3,000 
fine, imprisonment for up to 12 months, or both.  However, the number of prosecutions brought 
under this section has been minuscule�  Whether this is the result of a lack of cases or a lack of 
Garda resources to pursue such matters is not entirely clear and warrants further investigation�  
This Bill would increase the financial penalty for fraudulent claims by raising the fine to €5,000 
plus the legal costs of the defendant�  However, if there are very few cases brought to the Garda 
and very few prosecutions, it is not obvious how increasing the penalty will make a significant 
difference.  There certainly is a discussion to be had on strengthening our laws in this regard.

In driving up penalties for such claims, we must be careful not to initiate a chilling effect 
on people who have legitimate claims�  Not every legitimate case before the courts will have 
airtight evidence in its favour�  Insurance companies will contest legitimate cases as well�  If 
increasing the financial penalty for a small number of guilty individuals will make it more dif-
ficult for innocent people with a legitimate claim and where they are rightly due damages, we 
must be careful�

The explanatory memorandum mentions the perception of fraud and exaggerated claims�  
We must go beyond that as the official data on fraudulent and exaggerated claims are limited.  
Data on insurance costs in general are thin on the ground and I have not found any data indicat-
ing significant increases in insurance fraud in recent years.  It is important to separate the facts 
on insurance fraud from the insurance industry’s continuous narrative that there is an epidemic 
of insurance fraud responsible for driving up costs�  The argument that soaring premium costs 
can be attributed to criminal acts of a few individuals is a narrative that is quite definitely pro-
moted by the industry for very good reasons�  We must be very careful�  There is no doubt there 
is a concern but we must ensure we get to the source of the problem�

Insurance companies have put the rate of fraudulent and exaggerated claims at 20% but 
those figures are, of course, largely inflated.  Insurance companies report only approximately 
1% of claims to gardaí as fraudulent, so as the rates of fraud are exaggerated, it stands to reason 
that the effect on premiums is also exaggerated.  Mr. Justice Kevin Cross is the High Court 
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judge currently in charge of the personal injuries list and he has shared his view, stating it is 
fundamentally dishonest to blame supposedly fraudulent claims for the cost of insurance�  In 
its 2017 report, the cost of insurance working group stated that fraud was not one of the main 
reasons for increasing motor insurance costs and a follow-up report noted there were no official 
data to indicate that insurance fraud was widespread�

The reality is we are lacking official data on liability insurance, which makes it very difficult 
to pinpoint cases for high premiums and the areas in which we must strengthen legislation�  The 
data we have indicate that public liability insurance premiums have jumped by 15% to 20% 
over the past three years, as reported by the CCPC�  The sharp increase in cases and the exit of 
a number of overseas providers from the market has been devastating for so many community 
groups, sports clubs, childcare facilities, etc�  The CCPC report highlights the lack of indepen-
dent public data on the insurance market as a barrier for new entrants to the market�  We must 
pay very serious attention to that�  Businesses and community groups must be supported by the 
State so they can engage with the market and lower risk profiles where possible.

A recent Central Bank report on motor insurance claims indicates people were not benefit-
ting from settling personal injury claims through litigation and they often ended up waiting 
twice as long for a settlement almost similar in size�  The report indicates the litigation costs 
accounted for approximately 67% of compensation awarded, bringing average claim costs to 
€40,000�  In comparison, legal costs under the PIAB account for less than 4% of compensation 
awarded and the total for average claims is less than €24,000, which is a difference of €16,000 
per claim.  There is also a significant difference in the time taken to settle a claim.  Claims in-
volving litigation take an average of 4�7 years, whereas the PIAB took 2�9 years on average�  
The benefits of the board’s process are clear and there is great benefit to expanding the role of 
this board�  There are areas like mediation of settlements where this should happen�

We must examine evidence and we need more data�  We are not opposed to this legislation 
but more information is needed�  Perhaps it does not get to the crux of what will resolve this 
matter�

25/03/2021GGG00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: I support this important legislation from the Regional Group, 
particularly Deputy Naughten, which is very badly needed�  We need insurance reform�  I detest 
fraud and those who commit fraud but I am not the judge and jury�  I cannot prove these things 
and it is often hard to prove fraud�  The advertisements run by insurance companies implied 
people were putting their hands in our pockets and they were very effective.  They made people 
think�

This is not by any manner or means a panacea for fixing the insurance industry.  As others 
have said, insurance is a lucrative business and because some firms have left our market, it is 
less competitive than it was�  I deal with insurance all the time because I am part of a company 
that employs many people and that has a turnover�  Insurance is vital for it but it is very hard to 
get it�  We are given every reason in the book for these companies not dealing with the problem 
but instead getting as much as they can, in the main, from the people who pay for insurance�  
I raised yesterday how the Judicial Council is trying to deal with overpayments for small and 
trivial injuries; it is only tinkering with this and it is not really serious about the matter�  We must 
deal with the judges and legal people, including free legal aid�  We must tackle the payouts and 
provide refresher courses for members of the Judiciary�

This legislation is very important but we need more�  It is the same with banks, which have 
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no governing legislation�  It is like the Wild West and they can do as they like�  The insurance 
companies are nearly the same�  We cannot operate without them�  As I said, I have no time for 
people who defraud these companies but some of the increases in premiums are astronomical�  
They have put many people out of business.  Although it may be difficult to deal with the prob-
lem, I support the legislation�

25/03/2021GGG00300Deputy Michael Collins: I certainly support this legislation because we need insurance 
reform�  It is long overdue�  I was elected in 2016 to the Dáil and it is embarrassing to face my 
constituents time and again when they ask me what I have done about insurance�  These are 
business people working their butts off, whether in a garage or elsewhere in west Cork.  They 
are murdered by having to pay huge rates of insurance without any mercy�  We have spoken 
about this time and again but nothing has changed�  The young people out there trying to get 
car insurance are being fleeced along with older people.  Everybody is being caught one way 
or another�

The way hard-working publicans have been treated is scandalous�  They paid their insur-
ance through the years but the insurance companies were not willing to pay when there was 
a genuine reason�  Sometimes it looks like people must pay the bill but there is no guarantee 
of getting back the money.  Community voluntary organisations are suffering severely.  Many 
claims should be disputed and fought in court but they are just settled�  A voluntary organisation 
I am involved with saw this happen some years ago when it was a disaster to pay money on the 
claim�  It was done almost automatically and the consent of the organisation was not sought�  
We gave an instruction that the claim should be fought as we felt we were in the right�  Volun-
tary groups must raise funds locally but they pay massive money for insurance�  It is the same 
for sports organisations throughout west Cork�

We need to make changes�  We cannot be talking about this year in and year out without 
anything happening on the group�  I will certainly support this Bill�

25/03/2021GGG00400Deputy Richard O’Donoghue: There is only one way we will stop insurance fraud and that 
is by making people accountable�  There are people whose families have a history of claims�  
We probably all know people or families who have made massive claims�  There is no problem 
with people making insurance claims that are warranted, needed and just but we have serial 
claimants�  We have to link it to something�  We have to know if they come into the courts or 
if families have been organising these things�  They have to join the dots�  There could be two 
or three different people coming into court every six months making claims and it is not being 
picked up on�  There has to be accountability for it�  Anyone who deserves a claim for an injury 
or anything, deserves it because of their health�  However, people who do it on a constant basis 
need to be penalised, summonsed and dealt with on that basis�

Deputies said that price rises are not based on claims�  If one goes to insure one’s car, the 
insurance for a car in each county is different and depends on the claims within the county.  The 
Minister can go online and check it.  In different parts of the country, insurance for the same 
vehicle with the same stats are higher in certain counties because of the claims within the coun-
ties�  That means there is an issue in those counties and it needs to be dealt with�  The people 
making the fraudulent claims need to be dealt with by the heavy hand of the law�  I fully support 
this Bill�

25/03/2021HHH00200Deputy Carol Nolan: Gabhaim buíochas leis an nGrúpa Réigiúnach, a chuir an Bille seo os 
ár gcomhair�  Beidh mé ag tabhairt mo thacaíocht iomlán don Bhille�  We have a compensation 
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culture in Ireland that needs to be strongly challenged�  Many businesses have been left high 
and dry and many have suffered much distress due to fraudulent compensation claims.  This Bill 
is relevant and appropriate to what is happening in Ireland�  As Deputy Naughten made clear, 
the Bill’s aim is to act as a genuine deterrent to those making false claims by increasing penal-
ties for such offences, imposing legal costs on the plaintiff and having such matters referred to 
the Director of Public Prosecutors for investigation at the court’s discretion�  This is an excellent 
objective�  I am tempted to say we have enough gangsters in the insurance sector without having 
chancers in the courtrooms too�

The damage to small firms through insurance fraud is massive.  It can wipe out a business 
financially and destroy the businessperson who has spent many hard years building the business 
up�  Jonathan Hehir, CEO of insuremyshop.ie, said recently:

Shops throughout [this] country [have closed] as a result of crippling fraudulent public 
liability claims and subsequent premium increases.  False claims [he went on to say] are a 
‘plague’ on many small businesses in Ireland, particularly those in retail, where some people 
attempt to sue after pretending to trip in a shop, or pretending to steal so [that] they can 
[then] accuse the store for defamation when questioned.  From what [this group has seen] 
on the ground, a significant portion of these cases in some shops are intentionally planned 
by criminals [who] have invariably benefitted from similar exercises in the past.

That is why this Bill is so important�  We need to make it easier for the small business to 
thrive and more difficult for the criminal or fraudster to profit from the hard work of others.

25/03/2021HHH00300Deputy James Lawless: The Government supports this Bill, as the Minister of State told 
us earlier�  I support it as a member of a Government party and personally�  My then colleague, 
Billy Kelleher, now an MEP, introduced this Bill in the last Dáil and I spoke in support of it on 
that occasion�  The Minister, Deputy Michael McGrath, introduced and took the baton forward 
on the Bill in the last Dáil and I commend his work on it�

There can be no doubt that the consequences for those who perpetrate fraudulent claims 
should be grave.  Consequences should apply and the fact somebody can make an exaggerated 
or entirely bogus claim with no consequence is not acceptable.  We heard the Minister of State 
particularise the measures that are in place at the moment for dealing with such claims�

There are a couple of things that are useful to reflect on in the context of the Bill.  One is 
that in the Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004 there are already provisions – I think in sections 
25 and 26 – that provide for it to be an offence for somebody to mislead the court.  Every per-
sonal injury claim that is submitted to a court process requires an affidavit of verification where 
somebody has to swear on affidavit that they are telling the truth.  It is important to note there 
are existing protections and precautions within the system�  It is true, as the Minister of State 
referenced, that costs follow the event�  That means in a civil case that if one loses, one pays�  
It is often said there is no consequence and people who lose do not pay.  Often the reason they 
do not pay is they do not have anything to pay with�  That is not an endorsement or excuse for 
somebody offering a fraudulent claim but it puts some context around the provisions.  There is 
already a provision and costs go against the losing party.  The question is how that is enforced.  
Does a sheriff go after somebody and pursue them to their home, if they have one, and take the 
car, vehicle or whatever assets they may have?  Often they are people of little means�  There is 
that practical issue to consider�
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I support the Bill and I commend and see exactly where the Deputies are coming from in 
introducing it� Everybody in this House and this country would be against fraudulent claims�  
However, it is important to put some context on it�  There is a narrative that has emerged in 
recent years and has been, I suggest, largely driven by insurance companies that every claim is 
fraudulent and everybody who walks up the steps of the courts is on a mission to defraud the 
taxpayer, the insurance company or the small business�  That is not the case�  We have heard 
already from other Deputies that it is a very small minority of claims that fall into this category�

It is also important to reflect that the foundation in our law for this type of claim goes back 
to first principles.  These are important principles of employee protection, consumer protec-
tion and, in many cases, environmental protection�  A century ago, coming out of the industrial 
revolution it was seen as acceptable to have workers, often from children up, spend their entire 
lives working in grimy pits and factories�  They were in workplaces with no health and safety, 
no regulated breaks or working time and no protective measures�  If somebody fell dead on 
the production line, they were effectively swept off the floor and replaced quickly.  That might 
be an extreme case but there was no protection and no recourse if somebody was injured in a 
workplace accident or, indeed, if somebody brought a faulty product�  A famous case where the 
law was changed concerned a young schoolgirl in a nightdress which went on fire in front of a 
fireplace because it turned out to be made of flammable materials.

Another landmark case was Donoghue v. Stevenson, 1932, which anyone who studied law 
in the last 90 years will be familiar with�  It is often referred to as the tale of the snail in the gin-
ger ale.  It is the foundation of the modern tort of negligence.  Effectively, that case was about 
a woman drinking a bottle of ginger ale and, to her horror, when she opened it, began to drink 
and had consumed half of it, she realised it was so putrid it had snails growing and living inside 
it.  Snails are disgusting things to find in one’s ginger ale but one could get worse: carcinogenic 
substances, cancer-causing materials and all kinds of hazardous materials in a product one has 
ingested, consumed, bought or had put upon one�  It is reasonable to say one should be able to 
bring a claim in those circumstances and have right of recourse and redress�  The manufacturer 
of a profit is the big fish in this.  It is usually the small man or woman on the other end of these 
situations and they should have some right of reply and redress and be able to litigate that, if 
necessary, before the courts�  It is important to hold that context�  Many of the types of actions 
that go before the courts vindicate laws we make in this Chamber, that our predecessors made 
in the last decades or that have come from Europe�  They are there for good reasons: to protect 
individuals and to protect the rights of the small man or woman against big corporations, be 
they employers, manufacturers of products or other things�

That is the principal point I want to make�  Not everybody who brings a claim is bad, not 
everybody should be discouraged from bringing a claim and they are vindicating important 
rights that we and others have legislated for them to have�  Society has progressed by giving 
those rights�

The other point has been made by other Deputies but I completely concur�  It is that insur-
ance companies would have us believe that every claim is fraudulent�  There is an extent to 
which the media play into that narrative because we often read in the papers about shock-horror 
cases where either the case was thrown out of court or some huge award was given in circum-
stances where it seems a bit dubious or undeserved�  We rarely read about the 99% of cases in 
between where people bring a legitimate cause of action, are rewarded an often modest sum 
and walk out of court no better off than they started.  Perhaps, however, the wrong is righted by 
some small award to compensate for what may have been a significant loss.
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The insurance companies have major questions to answer.  The suggestion is that fraudulent 
claims are the root of all evil in terms of the premiums that both small and large businesses and, 
indeed, individuals and consumers or anybody who bought or tried to get a car on the road in 
recent years, particularly younger people, have experienced�  I know the blight of insurance 
premiums on businesses in my constituency�  To suggest, however, that all of this can be laid 
at the door of the fewer than 1% of claimants who make fraudulent claims is asking too much 
and going too far�

We in this House have done our bit, introducing successive items of legislation relating to 
this matter�  We are now introducing with legislation to copper-fasten existing legislation�  The 
Civil Liability and Courts Act 2004 is being supplemented with very similar provisions in the 
perjury Bill, which is passing through the House at the moment�  The Bill with which we are 
dealing was brought before the House with absolutely good intent�  I completely support and 
endorse the reasoning behind its introduction�  It is, however, building on foundations that were 
laid 20 years ago in terms of recourse, penalties and sanctions�

It is time for insurance companies to get real and get on with actually dealing with this mat-
ter.  I do not buy the argument that this is the cause of it all.  The bottom line is that the profits of 
those companies are far more to do with it and that is really where the examination stops�  This 
House and the political system in general have done their part�  It is over to the insurers to bring 
premiums down and to look at the books and the reasons involved�  It is important, however, 
that all of us in this House challenge the perceptions that exist in respect of fraudulent claims 
because, in my view, the companies involved are flogging a false narrative for their own com-
mercial gain�  It is very important that we do this while recognising the right and the legitimacy 
of the ordinary man or woman to bring a claim where he or she has been wronged�  There is 
actually nothing untoward about that whatsoever in the vast majority of circumstances�

25/03/2021JJJ00200An Ceann Comhairle: I thank Deputy Lawless�  The Minister has ten minutes�

25/03/2021JJJ00300Minister for Justice and Equality (Deputy Helen McEntee): First, I thank Deputy Denis 
Naughten and his colleagues in the Regional Independent Group for highlighting the issue with 
which the Bill deals�  I acknowledge the spirit in which the Bill has been brought forward�  I 
also thank those Members who have participated so far in the debate�

As the Minister of State outlined, there is much common ground between this Bill and the 
Government’s action plan for insurance reform�  I acknowledge the various points that have 
been expressed by Deputies about the high cost of insurance in this jurisdiction and, most im-
portantly, the adverse impact this has on our private citizens, enterprise and communities�

This Government is taking insurance reform very seriously, as are all Members who spoke 
here tonight.  We know that a cost-competitive insurance sector is absolutely vital for our fi-
nancial stability and economic activity�  We know too that pricing and availability of insurance 
has been and remains a major problem for businesses, community groups and consumers�  The 
programme for Government outlines a range of commitments to inform our insurance sector 
and the action plan for insurance reform, which was published in December, contains 66 spe-
cific actions aimed at bringing down costs for consumers and businesses including introducing 
more competition into the market, preventing fraud and reducing the burden on the business 
community and voluntary organisations�  Those actions include examination of the very issues 
which are the subject of this Bill this evening, that is, the pursuit of fraudulent claims and the 
awarding of costs,
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Every effort is being made to address these issues and, more generally, what is colloqui-
ally described as the claims culture that drives them�  Insurance reform is a key goal for the 
Department and is included in our Justice Plan 2021, which was published in February�  My 
Department is engaging in work in a number of areas to address these matters, including placing 
the offence of perjury on a statutory footing and making it easier to prosecute, examining and 
providing recommendations regarding changes to ensure insurance fraud data is published and 
enhancing co-operation between An Garda Síochána and the insurance industry�

In addition to the range of legislative and policy measures to which the Minister of State 
referred, legislation has already taken effect to help address this complex situation.  The Cen-
tral Bank (National Claims Information Database) Act 2018, for example, which commenced 
on 28 January 2019, establishes a national claims information database on a legislative basis 
to facilitate a more in-depth analysis of annual trends for motor insurance claims�  We are also 
examining the potential to bring forward proposals with regard to other areas of reform such 
as occupiers liability and the potential to cap awards�  This is in addition to the personal injury 
guidelines which Deputies have outlined�  These were recently adopted by the Judicial Council 
and legislation relating to them is currently going through this House�

A key component of many of our reforms is the need to tackle insurance fraud�  This in-
cludes examining those areas which are central to the root of the Bill being considered here, 
that is, awarding of costs and referral of fraudulent actions�  As we have heard this evening, 
however, and as my colleague, the Minister of State, indicated, there are issues with the mea-
sures as outlined in the Bill which will require significant amendment.  Given the broad range 
of challenges being faced, amending section 26 of the 2004 Act will not solve all our problems 
on its own�  Indeed, there is no silver bullet when it comes to this complex problem�

In its Report on the Cost of Employer and Public Liability Insurance, the cost of insurance 
working group expressed a belief that for section 26 to more effectively achieve its aim of tack-
ling personal injury fraud, there was a major onus on defendants to challenge misleading evi-
dence, where appropriate, by taking it to court rather than settling on the court steps for fear of 
an unsatisfactory outcome�  The working group was also of the view that appropriate use of the 
legislative provisions in the 2004 Act could be facilitated by encouraging the industry to make 
complaints to An Garda Síochána where it believes fraud to have featured in particular claims�

As previously stated, the Government is committed to increasing co-ordination and co-
operation between An Garda Síochána and insurance industry �  The action plan for insurance 
reform makes specific reference to an expansion of the Garda National Economic Crime Bu-
reau, GNECB, to deal with the issue of insurance fraud.  While reassignment of all Garda staff 
has been delayed due to Covid-19, it is expected that allocations of Garda staff to specialist 
units, including the GNECB, will commence towards the end of this month�  In addition to this, 
a competition has commenced to recruit three forensic accountants for GNECB, which doubles 
the current allocation of three.  I should also add that Perjury and Related Offences Bill 2018, 
which provides for a statutory offence of perjury that can be clearly interpreted by investiga-
tors, prosecutors and the courts alike and includes false statements on oaths, false statutory 
declarations, fabrication of evidence and subordination of perjury is currently going through the 
Oireachtas�  I hope to have further progress on this in the coming weeks�

The Bill also consolidates other relevant legislation in the area of perjury and knowingly 
making false statements in formal legal proceedings�  The Bill, when enacted, will provide a 
clear definition of perjury, and simply put, should enable the offence and related offences to be 
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more easily prosecuted in the courts�

These concerted reform initiatives represent a series of mutually reinforcing measures that 
in their collective implementation will strengthen sections 25 and 26 of the Civil Liability and 
Courts Act�  I reiterate that the Government is not opposing the Bill on Second Stage�  The Gov-
ernment view, however, which has been expressed this evening by my colleague, the Minister 
of State, is that substantial amendment will be required to the Bill before it proceeds further.

I thank Deputy Naughten and all his colleagues for raising these issues and, most sincerely, 
the spirit in which that was done�

25/03/2021JJJ00400An Ceann Comhairle: I thank the Minster�  To reply, Deputy Berry is sharing time with 
Deputy Canney.  Deputy Berry has five minutes.

25/03/2021JJJ00500Deputy Cathal Berry: At the outset, I also wish to acknowledge the work of the Minister 
for Public Expenditure and Reform, Deputy Michael McGrath, and former Deputy Billy Kelle-
her and thank them for their contributions in bringing forward legislation in this area in the 
past�  It is good that the Regional Independent Group has picked up the baton, so to speak, and 
introduced the strengthened legislation that is before the House this evening�

I am heartened by the position the Government has adopted in that it will not oppose the 
Bill�  I am also encouraged that others in opposition have expressed support for it�  That is a 
very good thing�  Why would there not be cross-party support for this important legislation?  
Everybody in the House appreciates and accepts that the insurance crisis in this country is a 
cross-cutting issue that affects every facet of society.  It impacts on our schools, crèches, public 
amenities, small businesses and friends and families everywhere�

I also totally accept that a multitude of factors are at play and that one single measure will 
not address the entirety of the problem�  There is an issue, however, where a small minority of 
claimants submit spurious, exaggerated and bogus claims�  If that issue were tackled, it would 
have a disproportionately positive effect downstream.  It is something we should certainly go 
after�

I am very much in favour of this Bill for four reasons.  The first is that the emphasis here is 
on deterrent, not punishment or retribution�  Everybody understands that insurance is there for 
a reason�  It is there for genuine people who have been genuinely injured�  They should not be 
out of pocket.  They should have their medical bills paid for and receive adequate compensa-
tion for their injuries�  I believe everybody accepts that�  It is also important, however, that the 
threshold of penalties is raised slightly in order that we absolutely discourage and deter spurious 
and bogus claims�  What is suggested in the Bill makes much sense�  If a claim is thrown out 
of court because it is deemed to be fraudulent, then it is reasonable to expect that the claimant 
pays the defendant’s legal fees�  While the implementation is a little more complex, at least the 
principle is sound.  The Bill proposes that a defined pathway will exist and that judges, should 
they choose to exercise this right, could refer fraudulent claims to the Director of Public Pros-
ecutions for further consideration, if, again, it is deemed appropriate�

This legislation is appropriate and justified.  More important, while it is a little bit delayed, 
it is proportionate and needed in this day and age�  Another reason I support it is that it will free 
up a lot of court time�  Much court time is wasted with unnecessary cases and claims�  If we can 
preserve the time of the courts and the caseload for worthy and deserving cases, it would make 
a lot of sense, particularly with the Covid-19 crisis and the backlog of cases in our courts�
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This legislation will reinforce the importance of the PIAB, an agency for which I have much 
time�  The emphasis is on seeking a non-adversarial solution to many of these claims and to pre-
vent litigation in the first place.  It is swifter, as well as being much more efficient and effective 
at solving these problems�  I am heartened that the Government is reviewing the PIAB process 
with a public consultation under way�  I encourage anybody who has an interest in this area to 
make a submission to the relevant Department in that regard�

There is a compensation culture among a small minority�  This legislation will challenge 
that�  It will stimulate conversation and probably lead in time to the creation of a specialised 
Garda unit�  I take the Minister’s point and that three new forensic accountants are shortly to be 
employed�  We probably need a specialised insurance fraud Garda unit, however big or however 
small�

I support this legislation�  I am grateful to those colleagues who are happy to allow it prog-
ress to Committee Stage�  I look forward to further discussions on this and the legislation being 
enacted as soon as possible�

25/03/2021KKK00200Deputy Seán Canney: I thank everybody for their support for this Bill�

Once a claim is notified to an insurance company, the company against which the claim 
has been lodged sees its insurance negatively impacted with the cost of its premiums going up�  
That is a consequence for the company.  For the person who may have instigated a fraudulent 
claim, there are no consequences.  That is not right.  This Bill is about fraudulent claims.  The 
Regional Group is also working with the Minister on the Perjury and Related Offences Bill 
2018, which is to go to Committee Stage�  We hope this will happen as soon as possible�

This Bill is short but important to help turn the tide on the cost of insurance�  I agree with 
Deputy Berry that we need a specialised Garda unit and control over the pay-out for personal 
injuries�  I acknowledge the work of Peter Boland and the team at the Alliance for Insurance Re-
form, as well as ISME, in their efforts over the past number of years to highlight the detrimental 
effects insurance costs are having on their businesses.

As was stated earlier, Fianna Fáil supported the concept of this Bill in the previous Dáil�  We 
realise now is the time to act on all of the talk and reports�  Now is the time for action�  Small 
businesses, voluntary clubs and sports clubs are all at risk�  If they are not able to have insurance 
cover for their business, clubs or sports facilities, they will not continue to exist�  No one wants 
to see anybody closing their business because they cannot afford insurance.

 Over the years, some companies have been brave enough to pick on the fraudulent claims�  
We note the actions of Supermac’s in taking on and beating the fraudulent claims against its 
business�  We cannot rely on the Supermac’s of this country, however, to actually do the business 
without backing them up with legislation.  This legislation will ensure there are consequences 
for fraudulent claims while helping to reduce claims and premiums�  It must be remembered at 
the end of the day we are talking about fraudulent claims�

I thank the Minister for her support and the Government for allowing the Bill to go through�  
I also acknowledge the work of former Deputy, Billy Kelleher, and Deputy Michael McGrath 
in the previous Dáil for the work they put into this area of insurance�  We have spoken about it 
forever more�  I know many businesspeople across the country who hold their breath when their 
insurance premium comes in the door.  They do not know whether they will be able to afford 
to pay for insurance the following year or how they will pay for it�  It is important that we as 
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legislators provide the necessary support�

The plan in the programme for Government for insurance reform is to be welcomed�  Every-
body will support it�  However, we need to have more than just reports or groups�  We need to 
grasp the nettle�  For too long we are looking for the reasons legislation will not work�  We have 
got to a stage where we as legislators have to do what we are elected to do�  We have to support 
the backbone of our economy, our small businesses�  We have to support our sports clubs and 
the people who are keeping this country ticking over�

I look forward, as do all the members of the Regional Group, to working with the Minister 
to ensure this country is a better place for small businesses without having to worry about the 
cost of insurance�  We must ensure that if a fraudulent claim is put in against a small business, 
it does not have to bear the brunt of the cost or the worry�  Again, I thank the Minister and all 
Deputies for their support for the Bill�

Question put and agreed to�

25/03/2021KKK00400Ábhair Shaincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Matters

25/03/2021KKK00500An 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 Louise O’Reilly - the need to discuss the appointment of additional inspectors to 
the Workplace Relations Commission; (2) Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan - to discuss plans for St� 
Gabriel’s Special School in Bishopstown; (3) Deputy Pádraig Mac Lochlainn - to discuss the 
Government’s approach to upcoming EU negotiations on fishing quotas post Brexit; (4) Deputy 
Ciarán Cannon - to discuss a new training programme for gardaí on the need for adequate pro-
tection for vulnerable road users; (5) Deputy Steven Matthews - to discuss a review of existing 
mental health services for adults and children in County Wicklow; (6) Deputy Fergus O’Dowd 
- to discuss the marking scheme and assessments for the funding application by Louth County 
Council for the Drogheda urban regeneration project; (7) Deputy Dessie Ellis - to discuss the 
need to provide additional policing resources for the Finglas area due to an increase in both 
illegal drug dealing and antisocial activity; (8) Deputy Neasa Hourigan - to discuss plans to es-
tablish a banking forum; (9) Deputy Alan Farrell - to discuss the need for Ireland to be an early 
adopter of the proposed EU digital green certificate to facilitate the safe return to international 
travel; (10) Deputy Mark Ward - to discuss the access to disability services for children in CHO 
7; (11) Deputies Neale Richmond and Jennifer Carroll MacNeill - to discuss issues concerning 
the operation of the Passport Office; (12) Deputy Willie O’Dea - to discuss the basic rate pay-
able under the wage subsidy scheme; (13) Deputies Mattie McGrath, Carol Nolan and Michael 
Collins - to discuss the need to open places of worship to limited numbers of people especially 
for Easter; (14) Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin - to discuss the increasing concern of a shortage 
in places, long waiting lists and numbers of students with no place identified in second level 
schools in north Dublin for this September; (15) Deputy Brian Stanley - to discuss the protec-
tion of turf cutting for domestic use; (16) Deputy Verona Murphy - to discuss the 72-month 
waiting list for orthodontic treatment; (17) Deputy Gary Gannon - to discuss the need for extra 
restroom facilities and better lighting in the Phoenix Park; (18) Deputy Paul Donnelly - to dis-
cuss measures to protect charity shops that remain closed under level 5 restrictions; (19) Deputy 
Chris Andrews - to discuss the impact that the winter lockdown had on mental health, and the 
need to consider permitting outdoor sports like golf, athletics and children’s training outdoors; 
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(20) Deputy Pat Buckley - to discuss the very serious lack of places for children with dual 
diagnosis ASD and intellectual disability in special needs schools in Cork; (21) Deputy Paul 
McAuliffe - following the publication of Ballymun - a Brighter Future to discuss the underlying 
causes of addiction and crime and plans to tackle open drug dealing in Ballymun; (22) Deputy 
Martin Kenny - to discuss a shortage of places at the Central Mental Hospital, Dublin; (23) 
Deputies Peadar Tóibín and Seán Canney - to discuss correspondence received by the Taoise-
ach from survivors of mother and baby homes; (24) Deputy Maurice Quinlivan - to discuss the 
issue of the pending job losses at Rehab Logistics Facility at Raheen, Limerick; (25) Deputy 
Matt Carthy - to discuss current plans for ensuring the opening of the group home in Carrick-
macross for people with physical and sensory disabilities; (26) Deputy Bernard J� Durkan - to 
discuss daily incidents of human rights abuses worldwide and the need for a co-ordinated inter-
national response; (27) Deputy Kathleen Funchion - to discuss what supports will be in place to 
address the consequences of Covid-19 on mental health; (28) Deputy Jackie Cahill - to discuss 
the financial implications on the national hunt industry as a result of the ongoing cancellation of 
all point-to-point races; (29) Deputy Sorca Clarke - to discuss the need for increased provision 
of palliative care in Longford-Westmeath; and (30) Deputy David Stanton - to discuss the need 
to provide support for Fota Wildlife Park in County Cork to prevent it closing permanently�

The matters raised by Deputies Louise O’Reilly, Mattie McGrath, Carol Nolan and Michael 
Collins, Alan Farrell and Willie O’Dea have been selected for discussion� 

25/03/2021KKK00600Saincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Debate

25/03/2021KKK00700Workplace Relations Commission

25/03/2021KKK00800Deputy Louise O’Reilly: Workplace Relations Commission, WRC, inspectors do a fan-
tastic job�  They are an absolutely vital part of the industrial relations machinery�  I am sure the 
Minister of State will not disagree with me that in an ideal world we would not need labour 
inspectors�  However, we do not live in an ideal world, so we do need them�  They perform a 
vital function�

Just by way of illustration  of what they do and how important they are, in the period 2015 to 
2020, WRC inspectors found breaches in employment law in 48%, almost half, of inspections 
carried out in the meat industry�

The reason this is so important is that in some sectors, there are workers who may not know 
what their rights are, who may not speak English as their first language, who may be afraid of 

their employer or who may have an employer who does not follow the regulations, 
though most employers do�  Most employers are decent and want to do the right 
thing and most employers are reasonable to their employees�  However, in 48% of 

inspections the Workplace Relations Commission’s inspectors found that there were breaches 
of employment law�

  In that period, they also recovered €184,000 on behalf of these workers�  These are not high 
earners�  It is not a big, high-earning sector�  This sector is marked by low wages and precarious 
work and €184,000 was recovered by the inspectors on behalf of these workers�  In 92 inspec-
tions in the horse racing and equine sector, 340 contraventions were found.  That happened over 

8 o’clock
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a two-year period as part of a special project the inspectors undertook�  It is not just about the 
money the inspectors recover but the fact that when they go to a workplace they are in a position 
to inform those workers about their rights�  We could debate all day about why workers need 
more rights at work, because they absolutely do, but these workers can get information on even 
the minimum entitlements they have from the WRC inspectors�

  I remind the Minister of State that as far back as 2006 I was involved in the negotiations for 
the Towards 2016 national wage agreement, as part of the Irish Congress of Trade Unions�  It 
was agreed at that stage that there was a need to increase the number of labour inspectors from 
31 to 90.  We are nowhere near that figure now.  We have more people at work and some would 
argue there are more unscrupulous employers acting at the moment, which underlines the very 
real need for these inspectors�  For the workers whose workplaces they inspect and for whom 
they find breaches and rectify them, they are worth their weight in gold.  It beggars belief that 
we have to have this conversation�

  I know the Minister of State values the work of the WRC inspectors and that he will tell 
me so when he has a chance to speak�  We all value them but we need more of them�  Even with 
the reduced and limited numbers they have at the moment, they were still able to find breaches 
of employment law in 48% of inspections in one sector�  To me, that means we need more of 
them because if we had more we could do more for those workers, uncover more and make 
their workplaces not just decent places to work but safer places to work as well�  That has to be 
considered because it is a very important factor� 

25/03/2021LLL00200An Ceann Comhairle: I thank Deputy O’Reilly and thank the Minister of State for being 
here to deal with this important matter�

25/03/2021LLL00300Minister of State at the Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation (Deputy 
Damien English): The Ceann Comhairle will be glad to hear that I am in agreement with the 
Deputy on this issue�  We have found some common ground and we both recognise the great 
and important work these inspectors, and the WRC in general, are doing�  They are there to 
make sure employees are secure in their employment and that their conditions are being met 
satisfactorily�  That is why we value the work of the WRC and its inspectors�  We are absolutely 
committed to increasing their numbers�

To give some context, the WRC is an independent statutory body under the aegis of my 
Department, which was established on 1 October 2015 under the Workplace Relations Act 
2015�  The WRC’s core services include: the inspection of employment rights compliance; the 
provision of information; adjudicating on complaints under employment protection, equality 
and industrial relations legislation; and the provision of mediation, conciliation, facilitation 
and advisory services�  This is all very important work, which Deputy O’Reilly has just gone 
through as well� 

The WRC’s inspectors are appointed by the director general with the consent of the Minis-
ter, and they exercise such powers as are conferred upon them by the Workplace Relations Act 
2015�  Inspectors visit places of employment and carry out investigations on behalf of the WRC 
in order to ensure compliance with equality and employment related legislation.  These inspec-
tions arise in response to complaints of alleged non-compliance with relevant employment 
rights legislation, as part of compliance campaigns which focus on specific sectors or specific 
pieces of legislation, or from routine inspections, announced and unannounced, which act as 
an overall control measure�  Often their work is targeted at certain key areas, which is why one 
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might see high findings in certain sectors.  

The WRC inspectorate is staffed by civil servants of my Department.  WRC inspectors are 
ranked at executive officer, EO, and higher executive officer, HEO, level.  As of 19 March 2021, 
there are a total of 53 WRC labour inspectors, 48 of whom are at EO level and five at HEO 
level.  My Department is committed to ensuring adequate resourcing is provided to the WRC.  
For 2021, the WRC has been allocated €12,566,000 in respect of pay and €2,613,000 in respect 
of non-pay�  This is an increase of €1 million since 2019�  We have managed to make sure that 
increase was matched in 2019, 2020 and 2021�  As the Deputy said, commitments were made 
as far back as 2008 and 2009 to increase the funding for WRC inspectors, which were under a 
different title at that time.  That is what we had intended to do and we will continue to work to 
do that�

The national Return to Work Safely Protocol was published on 9 May 2020 in response to 
the Covid pandemic�  The protocol supported employers and employees in putting measures in 
place to prevent the spread of Covid-19 in the workplace when restrictions eased�  Again, this 
recognised the work of the inspectors�  WRC inspectors carried out on-site inspections in sup-
port of the protocol and combined this work with their primary statutory employment related 
work�  In 2020, the inspectorate division of the WRC carried out over 7,000 inspections in many 
different areas and has recovered €1,700,000 in unpaid wages.  That is only one part of their 
work, the other being conditions and so on�  This work continues in 2021�

We will engage with the new chairman of the WRC and with the director general on a regu-
lar basis to make sure we can complement the WRC’s work and provide the number of people 
it needs�  An appointments process for new inspectors is ongoing at the moment through the 
Public Appointments Service and in conjunction with the director general�  We hope to beef 
up the numbers because we are committed to doing so�  As the Deputy pointed out, it is very 
important that we do this�

25/03/2021LLL00400Deputy Louise O’Reilly: It is all very well to describe who the inspectors are and what 
they do�  By dint of my former employment, I know well who they are and I know very well 
what they do�  There are 53 of them, which is 37 short of the 90 that were recommended back in 
2006�  At that time, the parties to the agreement, that is, the social partners, the employers, the 
employers’ representatives, the workers’ representatives and the Government, agreed that 90 
was the figure that was needed.  We are at 53 now.  We have more people working and living on 
the island now and working conditions have arguably deteriorated in line with the reduction in 
trade union density�  Notwithstanding that, there are new phenomena in the workplace such as 
Deliveroo riders�  That type of work was not work when I was younger and was not work even 
back in 2006 when it was deemed necessary to increase the number of inspectors to 90�  When 
are we going to get to 90?  That would only bring us up to the number that was required in 2006.  
It is now 2021 and I would argue - and I do not think anyone would correct me - that we need 
more inspectors now than we could possibly have needed back in 2006�  There was agreement 
on this issue in 2006�  It was put into the national wage agreement at the time that 90 was the 
minimum number of inspectors needed�  The Minister of State and I agree that they do great 
work and that they are worth their weight in gold�  We also agree that they are a very necessary 
part of the functioning of the industrial relations machinery of the State, but can we not agree 
that we need more of them?  Can we not agree that the minimum number of inspectors must be 
what was required in 2006, which was 90?

25/03/2021LLL00500Deputy Damien English: I am glad to be able to confirm for the Deputy that the recruit-
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ment process for inspectors is under way�  I am sure she is aware of that�  That is why the 
extra funding was provided, in order that we could reach those numbers�  Through the Public 
Appointments Service, a recruitment campaign is in train in conjunction with the WRC for an 
increase in the numbers of both EO and HEO inspectors�  I was not in the Department at the 
time but it is my understanding that, after the need was identified in 2006 or 2007, the budget 
discussion for 2009 was focused on increasing the numbers and allocating extra money�  We 
all know what happened to the public finances in the years after that and it is only recently 
that we have restored the public finances to a sound position.  We can now rightfully allocate 
increased resources to the Workplace Relations Commission to carry out its essential work and 
hire extra inspectors�  The process is under way�  The chairman of the WRC, David Begg, who 
was appointed recently, and its director general, Liam Kelly, are very committed to doing this�  
The Department and I are working with them to increase resources, as they have requested, and 
match their need�  A recruitment campaign is under way and I have no doubt, given the number 
of applicants and the interviews that are taking place, that we will be able to increase the num-
ber of WRC inspectors�  We will build on that with next year’s allocation�  That is what we are 
here to do�

25/03/2021MMM00200Covid-19 Pandemic

25/03/2021MMM00300Deputy Mattie McGrath: I thank the Ceann Comhairle for allowing us raise this matter 
in the Topical Issue debate�  The right to worship is an issue of tremendous sensitivity and im-
portance to tens of thousands of people�  We have mixed messages coming from the Cabinet�  
The Garda press office cannot say which or whether.  The Minister for Health, Deputy Stephen 
Donnelly, informed the House that no priest would be summoned or fined.  The opposite has 
happened�  I hope the Government will take a leaf from Scotland’s book�  This weeks, the Su-
preme Courts of Scotland stood down a similar measure stating it was a breach of rights under 
European law�  We have always been great Europeans in this country as is our Government�  We 
should observe that decision because if the measure in Scotland breaches the rights of people in 
Scotland, it also breaches our rights�  I appeal to the Cabinet to address this issue, especially for 
Holy Week and ceremonies�  Funerals cannot be restricted to ten people in cases of big families�  
This limit is causing great difficulties for priests, undertakers and everybody else.  This Cabi-
net will go down in history as the most anti-Christian Cabinet since we got our freedom back, 
thanks to our gallant leaders in Tipperary and elsewhere who fought for our independence�  To 
think now that people are bring persecuted for going to Mass or attending public worship�

A parish priest contacted me today to say he saw a note on a window indicating that nine 
people could go into a chipper or takeaway, yet there is nobody inside a church�  That is shame-
ful and pitiful�  I hope I get a good response�

25/03/2021MMM00400Deputy Carol Nolan: Gabhaim buíochas leis an gCeann Comhairle�  I add my voice to this 
call�  It is fundamentally wrong to deny people in Ireland the right to attend Mass, a service 
or public worship, depending on their religion�  This Government needs to be fair with people 
and show some compassion.  People are finding the pandemic very tough and challenging and 
this is a very dark time for many�  Why not give them the solace of attending their churches 
with the comfort and support that people get from that?  I commend Canon White, the Catholic 
priest who took the case in Scotland where worship was found to be legal�  It appears the State 
here does not know whether public worship is legal or illegal�  That shows us straightaway that 
it is on shaky ground and very unsure of itself.  The Garda press office was unable to confirm 
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whether public worship is a relevant event under the appropriate legislation�  We are in a very 
serious situation�  It was wrong to ban public worship and unfair on people and I am asking the 
Government to show some compassion, particularly as Holy Week approaches�

25/03/2021MMM00500Deputy Michael Collins: I thank the Ceann Comhairle for giving us the opportunity to 
speak on this Topical Issue matter�  Next week is one of great importance in the church calen-
dar as it is Holy Week with its associated celebrations�  It is upsetting for people to think they 
cannot go into their churches in a very careful manner�  When they were allowed to open, the 
churches were safe�  Large number of volunteers and members of the clergy made serious ef-
forts to ensure people could attend in safe numbers�  I guarantee that nobody contracted Co-
vid-19 inside a church�  A funny thing about this country is that schools are allowed to open 
but churches are not�  I got a picture last week showing an aeroplane full of people arriving in 
Ireland and an image of an empty church alongside it�

Only ten people are allowed to attend a funeral�  This is totally wrong�  We know we are in a 
pandemic.  This is a very difficult time for people, particularly when people pass away.  We are 
one of three countries in the world that has kept church doors closed�  It is a shameful act and it 
is time for the Government to step back and not to be so anti-church at this time�  Easter week 
is a time for people to celebrate with the Lord�  I would appreciate if the Government took our 
concerns and those of the people into account here�

25/03/2021MMM00600Deputy Richard O’Donoghue: I thank the Ceann Comhairle for allowing this Topical 
Issue debate�  Is this Government anti-religion?  I am entitled to have my religion, just as ev-
erybody else is entitled to their religion�  We are entitled to worship�  This Government does 
not know whether it is legal to allow us to worship�  We are the only country in Europe in this 
position. A case was taken in Scotland, yet the legal team in this State could not answer a ques-
tion today as to whether this is warranted�  More than 130 Deputies were in this room today 
voting on legislation and Bills�  There are churches in this country bigger than this facility, yet 
the Government only allows ten people into them�  At funerals, when people are at their most 
vulnerable as their loved ones are buried, only ten people may be present.  That is very difficult.  
I am from a family of 11�  Who would I have to leave at home, God forbid, if something was 
to happen in our house?  I have a family of six myself�  The Government must allow people to 
worship as we always did and no longer be the only European country that does not stand up�  
Let Ireland stand up�  The people of Ireland are now standing up and it is about time the Gov-
ernment answered them�

25/03/2021MMM00800Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Anne Rabbitte): I thank Depu-
ties Mattie McGrath, Nolan, Michael Collins and O’Donoghue for raising this important matter�  
This is not the first time I have responded to the Deputies on this particular issue, which we also 
discussed a number of weeks ago�

As the Deputies are aware, the current public health restrictions at level 5 will remain in 
place until 5 April 2021, when a further review will be conducted�  This decision took account 
of a variety of factors, including the views of the National Public Health Emergency Team, 
NPHET, on the current epidemiology of Covid-19 and the need to take decisive action�

The Government remains united in its resolve to tackle the spread of Covid-19�  The disease 
prevention and control strategy we have adopted seeks to prevent the virus spreading among 
our population to the greatest extent possible�  Based on the current epidemiological situation 
and the public health restrictions that are in place, it will be necessary to celebrate Easter online 
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at home this year�  This is for the protection of our friends, families and wider communities�

The basic public health advice and regulatory measures aimed at blocking the transmission 
of Covid-19 from person to person remain vital�  From the beginning of the pandemic, we have 
emphasised the many simple measures that can be taken to do this�  They include keeping our 
distance, washing our hands, wearing a face covering, where required, and avoiding crowds.

The Covid-19 resilience and recovery plan continues to provide an appropriate mechanism 
to guide decision-making, and it will continue to be supplemented by more detailed sectoral 
guidance on measures that apply at each level of the framework�  We continue to see good prog-
ress but this needs to be sustained�

Speaking on a personal basis, I assure the Deputies that I am extremely conscious of the 
burdens that have been placed on all members of society as a result of the restrictions that have 
been imposed�  Many people have been unable to live their lives in the way they normally 
would or participate in the usual rhythms of their communities�  As Deputy Nolan said, for 
many people, being able to go to their local church during the season of Lent, Holy Week and 
Easter and attend Mass with their family and friends would be a major source of comfort and 
solace at a very difficult time for our country and, indeed, the world.  Unfortunately, as Mem-
bers now know, the environment within which Covid-19 spreads most easily is indoors where a 
group of people are gathered�  At this moment in time, when we are doing our utmost to break 
the transmission cycle of the virus, this means we must, regrettably, make every effort to reduce 
such gatherings�  

I acknowledge the work the Catholic Church and other faiths have done to put in place 
comprehensive guidelines to protect their communities, in compliance with HSE public health 
advice�  I hope we will be able to move back from level 5 in the near future�  Consistent with 
level 5 restrictions, however, religious services have moved online at this time�  Places of wor-
ship are open for private prayer and I remind Deputy Collins that they are not closed�  There are 
exceptions for funerals, at which ten mourners may be in attendance, and weddings, at which 
six guests may attend�  Importantly, under the current public health regulations, ministers of 
religion are also permitted to travel to perform a service online, minister to the sick and conduct 
a funeral or wedding ceremony�  Since March 2020 we have learned to live in a world with this 
virus.  We succeeded in doing this thanks to the collective efforts of all of us to adhere to the 
guidelines, and we can do so again�  I will take on board everything said this evening by the four 
Deputies and bring it back to the Minister, Deputy Donnelly�

25/03/2021NNN00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: I am shocked and disappointed with the reply that the churches 
will not be open for Easter�  The Minister, Deputy Donnelly, said in the House that penal provi-
sions were not affecting the priests.  Fr. Hughes proved otherwise.  Is it that we are flouting Eu-
ropean law and the judge in Scotland was wrong?  He accepted the case and said that European 
rights in Scotland were being denied�  We can do what we like in Europe�  Shame, shame, shame 
on the Government�  It is so sad that this could happen in such a way�  That was such a response 
to read out this evening�  It is unchristian and uncaring�  It is shocking to think that people of 
all faiths would be denied services at Easter�  It is beyond belief�  I salute Declan Ganley�  The 
Government lawyers could not answer his case, and they got two weeks to do so�  How clever 
of the judge to put it back for two weeks until after Easter�  Imagine in a court case they could 
not answer questions as to whether it was legal.  The Garda Commissioner cannot answer and 
neither can the press officer.  The Minister of State came in this evening and spouted out that 
diatribe to us�  It is shocking�
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25/03/2021NNN00300Deputy Carol Nolan: I am very disappointed�  Our 1916 Proclamation refers to religious 
and civil liberty�  Where is this country going?  This is a basic human right�  I hope we will be 
proved right as they were in Scotland�  People of faith are being denied access to churches and 
to Mass and services�  It is about attending the sacraments�  It is not just about people going into 
a church on their own and praying�  We have to remember the churches handled everything very 
well�  Every safety measure was put in place�  There was no evidence of any clusters�  Why ban 
public worship?  It is very unfair and cruel�  It needs to be urgently reviewed because it involves 
human rights�  It is unnecessary to do such a thing and deny people access to Mass and religious 
services, particularly at a time such as this during a pandemic�  We know our churches are huge 
buildings that are well ventilated�  Today in this very hall we have full attendance of Deputies�  
As was pointed out by my colleague, Deputy O’Donoghue, we have churches that are the size 
of this venue in terms of square metres but people of faith are being denied and cruelly treated.

25/03/2021NNN00400Deputy Michael Collins: I am very disappointed with the response of the Minister of State�  
This was an opportunity for the Government to show it respected people for the careful manner 
in which churches were opened�  Clergy and volunteers had carried it out but unfortunately the 
Government has turned its back on them once again�  It is incredible to say the least�  As I said 
earlier, and the Minister of State did not address this in her speech, I have no issue with schools 
being open because it is important that they are but if schools can be reopen and classrooms can 
be filled why does a church remain closed?

How is it that people can fly into this country and that planes are full?  I do not know how 
many thousands came into Dublin recently�  There are planes full of people�  The Government 
has no issue whatsoever with this but it shuts the doors of the churches and will not let people 
attend Mass or services�  The clergy want to go ahead with services and people want to attend 
services but the Government has refused this�  As I said, I have great sympathy for people who 
have lost loved ones and their heartache�  It is hard enough to lose loved ones but to think most 
of the family have to stay at home or stand outside in the rain while there is a service going 
on in a church that might take between 500 and 700 people is an outrageous and a completely 
incorrect decision�  It is anti-church�

25/03/2021NNN00500Deputy Richard O’Donoghue: I would hate to pull the Minister of State on one of her 
own comments�  She said the churches are open online�  I have spoken to people from Granagh, 
Ballingarry, Croom and Patrickswell, and I can keep naming places, who have told me their 
Internet service breaks down every day because of the failure of the roll-out of broadband�  The 
churches are not open online�  They are not there�  Last week, a funeral was interrupted four 
or five times.  People were trying to listen to a mass for a loved one but they could not do it.  
There has been full attendance here today.  The distance is 2 m.  Work out the square metres and 
open up our churches and let them be run faithfully as they were�  There were no incidents in a 
church�  There are ten in a church for a funeral and six for a wedding�  For God’s sake, it does 
not make sense�  The Minister of State contradicted herself�  The Internet is not there for people 
in rural areas�  The numbers of people who go to Mass in small rural communities are small 
anyway�  There might only be 20 or 25 people�

25/03/2021NNN00600Deputy Anne Rabbitte: Yet again, I thank the Deputies for raising this matter this evening�  
I do not want to stand here and not show empathy or understanding to what the Deputies have 
raised�  I understand absolutely about the Internet�  This is what some people in my constituency 
also experience�  In all fairness, the Deputies’ points are very well made�  It is not that we are 
turning our back on the church�  What has happened is that we have decided to put public health 
first.  This is the most Christian thing we could possibly do.  This is what the Government has 
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done.  It has put public health first for the betterment of everybody.  There is dialogue and the 
Taoiseach has met the heads of the church and I hope this conversation continues with regard to 
when we come out of level 5�  The Deputies are right that the churches conducted themselves in 
a really responsible way�  This is important and it needs to be acknowledged�  They had plenty 
of support and ushers to ensure distance was kept and to ensure people could be protected as 
best they could�  Unfortunately, we have found ourselves where we are�  The Deputies have put 
forward their case and I will bring it to the Minister, Deputy Donnelly�  At this moment in time, 
the Government has put public health for the entire community throughout the island first.

25/03/2021NNN00650Covid-19 Pandemic

25/03/2021NNN00700Deputy Alan Farrell: I very much appreciate this Topical Issue being selected as it is very 
important.  I will preface my comments on the digital green certificate development by saying 
in no way am I attempting to ignore public health advice�  In fact, this measure, as designed by 
the Commission, is being introduced so that we can deal with it when the Covid vaccination 
programme reaches a particular point in time�  I want to make this absolutely clear to the Min-
ister of State and to my colleagues in the House�

I am sure the Minister of State can appreciate the gravity of the situation when it comes to 
certain sectors of our society.  The most acute and possibly first affected by Covid-19 was the 
airline sector and then our tourism sector as a result�  It is a profoundly important sector in our 
economy�  In 2018 alone, it provided more than 140,000 people with employment and contrib-
uted more than €10 billion to the economy in terms of airlines and airports�  I am sure it was 
more in 2019.  On and off campus in the Dublin region it provides for more than 200,000 jobs.  
The importance of the sector and its recovery and ability to recover must be borne in mind�

This evening, the European Parliament committee voted on the digital green certificate, as 
proposed by the European Commission, with regard to fast-tracking the hearing process and 
the parliamentary scrutiny process before it goes back to the European Commission for further 
discussion and debate on the technical merits or demerits of the particular programme�  It is 
being treated as a priority by the European Commission.  My request of the Government this 
evening is that Ireland would carefully assess the proposal, as I would expect the Government 
to do, and develop its own means of adopting it as quickly as it possibly can so that, as I said 
here yesterday, when Ireland reaches a point where more than 80% of the population have been 
vaccinated, as the Government has indicated we will reach at the end of June or early July, we 
are ready to make a decision as to whether our airlines, pilots, cabin crew and ground crew can 
return to work.  We all want them to do so when it is safe.  My request to the Government this 
evening is to consider carefully the digital green certificate.  I also ask it to consider carefully 
the effect it will have on hundreds of thousands of people and their families to hear that the 
Government is making a plan that includes them�  It is the same position I adopted yesterday 
and the same statement I have made on a number of occasions in this House.  It is difficult for 
the Government to justify making a plan only to have to change it a few weeks or even a few 
days later, and I appreciate that�  However, if we are planning for two or three months from now, 
it is a much easier proposition to make�  There is far more understanding in the public sphere 
and among those pilots, cabin crew, ground crew, chefs, bartenders, waiters and everyone else 
who relies, to a certain extent, upon the aviation sector�  That is why I would like to see the Gov-
ernment take this seriously and to adopt the digital green certificate once it is has gone through 
parliamentary scrutiny at the European Parliament and has been agreed by the Commission�
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Again, I thank the Minister of State, Deputy Rabbitte, for being present to take this matter 
on behalf of the Minister, Deputy Stephen Donnelly�

25/03/2021OOO00200Deputy Anne Rabbitte: I thank Deputy Alan Farrell for raising this important issue�  On 
17 March 2021, the European Commission published its proposal for a regulation to introduce 
a digital green certificate.  The aim of the proposal is to facilitate free movement in the EU 
through a common framework for the issuance, verification and acceptance of certificates re-
lating to vaccination, testing and recovery�  Currently, the epidemiological situation in Ireland 
and across Europe remains very fragile, with case numbers increasing in many EU countries�  
I acknowledge the Deputy addressed this in his presentation�  This is a planning exercise�  The 
Government’s focus now is on avoiding unnecessary international travel, keeping the numbers 
of new infections low, accelerating the vaccination programme and reopening our economy and 
society when it is safe to do so�  We are working hard on encouraging citizens to stay the course 
with restrictive measures pending the roll-out of vaccination programmes�

I acknowledge the value of international travel in the re-establishment of economic activi-
ties that rely highly on transport, such as travel and tourism�  I am keen to ensure that every ef-
fort should be made to achieve alignment across the EU in preparing for the reopening of travel 
for non-essential purposes, as soon as it is safe to do so�

The Government has taken proactive actions to mitigate the risk of importing variants of 
concern into Ireland by introducing a range of measures, including a mandatory passenger loca-
tor form, Covid-19 testing and home quarantine requirements for arriving passengers.  Manda-
tory hotel quarantine has been introduced as an additional element of the public health measures 
to combat Covid-19, in particular to address the dangers posed by variants of concern�  The 
Government is continually giving consideration to travel policy, informed by the epidemiologi-
cal situation internationally and by public health advice�

This proposal builds on previous technical work carried out in the Health Security Com-
mittee and the eHealth Network, both of which the Department of Health has engaged with 
throughout the pandemic�  The Department is engaging constructively in the ongoing technical 
discussions at EU level, in collaboration with relevant Departments, to ensure we can achieve 
alignment in regard to a safe return to international travel�

There are issues with the proposed regulation which are being considered at both national 
and EU level, including scientific and ethical concerns.  There are also reservations about the 
additional obligations this will place on the health sector, which has been under immense pres-
sure for over a year�  The current focus is on the development of the core systems that support 
the roll-out of vaccines, and this will remain a priority�  As such, careful consideration is being 
given to the proposal and its many policy, infrastructural and operational implications across a 
number of sectors in Ireland and in the EU�

The Government has worked strenuously with its EU colleagues throughout this pandemic 
to ensure co-ordination and alignment, where possible�  We are committed to continuing this 
positive and effective partnership in considering this proposal further.

25/03/2021OOO00300Deputy Alan Farrell: I thank the Minister of State for her response�  I am encouraged by 
the positive way in which she and the Department have taken this issue�  I completely accept 
there are certain concerns in regard to the digital green certificate concept and I certainly under-
stand, as the Commission has said, that being vaccinated will not be a precondition for travel�  
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In fact, all EU citizens have a fundamental right to free movement within the EU and this ap-
plies regardless of whether they are vaccinated or not�  The same principle applies to the rights 
of non-EU nationals staying or residing in EU member states, who have the right to travel to 
other EU member states�

The digital green certificate will make it easier to exercise that right through testing and 
recovery certificates.  I completely understand and accept this.  Again, I would like to state I am 
not, by any means, attempting to suggest that we should be returning to the air tomorrow�  Of 
course, we should not do that because it is not safe to do so, and only those who have essential 
reasons to do so should return to the air�  However, in a number of weeks or months, we will 
be in that position.  I believe this certificate is a good way of providing certainty and clarity to 
users, to pilots and to everybody on board an aeroplane and in airports by giving the certainty 
that the vast majority of people in Ireland have been vaccinated�  There is the high probability, 
of course, that our fellow Europeans will also be vaccinated as well�

Of course, I should say this sort of certificate is not a first.  My colleague in the European 
Parliament, Colm Markey, MEP, stated this evening that in the 1960s and 1970s, there were 
smallpox certificates and, prior to that, there were yellow fever certificates, so these are not new 
developments�  However, I am encouraged by what I have heard this evening and I thank the 
Minister of State, Deputy Rabbitte, for her response�  As I have said, it is imperative that we are 
prepared for the return of our hospitality and tourism sectors, and the digital green certificate is 
an excellent way of achieving that goal�

25/03/2021OOO00400Deputy Anne Rabbitte: I thank the Deputy for giving me the opportunity to demonstrate 
that the Department is fully committed to advancing consideration of the proposal�  We will 
continue our engagement on the proposal and we will consider it in the context of the Govern-
ment’s travel policy.  We will endeavour to ensure that every effort is made to achieve alignment 
across the EU, where possible, in preparing for a reopening of travel for non-essential purposes 
as soon as it is safe to do so�

It is imperative for us that any such framework has a sound scientific and ethical grounding 
to ensure that the sacrifices made by everyone throughout the pandemic are not undermined.  
Therefore, we will continue to give careful consideration to the proposal and its impact across a 
number of sectors in Ireland and the EU�  The Government has worked strenuously with its EU 
colleagues throughout this pandemic to ensure co-ordination and alignment, where possible, 
and we are committed to continuing the positive and effective partnership in considering this 
proposal further�

25/03/2021OOO00500Wage Subsidy Scheme

25/03/2021OOO00600Deputy Willie O’Dea: I thank the Ceann Comhairle for allowing me to raise this important 
topic.  The group of workers who are directly affected are some 2,600 workers throughout the 
country who suffer from a mild physical or mental disability and who, due to a Government 
initiative, have been allowed to join the workforce�  The reason they have been able to partici-
pate in the workforce is because the Government supports the employer through the payment 
of their wages�  This is known as the wage subsidy scheme, WSS, as opposed to the temporary 
wage subsidy scheme, TWSS, with which we are all familiar since the advent of the pandemic�

All of those people are working for the minimum wage�  When the scheme was introduced, 
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the rate of payment was about €5�30 per hour and, at the time it was introduced, the payment 
represented about 70% of the minimum wage�  Because the minimum wage has increased pro-
gressively over the years, this payment has remained frozen and, as a result, it now represents 
only 50%�

Although I am talking about 2,600 people, my main focus has to be the group who have 
been employed up to now by a company called Rehab Logistics in the Raheen industrial estate 
in Limerick city�  The company is in the process of making 37 people redundant and 30 of them 
are beneficiaries of the wage subsidy scheme.  I have had detailed conversations with repre-
sentatives of Rehab Logistics and they have informed me that because the WSS did not rise in 
tandem with the minimum wage increases, the operation in Raheen has racked up fairly large 
losses�  However, the group might be amenable to keeping those people on in their jobs if that 
situation were rectified.

A number of issues must be taken into account here�  First, we have the worst record in the 
civilised world for employing people with mental or physical disabilities in the main labour 
force�  Second, the EU public procurement directive of 2014, which allows countries to siphon 
off part of public contracts specifically to employ disabled people, has never been used in 
this country�  Most public bodies, including my own county council in Limerick, do not even 
know of its existence�  Third, for the people I am representing here tonight, their job is their 
life.  Many of them have aged and infirm parents.  I have heard heart-rending pleas from those 
parents not to take away the lives of their offspring.  Despite their disability or handicap, these 
people feel immensely proud and privileged to be part of the workforce�  We must also take 
into account the fact that there is a very specific and clear commitment in the programme for 
Government not only to improve the opportunities for people with a disability to become part 
of the workforce but also to retain those who have managed to achieve that status�  The supreme 
irony here is that if they cease to be part of the workforce they will be entitled to receive social 
welfare in the form of the disability allowance, which according to my calculations will cost the 
State more.  In that situation, the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and 
Youth will also have to intervene to help them in various ways and that will add further costs for 
the taxpayer�  It will cost the taxpayer more to put these people on the scrapheap than to keep 
them in gainful employment�  That is reprehensible�

If the Minister, for some reason, is not disposed to increase the rates from €5�30 per hour 
under the WSS, I suggest the Government should look carefully at the potential for a disability 
CE scheme here�  I understand there is spare capacity in that area�  Perhaps these people could 
be accommodated in that way so they can continue to live their lives�

25/03/2021PPP00200Deputy Damien English: I thank Deputy O’Dea for raising this issue and for giving me the 
opportunity, on behalf of the Department, to outline the position.  The Deputy’s question relates 
specifically to Raheen in Limerick but is also concerned with the WSS in general so I will try 
to address both the national and local aspects of this�

The WSS is an employment support to private sector employers, the aim of which is to 
encourage employers to employ people with disabilities and so increase the number of people 
with disabilities obtaining and sustaining employment in the open labour market�  This is some-
thing that we really want to achieve as a Government, as Deputy O’Dea has just outlined�  The 
scheme provides financial incentives to hire people with a disability for between 21 and 39 
subsidised hours per week under a contract of employment�  Expenditure on the WSS in 2021 
is expected to be almost €26 million�  Just under 1,600 employers receive subsidies under the 
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scheme in respect of some 2,600 workers�  It is a demand-led scheme and it is open to any em-
ployer to come forward and avail of the scheme�

The WSS is different from sheltered employment or occupational activity arranged for ther-
apeutic reasons�  The majority of employers who avail of the scheme employ workers in com-
mercial activities and in roles that are open to all workers, not just to people with disabilities�  
The basic rate of subsidy is €5�30 per hour giving a total annual subsidy available of €10,748 
per annum based on a 39-hour week�  Where an employer has 23 or more WSS employees, a 
top-up is applied and the payment rate increases to €7�95 per hour for each employee�  The sub-
sidy rate is not linked to the statutory minimum wage�  It is a contribution paid to the employer, 
subject to certain conditions, against the cost incurred where a productivity shortfall arises from 
a disability.  There are different strands in that space.  The contract of employment offered must 
be for a minimum of six months and the employee is subject to and has the same rights, in ac-
cordance with the conditions of employment, as any other employee�  Included in these condi-
tions is the requirement that the employee must be paid the going rate for the job which must be 
at least the statutory minimum wage�

I am aware of the redundancies recently announced at the facility at Raheen in Limerick 
referred to by Deputy O’Dea�  I extend my sympathy and that of the Minister, Deputy Hum-
phreys, to the workers in the Rehab Logistics facility who are facing redundancy�  I fully appre-
ciate how difficult the situation is for those involved and for their families.  Deputy O’Dea and 
others have raised their plight and the Departments of Social Protection and Enterprise, Trade 
and Employment are working to try to find a solution.  We are happy to engage in conversations 
with others to try to assist in any way we can�

The Department of Social Protection is already paying a subsidy of almost 78% of the wag-
es of 35 employees of this particular company�  A further position is subsidised under strand 3�  
This is in addition to significant funding provided by the HSE.  Between January and December 
2020, the Department paid a total of over €2�3 million in subsidies to the Rehab Group across 
its various locations, including Limerick�  The payments made to the Rehab Group account for 
13�5% of the overall payments made by the WSS in 2020�  The Department is trying to provide 
an important service in conjunction with the Rehab Group�

At a local level, dedicated staff in the Department have been assigned to work directly 
with the employees affected by the redundancies at Raheen in Limerick to ensure they receive 
their proper entitlements and appropriate supports�  The Departments of Social Protection and 
Enterprise, Trade and Employment are examining the situation to see what more can be done�  
Deputy O’Dea has made some suggestions in that regard tonight which I will feed back into 
the system�  The Department of Health is also involved in the context of supporting day-care 
arrangements that may be required by some, but not all, of the workers.

There is a commitment in the programme for Government to fine-tune and expand targeted 
employment schemes such as the WSS to help more people with disabilities to stay in the work-
force�  With this in mind, the Department of Social Protection will be carrying out a review 
of the WSS this year�  That work has commenced already�  Again, I am happy to engage with 
Deputy O’Dea on some of the solutions he has put forward this evening and to discuss them 
with the Minister for Social Protection and the Tánaiste�

25/03/2021PPP00300Deputy Willie O’Dea: I thank the Minister of State for his response.  I spoke briefly to the 
Minister for Social Protection earlier and she undertook to consider my suggestion that, at a 
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very minimum, a CE scheme for the disabled should be established here�  This is not a political 
matter as far as I am concerned�  I am raising this in a non-adversarial, apolitical way�  Most of 
the people who are losing their jobs in Rehab Logistics are not even in my constituency�  The 
factory is located in my constituency but most of the staff are from parts of County Limerick 
that I do not represent, as well as from Cork, Clare and Tipperary�  I have a personal interest in 
this because I know those people�  I have gotten to know them and their families over the years�  
They are beautiful people to whom life has dealt a very bad hand�  In most cases they were born 
with a mental or physical disability and that has affected how they live their lives.  Their lives 
have been greatly enhanced as a result of being elevated to a position where they can participate 
in the economic life of their own country and it makes no sense whatsoever to deprive them 
of that opportunity, particularly when it will not cost the State a single penny�  In fact, it will 
probably cost the State to put them on the scrapheap.  Many of the people in question are now 
in middle age and I do not envisage them getting work again�  Some of their parents and carers 
are infirm and elderly and are literally pleading with their local representatives to do something 
to save their employment so they can continue to have something to get up for in the morning�

Before concluding, I must say I am aware that SIPTU has taken the Rehab Group to the 
WRC twice in the last few weeks�  I abhor and deplore the attitude that Rehab is taking in this 
particular case�  It is not the function of the Rehab Group to turn its back on these people, to try 
to walk away from them and to give them reduced redundancy payments, which it is attempting 
to do at the moment�  The job and function of the Rehab Group is to look after and enhance the 
lives of those unfortunate people�

25/03/2021PPP00400Deputy Damien English: I understand why Deputy O’Dea has brought this to the floor of 
the House and I know it is not a political issue for him at all�  Deputy O’Dea and other Depu-
ties and Senators from the area have raised this matter directly with Ministers because they 
genuinely care.  This employment opportunity has been very beneficial for those who avail of 
the scheme and the support�  To be clear, the approach to this is not in any way a cost saving 
exercise from the Department or the Government�

The design of the wage subsidy scheme and what it is there to achieve in this regard is to 
encourage the employment of people who have a disability into employment in a commercial 
enterprise.  It is not designed as a business or enterprise support.  To fit into the design of the 
scheme it therefore must be an incentive to encourage employment�  It is not to support the busi-
ness�  The business has to be able to stand alone on its own two feet as a commercial operation�  
That is part of the issue here�

This does not mean that we cannot try to find other solutions.  The Deputy suggested one 
scheme but the wage subsidy scheme and the community employment scheme are other solu-
tions�  The Deputy will be aware, and I can inform the House, that our Department and the 
various arms and agencies of Government have been engaged directly with the unions, the 
employees and their families along with the Rehab Group to try to work our way through this to 
find any solution.  We would be very happy to do that and it is something we would like to do.  
Deputy O’Dea is aware of that�  He spoke directly on this issue with the Minister, Deputy Hum-
phreys, as have I.  We will go through it.  The Department officials and the Intreo offices locally 
have engaged and would like to be able to find solutions either to try to keep these jobs or to find 
new jobs, and certainly to work with all involved to do that�  This is what we are committed to 
doing.  The request to link the wage subsidy scheme to the minimum wage is not the real issue 
here.  I am aware that it has been put forward as a genuine attempt to find a solution but that is 
not the space we are in.  We will try to work with the Deputy to find other solutions also.
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25/03/2021QQQ00200An Ceann Comhairle: Gabhaim buíochas leis na Teachtaí ar fad as a gcomhoibriú i rith na 
seachtaine�

Written Answers are published on the Oireachtas website.

The Dáil adjourned at 8�52 p�m� until 10 a�m� on Wednesday, 31 March 2021�


