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Chuaigh an Leas-Cheann Comhairle i gceannas ar 9 a�m�

Paidir.
Prayer.

20/05/2021A00100Ceisteanna - Questions

20/05/2021A00200Ceisteanna ar Sonraíodh Uain Dóibh - Priority Questions

20/05/2021A00300Agriculture Industry

20/05/2021A004001� Deputy Matt Carthy asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if his De-
partment will carry out a comprehensive analysis of the impact of factory owned feedlots on the 
beef sector including their effect on prices and the environment. [26906/21]

20/05/2021A00500Deputy Matt Carthy: Will the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine ensure that 
his Department will carry out a comprehensive analysis of the impact of factory-owned feedlots 
on the beef sector, including on prices and the environment?

20/05/2021A00600Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine (Deputy Charlie McConalogue): I 
thank the Deputy for his question.  It is important to clarify that there is no legal definition of a 
feedlot herd.  The Department defines certain herds as controlled finishing units, CFUs, in the 
context of the bovine TB eradication programme.  This definition is unique to that programme 
and does not necessarily mirror the use of the term “feedlot” by the public and-or other institu-
tions�  CFUs are subject to enhanced biosecurity measures as part of the TB programme and can 
only sell direct to slaughter�

The Department’s statutory responsibility in the context of meat plants is to approve slaugh-
ter plants in accordance with the European Union (Food and Feed Hygiene) Regulations 2020 
and after that to ensure that its approved plants operate in compliance with the EU’s food hy-
giene legislation and animal health and welfare standards�  The Department’s remit in regard 
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to finishing units is to ensure that they operate in compliance with the EU’s animal health and 
welfare standards�  The Department cannot, in carrying out this process, take into account is-
sues such as the concentration of ownership of inputs to processing as it is outside the scope of 
this remit�

I have acknowledged the importance of transparency in the market for primary producers�  
The Department is progressing several initiatives under my ministerial stewardship to increase 
transparency.  Central to my commitment to transparency is the establishment of a new office, 
to be called the office of the national food ombudsman or something similar.  The additional 
powers to be assigned to the new office by primary legislation, going beyond those in the unfair 
trading practices directive, are currently the subject of public consultation, which is open until 
26 May.  This new office will have a specific role in analysing and reporting on price and market 
data in Ireland�  As the Deputy will be aware, the Department and Bord Bia currently publish 
data in this regard�

The role of the new office will be central in achieving transparency and ultimately ensuring 
that farmers are getting the best price possible in the market and that their income is maximised�

20/05/2021A00700Deputy Matt Carthy: The only way we can ensure a food ombudsman or any other body 
will be able to tackle unfair practices within the sector is if we have all the information in the 
first instance.  It is incredible that the Department does not have a definition of “factory feedlot” 
or of a feedlot in general.  We are basing all our information on the controlled finishing units, 
which serve as a proxy�  Even so, we know that 300,000 cattle, or over 15% of the total kill, 
came from within those units last year�  It is inconceivable to suggest they do not have an impact 
on the prices farmers receive�  Therefore, if the people who are paying the farmers and on whom 
farmers depend, that is, the factories, have sufficient and significant control over the same units, 
it raises a major issue of accountability and fairness in the system�  Will the Minister now ensure 
a proper analysis of the process?

20/05/2021A00800Deputy Charlie McConalogue: More than that, I will ensure there is a national office set 
up not just to assess issues such as this but also to ensure transparency right across the food 
supply chain�  I campaigned for this in opposition and ensured it went into the programme for 
Government�  I am now working to deliver as a Minister in the Government�  Central to my 
mission as Minister is doing all I can to support, underpin and enhance farm incomes�  Central 
to that is ensuring farmers are getting the best return possible in the markets they sell into, and 
central to that is transparency in the food supply chain�

As the Deputy knows, there is ongoing consultation on how to ensure the proposed office 
will achieve transparency�  I want to hear from the Deputy, other Members, farmers, consumers 
and all stakeholders on how we can ensure the office is as effective and robust as possible in 
addressing issues such as this�  I look forward to the Deputy’s submission on this�  I welcome 
his recent conversion to the idea of and principle behind a national food ombudsman or regula-
tor.  I look forward to hearing the substance of his ideas on how to make sure the office is as 
effective as possible.

20/05/2021A00900Deputy Matt Carthy: I assure the Minister that I have always believed in strong regulation 
of the beef sector but I am sceptical as to whether the office of the food ombudsman will deliver 
on it�  If it does and the Minister passes legislation that will ensure proper accountability and 
transparency in the sector, not only will I support it but I will also commend the Minister for 
introducing it�
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This issue has an effect on the wider debate on climate action and the environmental impact 
of beef production�  It is entirely unfair to suggest that suckler farmers in the Minister’s county 
or mine somehow need to reduce their production, as is often suggested, when factories own 
feedlots in which cattle are being concentrated and which undoubtedly have a greater environ-
mental impact�  If we are even to suggest a reduction in beef production, which I do not neces-
sarily agree with, I suggest that the first thing to consider is feedlot production.  We need to 
have the full facts�  Will be Minister carry out an analysis to determine exactly how prevalent 
this element of the industry is?

20/05/2021A01000Deputy Charlie McConalogue: The idea behind setting up the national food ombudsman 
office or regulator is to ensure there will be an office in place to assess issues such as this and 
to ensure all activity in the market and activities that have an impact on the market will be fully 
delved into and have a light shone on them so we can have the necessary transparency�

I am interested in hearing the Deputy’s developed thoughts and ideas on this, including his 
definition of a feedlot as opposed to a specialist beef finisher, for example.  As he knows, many 
suckler farmers do not finish their own animals.  They are bought and finished by specialists.  
Some farmers specialise in finishing.  There are various degrees and sizes of specialist finishers.  
A feedlot might be owned by or have a relationship with a factory�  I am interested in hearing 
any ideas the Deputy has in addition to those he is expressing today.  The office of the food 
ombudsman will be ideally placed, when established, to assess this matter and the impact on 
the market�

20/05/2021A01100Covid-19 Pandemic

20/05/2021A012002� Deputy Paul Murphy asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if his 
Department plans to review its handling of the outbreaks of Covid-19 in the meat process-
ing industry over the past year with a view to improving preventative measures in the future� 
[27379/21]

20/05/2021A01300Deputy Bríd Smith: I am asking this question on behalf of Deputy Paul Murphy�  Does the 
Minister’s Department plan to review its handling of the outbreaks of Covid-19 in the meat-
processing industry over the past year with a view to improving preventive measures?

20/05/2021A01400Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank Deputy Bríd Smith�  In the context of the Covid-19 
pandemic, the Department, in addition to carrying out its statutory role in meat plants regarding 
food safety, animal health and animal welfare, is providing to the HSE and Health and Safety 
Authority, HSA, any support required at local and national levels�

The Department continues to work closely with the relevant health authorities, which are 
responsible for the public health decisions made on the meat sector�  If the public health authori-
ties decided to review the experience of outbreaks in the sector, as suggested by the Deputy, the 
Department would certainly participate in such a review�  It is important to note that the public 
health advice for meat-processing plants has evolved since the start of the pandemic as the 
understanding of the risk factors has increased�  Meat plants, particularly boning halls, can be 
noisy and humid workplaces and for food safety reasons the temperature is kept low through the 
recirculation of chilled air�  The experience internationally has been that because of these fac-
tors, the Covid-19 virus can be transmitted relatively easily between workers in meat plants�  To 
address these risk factors, detailed sector-specific public health guidelines were issued to meat 
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processing plants early last summer, and implementation of these continues to be monitored�

As of 14 May 2021, the Department had completed 895 inspections, including unannounced 
inspections, on behalf of the Health and Safety Authority, HSA, in Department of Agriculture, 
Food and the Marine-approved food premises�  These inspections are ongoing and are in ad-
dition to the inspections carried out by the Health and Safety Authority itself, and in addition 
to the 49 premises where the Department has a permanent presence�  The Department has also 
supported the HSE as required in the context of local outbreak teams� 

The Department continues to participate on a standing committee established last August to, 
inter alia, oversee a programme of polymerase chain reaction, PCR, serial testing of workers at 
larger meat plants and each cycle of PCR testing consists of four week cycles of testing�  The 
first cycle started on 14 September 2020 and a further eight cycles have been completed to date.  
More than 180,000 tests have been carried out from cycles one to eight, with a positivity rate of 
0�77% overall�   The ninth cycle of serial testing is currently under way�

Additional information not given on the floor of the House

The Department has led and encouraged the roll-out of rapid antigen detection testing, 
RADT, at meat processing plants, as a risk mitigation measure�  It is also participating in a 
Science Foundation Ireland research project on the risk factors and enhanced measures for risk 
mitigation for Covid-19 in meat processing plants�

20/05/2021B00200Deputy Bríd Smith: Major problems have been exposed in the meat processing industry by 
the Covid-19 crisis�  Under the watch of his Department there have been a total of 108 outbreaks 
with more than 3,000 cases in meat factories themselves�  Some 50 workers were hospitalised 
and 12 required care in intensive care units�  SIPTU estimates that one in four meat workers got 
Covid-19 and that in turn seeded thousands of cases in the community�  That was evidenced by 
the high level of community transmission in counties and regions where there were numerous 
meat plants, counties such as Monaghan, Laois and Kildare, where we saw a spike in the level 
of what they called community transmission, but one has to ask how did the virus get into the 
community at that high level?

The workers are not to blame�  The conditions in which they work and live are the problem�  
I ask the Minister again if he will call for an investigation into the Covid-19 crisis inside the 
meat plants�

20/05/2021B00300Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank Deputy Smith for her comments�  As I said, meat 
plants are a high-risk environment because of the nature of the work and, in particular, in the 
boning halls with the recirculation of air and the fact the air has to stay chilled, which is some-
thing we have seen both nationally and internationally over the past period of time throughout 
the pandemic�  That is why we have taken a very particular approach in the meat sector unlike 
any other sector�  The meat sector, for example, is the only sector where the PCR serial testing 
is being undertaken and that is because of the fact that we recognise the particular risks that 
are there and we very much value the health and safety of the staff who work in these factories.  
That is why, at significant cost, it has been provided by the HSE.  The most recent overall posi-
tivity rate in the PCR testing was 0�77%�

The other initiative I have led with my Department - I recognise the work of our chief in-
spector in laboratories, Dr� Donal Sammin, with the sector and the HSE - is antigen testing in 
meat factories, which has also been an important additional tool�
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20/05/2021B00400Deputy Bríd Smith: I am very happy to hear the Minister acknowledge that it is a high-risk 
workplace because when this issue was originally raised in the Dáil by my colleague, Deputy 
Paul Murphy, he was dismissed by the Government and was accused of trying to smear the 
work of meat plants�  For months there were no inspections whatsoever at the factories and the 
virus was simply let rip.  During the summer, when the virus was finally in decline, the Govern-
ment turned a blind eye to the meat plants yet again by cutting back on testing and monitoring�

To this day the vast majority of meat factory workers have no entitlement to sick pay and 
many live in overcrowded accommodation provided by their employers in which they are a 
tinderbox for viruses�  Those in the so-called tied accommodation are even denied basic tenants 
rights and access to the Residential Tenancies Board, RTB�  There are still systemic problems 
which need to be addressed before another variant or another outbreak of the virus happens�

The Minister has tiptoed around the meat factories in refusing to tackle what is happening in 
the plants, his Department has consistently overlooked what was going on and serious questions 
have to be raised on the relationship between the Department and the beef barons�

20/05/2021B00500Deputy Charlie McConalogue: There has been no tiptoeing whatsoever�  Politically, that 
is what the Deputy and those on the left like to portray.  The reality is very different.  There has 
been a recognition at all times of the particular challenges in meat factories�  As the Deputy is 
aware, as with all activity in the food sector, it was designated as essential work and an essential 
service throughout the pandemic�  That brought real challenges to all working in the sector in 
being able to continue to keep everybody fed throughout that period�  There was a strong rec-
ognition from the time of my appointment as Minister and, indeed, from the Government right 
throughout this period of the importance of supporting the sector in every way we can�  That 
is why we have seen the PCR serial testing in meat factories which is not happening anywhere 
else and which is why, with the tremendous work led by Dr� Donal Sammin in the Department, 
we have led with the introduction of antigen testing and making that available as an additional 
tool working under a very strict protocol with the factories�  Anything and everything has been 
done and I commend the work of the staff on ensuring that the food supply chain has kept going 
during this period�

20/05/2021B00600Organic Farming

20/05/2021B007003� Deputy Matt Carthy asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine his plans 
to address the low number of applications to the organic farm scheme� [26907/21]

20/05/2021B00800Deputy Matt Carthy: The low number of applications to the organic farm scheme has re-
emphasised just how poor our organic strategy is�  What does the Minister of State intend to do 
about that?

20/05/2021B00900Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  Pip-
pa Hackett): I thank the Deputy for his question�  Driving the development of the Irish organic 
sector is a major priority for me and my Department�  We have set the highest level of ambition 
ever for the sector in the programme for Government with an aim to reach the EU average of 
land farmed organically during the lifetime of this Government�  We are also committed to the 
full implementation of the current Review of Organic Food Sector and Strategy for its Devel-
opment 2019-2025�  A key element in reaching this ambitious target is increasing the number 
of farmers farming organically�  To achieve this, I secured additional funding for this year to 
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reopen the organic farming scheme�  I was delighted that 317 farmers have applied to convert 
to organic farming and perhaps, unlike the Deputy, I considered this quite a strong response 
given the many alternative scheme options that were available to farmers during this Common 
Agricultural Policy, CAP, transitional period�  If all these applicants are eligible and proceed to 
convert to organic farming, it will mean an increase of more than 20% in the number of farmers 
farming this way.  Of course, we are still waiting to find out what area of land these applica-
tions represent and we should know that shortly as the basic payment scheme, BPS, application 
window has just closed�

I am satisfied that the current budget allocated to the scheme this year will allow eligible 
applications successful entry into the scheme�  It is my intention to build on the interest shown 
to date and to drive further growth in organic farming�  I will be actively examining a further 
reopening of the scheme for next year subject to funding�  My Department is currently devis-
ing a new and ambitious organic farming scheme to be introduced under the new CAP in 2023 
which will aim to increase the synergies that exist between organics, agri-environment climate 
measures and the eco-schemes and thus make organic farming a more attractive farming option�

Ultimately the development of the sector will be driven not just our scheme but by a range 
of factors�  We need to work closely with Bord Bia and indeed Teagasc to deliver on those�  I 
will certainly be trying to leverage as much support from both Bord Bia and Teagasc in this 
regard.  We need to keep the ambition high for organic farming, it is a very significant growth 
area and I look forward to seeing it grow�

Additional information not given on the floor of the House

In association with Teagasc, the Department runs the organic farming demonstration pro-
gramme�  Under this programme, a nationwide series of national organic farming open days 
takes place on selected organic demonstration farms�  This provides farmers with an insight into 
organic farming and is an invaluable tool in showcasing organic farming at a practical level�  
This programme, by the sharing of knowledge at a local level, will hugely contribute to the 
conversion to organic farming�  

As well as all this however we may need to think even more broadly�  Many of our Euro-
pean counterparts use public procurement strategies to support their organic producers�  I want 
to look at whether or not we might do something similar here�  In this regard, the programme 
for government does include commitments to green public procurement, and I believe there is 
room to see how organic food production might fit with that.

In summary, nobody has shown the level of ambition for the Irish organic sector as this 
Government�  We have hit the ground running by securing extra funding for the reopening of 
the scheme but this is just the beginning�

20/05/2021B01000Deputy Matt Carthy: There is no ambition in the Minister of State’s strategy�  It is interest-
ing the Minister of State states that her target is to reach the EU average but she did not actually 
say what that percentage was because the Department’s percentage is 7�5%�  That was the EU 
average in 2018 and that average has already increased�  By the time we reach the Minister of 
State’s targets, if we do, we will have reached a target that is seven years out of date�

Some 74 people left the scheme last year�  That means that if all 317 applications are ac-
cepted, the increase in organic farmer numbers will be 243, which is less than half of what the 
Minister of State set out as the target of up to 500 additional schemes.  This is the difficulty and 
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let us be honest about it�  Of course, it is easy to get a 20% increase when one is starting from 
almost the lowest rate in Europe�  Farmers across the country have said they are interested in 
organics�  If we are serious about climate action, then we have to get interested in expanding the 
organic farming sector�  What is the Minister of State going to do to get real about this particular 
form of farming which has so much potential if dealt with properly?

20/05/2021C00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are going to stick to times because there is a list�  It is one 
minute for the question and one minute for the Minister of State.  I know it is difficult.

20/05/2021C00300Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  Pip-
pa Hackett): The EU average of 7.5% was the agreed figure we worked off for the programme 
for Government.  That is a significantly ambitious target.  I appreciate it is not near the EU’s 
target of 25%�  However, the EU currently has an average land area of between 8% and 8�5% 
given over to organics�  Even across the EU, to get from 8�5% to 25% by 2030 is also hugely 
ambitious�  We will work closely with our partners across Europe because if they have to do it, 
we have to do it�  We have to share that knowledge and implement it�

The schemes themselves are not the only route or mechanism for organic farming�  These 
farmers, in all likelihood, will all be accepted into the scheme�  There are farmers who operate 
as organic farmers outside of the scheme, however.  It is just one part of the puzzle.

20/05/2021C00400Deputy Matt Carthy: That is another problem�  Why are they operating outside of the 
scheme?  What are the flaws in the scheme and what has the Minister of State done to assess 
this?

The 8.5% figure is the 2019 figure which was a full percentage increase across the European 
Union level from the year before.  We do not have any more updated figures.  The rest of Europe 
is moving ahead of us�  We have a strong reputation internationally for a green and environmen-
tally friendly agriculture product�  That reputation is going to be important if we are going to be 
able to maintain the level of support that Ireland has internationally for its agriculture product�  
We need to get serious about this�

I am disappointed�  There are two areas under the Minister of State’s control in which she 
can make a significant difference to Irish farmers in terms of income, as well as delivering for 
the environment; namely, organics and forestry�  In both areas, she is failing miserably to make 
an impact.  She is reading statements prepared by officials which have failed time and time 
again�

20/05/2021C00500Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  Pip-
pa Hackett): The scheme is not the only mechanism�  Many operators can operate without the 
scheme.  They may not need the financial assistance but they are still organic farming and are 
assessed by the organic certification bodies.  The incentive is there to encourage people into it.  
Some people find they can operate perfectly and profitably without the assistance of the offer of 
the moneys through the scheme�

I assure the Deputy that my ambitions for organics and forestry are genuine�  I will be work-
ing hard to ensure they deliver, along with the horticulture sector and any other aspect under my 
remit, for the environment�  That is why I am a politician and want to do this�  That is why my 
party was happy to enter government�
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20/05/2021C00600Agriculture Schemes

20/05/2021C007004� Deputy Denis Naughten asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the 
sources and value of funding for the results-based environmental agri pilot project; if he will 
review the number of participants in view of the level of demand for participation under the 
scheme; and if he will make a statement on the matter�  [27253/21]

20/05/2021C00800Deputy Denis Naughten: There have been five applications for every place on the pilot 
environmental scheme, even with restricted access to it and the poor financial return.  It clearly 
shows the demand from farmers for more sustainable farming models�  However, this must pay 
farmers directly for carbon reductions�

20/05/2021C00900Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I secured an additional €79 million, including €23 million 
from the carbon tax fund, in budget 2021 to support actions in the area of biodiversity, climate, 
environment and farm health and safety, while also supporting farm incomes�  Part of this is the 
results-based environment agri pilot, REAP�  While it is small, it is innovative, ambitious and 
farmer friendly�

It is a pilot because we are in a transition period between now and the new CAP kicking off 
in January 2023�  It will pay up to a maximum of €12,600 between now and then�  We expect 
the average payment on 10 ha to be close to €5,000 which is significant in terms of income.  
Both small and large farmers can benefit fully from the income that it actually generates.  It will 
also allow them to make a contribution in terms of biodiversity and climate change, allowing 
everybody to contribute equally to that, be they a small or large farmer�

It is five times oversubscribed.  We heard lots of criticism in advance of the scheme being 
published but not a peep of criticism since then�  The only criticism is, what I predicted at the 
outset, that we would have more of the scheme than the pilot terms and conditions would allow�  
It is five times oversubscribed.  I would love to be able to accommodate everyone in it.  I have 
written to the European Commissioner on how we can accommodate more and to see if the po-
tential is there for that.  It will contribute significantly to farm incomes and will be an important 
measure for biodiversity and climate change�

20/05/2021C01000Deputy Denis Naughten: I would have liked if the Minister had responded to my original 
question�  He might come back to me in the supplementary to explain the exact sources of fund-
ing for the €10 million set out initially�  The previous budget had allocated €3 million directly 
from the Minister for Finance�  That leaves a balance of €7 million that has to be funded�

If the Minister is going cap in hand to the Commission looking for permission, then some of 
that €7 million is coming from EU funding�  How much of the €23 million in carbon taxes that 
was provided to the Department will go into this scheme as it is currently formulated?

20/05/2021C01100Deputy Charlie McConalogue: Overall, there is €79 million for new agri-environmental 
measures this year�  Out of that, €23 million is from the carbon tax fund�  There is a key pro-
gramme for Government commitment to introduce a new flagship agri-environmental scheme 
in the next CAP which will start in January 2023�  In funding that scheme, there will be €1�5 
billion from the carbon tax between now and 2050�

In the transition period, we are constrained to pilot measures�  We are not able to spend 
money on entirely new schemes because they cannot come in yet�  I am very heartened by the 
response to REAP�  The Deputy is right that it shows the appetite among farmers for a scheme 
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that is well structured�  They can get a return in terms of income and it will allow them to deliver 
for the environment�  My key objective is to explore the opportunity to ensure as many farmers 
as possible can be included in that actual scheme�

20/05/2021C01200Deputy Denis Naughten: This pilot scheme is one of the key initiatives in the Department 
for 2021�  We have a greening of government which I welcome�  This is a key strand of that with 
both the initial pilot and the further expansion of it�

In the programme for Government, a clear indication is given that part of the carbon tax 
fund will go directly to Irish farmers�  I asked the Minister in written and oral parliamentary 
questions about this�  On both occasions, he refused to answer how much of the carbon tax is 
allocated to that €10 million fund under this environmental scheme�  Up to €3 million had been 
allocated in the previous year directly from the Minister for Finance�  The Minister has gone 
cap in hand to the Commission looking for permission which clearly indicates that part of this 
funding is coming directly from the European Commission�  How much of the €23 million is 
going into this environmental pilot scheme?

20/05/2021C01300Deputy Charlie McConalogue: In terms of our rural development programme and our 
measures within that, we have to engage with the European Commission in terms of getting 
approval for schemes that are part of that�  State aid, which is important with this, comes within 
the rural development programme�  That is why I am engaging with Europe and seeking permis-
sion to be able to accommodate additional farmers within the terms of the CAP�

Out of €79 million this year for additional new environmental measures, €23 million is com-
ing from the carbon tax�  As the Deputy knows, we can only spend so much of it this year and 
next year because we are in the transition period�  The clear commitment in the programme for 
Government is that there will be €1.5 billion of it up to 2030.  The new flagship agri-environ-
mental scheme will start in January 2023, so it is really positive that we have the funding for 
the commitment in the programme for Government to help to make it a good and substantial 
scheme�  If less is spent this year from the €1�5 billion carbon tax fund, there will be more fund-
ing from the scheme for the flagship agri-environmental scheme that will be in place from 2023.

20/05/2021D00200Deputy Denis Naughten: The Minister never answered the question�

20/05/2021D00300EU Funding

20/05/2021D004005� Deputy Marian Harkin asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if the 
proposed reduction to farmers’ entitlement values to create the EU eco-schemes fund will be 
subject to internal convergence� [26984/21]

20/05/2021D00500Deputy Marian Harkin: I want to ask the Minister if the proposed eco-schemes in the 
new CAP will be subject to internal convergence and if there will be equality of access and op-
portunities for all farmers to the schemes�  Will farmers get paid for what they do, as distinct 
from the current greening payment, which is linked to historical entitlements from more than 
20 years ago?

20/05/2021D00600Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank Deputy Harkin for her question�  The exact shape 
of the various provisions under the next CAP are still under negotiation�  Until all of those are 
complete there is not final certainty with regard to the exact level of convergence that will be 
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applied, or the proportion of the direct payments ceiling allocated to eco-schemes�

The general approach agreed by Council last November would see a minimum of 20% of 
the direct payments ceiling for Ireland dedicated to eco-schemes, while the Parliament is argu-
ing for a higher allocation, as high as 30%�  At this point, the exact nature of how that scheme 
will work is not clear�  Equally, it is not clear whether payments from it would be on a per hect-
are basis additional to the basic income support for sustainability, BISS, or on the basis of cost 
incurred or income foregone�

In the proposal, there is a prescribed order in which the direct payments ceiling is admin-
istered�  I will set out the steps involved�  The allocation for eco-schemes is deducted from the 
ceiling�  The allocation for the young farmers scheme is deducted from the ceiling�  Any other 
allocations for other interventions are deducted from the ceiling�  The remainder then forms the 
BISS ceiling�  Payment entitlement values are assigned from that�  After values are assigned, 
and the average value is determined, convergence can be applied to the entitlement values from 
that point forward�  The eco-schemes are independent of the payment entitlement value�

There is a super trilogue for three days next year between the Commission, the Council and 
the Parliament�  I know that is a process Deputy Harkin is particularly familiar with, having 
served as an MEP�  That will then set the European plan, which we will have to work through 
and set our own national plan coming out of that to form our own domestic eco-schemes that 
are consistent with the wider European plan that will be agreed�

20/05/2021D00700Deputy Marian Harkin: I understand that negotiations are still ongoing, and we have the 
super trilogues coming up�  I am aware of the respective positions of the Council, the Parlia-
ment and the Commission�  My question to the Minister is about the policy being pursued by the 
Government�  What is Ireland’s position in the Council on the eco-schemes?  Does he support 
a flat-rate payment not connected in any way to historical entitlements?

Second, does the Minister expect the eco-schemes to start out at 15% or 20% in the first year 
and increase perhaps to 25% or even 30% over a number of years?  What is his position and that 
of the Government on those two issues?

20/05/2021D00800Deputy Charlie McConalogue: My position at the Council of Ministers has been to main-
tain a 20% minimum threshold in terms of the eco-schemes�  The Parliament is pushing for 
30%�  It is important that we try to ensure we maintain the basic payment scheme farmers get to 
support them to produce top quality, healthy and safe food, and also to do that in a way that is 
consistent with good environmental practice�  Within the new CAP a minimum of 20% will go 
to the eco-schemes�  I will be trying to frame them in a way that ensures that while we have eco-
schemes and farmers must make a contribution in terms of complying with them, they retain the 
value of the payments they previously received�

Working within Pillar 2, we will look at putting in place programmes that reward farmers 
for greater environmental ambition and delivering on biodiversity and climate change initia-
tives, as well as ensuring it delivers new income streams for them�

20/05/2021D00900Deputy Marian Harkin: The Minister mentioned a minimum of 20%�  What is his range?  
The Department issued figures recently on the impact of 85% convergence on Pillar 1 pay-
ments�  He started out with 100% of the payments, comprising 70% for the basic payment and 
30% for the greening.  However, the figures used to illustrate the impact of 85% convergence 
only included 70% for the basic payment and the 30% greening was left out.  Those figures 
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were completely misleading�  I am not saying anybody set out to mislead, but that was the out-
come�  We must compare like with like�  The Department showed that under 85% convergence, 
everybody would lose or just barely maintain their payments, but that is mathematically impos-
sible, and the Department knows that�  Will the Department compare like with like and give all 
farmers impartial and accurate figures?

20/05/2021D01000Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank Deputy Harkin�  That piece of research was to 
establish what the value of the entitlement would be.  That is what the figures that were set out 
showed�  The value of the entitlement is going to exclude the eco-scheme payment, which will 
be extracted from the entitlement value in the first place.  That is what the research showed.

I agree with Deputy Harkin that it all must be looked at in the round�  There will be full 
and accurate detail and data on this from the Department�  There will be full disclosure and full 
transparency�  I accept the point Deputy Harkin makes, but the research was about calculating 
what the entitlement value would be, which excludes what will happen with the eco-schemes�  
The eco-schemes payment is to be applied at a flat rate based on compliance with the draft plan 
on a European level and farmers will apply for that separately�  It does have to be looked at in 
the round and ultimately what counts for farmers is what it means for their income�  That is the 
crucial issue�

20/05/2021D01100An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: That is the end of Priority Questions�

20/05/2021D01200Ceisteanna Eile - Other Questions

20/05/2021D01300Forestry Sector

20/05/2021D014006� Deputy Matt Carthy asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the num-
ber of hectares of new forestry planting targeted for 2021; the number of applications for felling 
licences outstanding; and the expected timeframe to resolve the current backlog� [26909/21]

20/05/2021D01500Deputy Matt Carthy: The Minister of State, Senator Hackett, said that she was genuine 
in her ambition for forestry in Ireland�  I accept that she is sincere in her ambition but she took 
office with a very bad position on forestry and the position has got a whole lot worse since the 
Government has been in place�  What changes will she make to resolve what is now a crisis in 
Irish forestry?

20/05/2021D01600Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  Pip-
pa Hackett): I do not think the situation has got worse�  I agree that it is not a lot better, but it 
certainly has not got worse�

Forestry and related issues, particularly the resolution of licensing issues, are a major prior-
ity for the Department and me�  We recognise the importance of forestry to farmers, forest own-
ers, forestry contractors, sawmills, nurseries, wood processors and the wider rural economy as 
a whole�  It is a hugely valuable and important sector�

In order to deliver fully on the potential of the sector, we need a well-functioning licensing 
system.  I am the first to acknowledge that we have fallen short in terms of turnaround time for 
licences�  This continues to be a problem�  Steps have been taken to address the situation�  We 
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have invested hugely in resources and taken on more ecologists, forestry inspectors and ad-
ministrative staff.  They have seen some gains in output, but I agree that more work remains to 
be done�  We have set ourselves an ambitious target of 4,500 new licences for this year, which 
would be a 75% increase on last year and we are determined to meet this target�

In terms of felling, the volume of timber licensed this year is up 27% on the same period 
last year, which is an improvement�  In terms of product to sawmills, Coillte which is the main 
provider, is fully licensed on felling licences for 2021, although not all of its output is imme-
diately available�  We hope to rectify that very soon�  I established Project Woodland to work 
with the most important stakeholders to examine all aspects of forestry, including a review of 
processes with a view to reducing the licensing backlog�  This process is being implemented in-
tensively and the working groups are meeting regularly�  I understand that they are due to come 
forward to me with recommendations in some cases�  I have asked for a timeline for clearance 
of the backlog.  I remain confident that the framework now in place under Project Woodland 
will address our current difficulties and will result in a licensing system which meets the needs 
of forest owners�

20/05/2021E00200Deputy Matt Carthy: The number of licences issued for felling in March and April this 
year was down by 25% compared with the same period last year.  Whether it is afforestation 
licences, road-opening licences or felling licences, we are way behind target�  Not only are we 
dealing with a crisis in the here and now with our timber industry, but we are facing a genera-
tional crisis with regard to afforestation.  The Minister of State has set a target of 8,000 ha for 
planting.  Last year, we were wildly off those targets.  She has set a target of 8,000 ha this year.  
At present, less than 2,500 ha have been licensed.  Do licences for afforestation include figures 
for replanting?  In other words, when felling has taken place and it is replanted, is that included 
in the Minister of State’s figures?  That is not new forestry.

20/05/2021E00300Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (Deputy 
Senator Pippa Hackett): To address the Deputy’s final point, afforestation is new areas and 
replanting is part of the felling and replanting option, so that is not afforestation, just reforesta-
tion.  The afforestation levels that the Deputy quotes are correct.  Past levels have been low.  We 
have not attained the target of 8,000 ha under the climate action plan�  I expect, unfortunately, 
that the levels of afforestation this year will be similar to last year.  However, we hope that the 
trend will reverse with the work on Project Woodland and the co-ordinated approach to intro-
duce more effective processes in the issuing of licences.  We expect that initiative to operate 
well under Project Woodland.  The January figures for licensing for felling were high.  They 
may have dropped off in February and March.  The licensing tends to be seasonal because you 
can only fell at certain times of the year.  I agree that we need to have confidence injected into 
the sector, which is something I want to do�

20/05/2021E00400Deputy Matt Carthy: How many applications are currently being processed per week?  I 
have mentioned the crisis�  Everywhere I go, I hear about this�  If one tries to encourage a farmer 
to enter forestry schemes right now, one will be on a hiding to nothing�  That is where there is 
a crucial concern for the future�  We know that Coillte is important but the preferential treat-
ment it has been given compared with private landowners has meant that that sector where we 
need growth to happen with regard to afforestation policy has become completely disengaged.  
It is disengaged because of the failures of the Department�  I have asked the Minister of State 
on a number of occasions if she will face up to the faceless bureaucrats in her Department who 
are responsible for this crisis and who are still in charge of getting us out of it�  We need a fun-
damental rethink, which will not happen unless there is engagement with stakeholders, which 
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means the farmers, who can play a really important role�  Will that change happen?

20/05/2021E00500Deputy Martin Browne: Deputy Carthy has covered much of the issue�  If, prior to March 
2021, Coillte was able to provide generic, non-site-specific harvest plans with its felling ap-
plications and that has been accepted practice between Coillte and the Department, how many 
applications have been submitted and processed in this manner and will the Minister of State 
make a statement on it?

20/05/2021E00600Deputy Denis Naughten: We have new legislation and more staff across the board in the 
Department dealing with this�  After four months of this year, we are only marginally ahead of 
the number of licences issued over the same period last year�  We have looked for a timeline to 
clear the backlog�  Has the Minister of State a reply to that?

20/05/2021E00700Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  Pip-
pa Hackett): Do I address all three Deputies?  Deputy Browne has a specific question.

20/05/2021E00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy Carthy tabled the question and the other two Depu-
ties are entitled to ask a supplementary question�

20/05/2021E00900Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine (Deputy 
Senator Pippa Hackett): I concur with the concerns raised.  We need to inject confidence into 
the sector�  Our farmers will be key to this�  We do not have many more hectares of State land to 
afforest, so if we are to meet our targets, we will rely almost wholly on private landowners and 
farmers�  I reject the claim that we give preferential treatment to Coillte�  It supplies 75% of the 
timber for Irish sawmills and receives approximately 65% of the felling licences�  I do not think 
that is preferential treatment�  Will Deputy Browne ask that full question later?  I have a more 
extensive answer for him for that�

20/05/2021E01000Deputy Martin Browne: If I could come back in�

20/05/2021E01100Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  Pip-
pa Hackett): I will not be able to respond to that in this time�

20/05/2021E01200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The time is the Minister of State’s to use as she sees fit.

20/05/2021E01300Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  Pip-
pa Hackett): I have only five seconds left.

20/05/2021E01400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Minister of State will get the chance later on, perhaps�

20/05/2021E01500Common Agricultural Policy

20/05/2021E016007� Deputy Holly Cairns asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the status 
of convergence rates which will form part of the new Common Agricultural Policy in the tri-
logue negotiations� [26918/21]

20/05/2021E01700Deputy Holly Cairns: I ask the Minister the status of convergence rates, which will form 
part of the new Common Agricultural Policy, in the trilogue negotiations�  We know the Council 
has accepted a minimum convergence level of 75% and that the European Parliament is propos-
ing a rate of 85% in negotiations�  I sought and failed to get greater clarity on the Government’s 
position on this�  Will the Minister provide an update on the convergence issue and outline the 
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rate he and his officials are pushing for, and why?

20/05/2021E01800Deputy Charlie McConalogue: At present, the trilogue negotiations are ongoing on all 
aspects of the CAP programme at European level�  As the Deputy knows, in Ireland, conver-
gence has been a central part of direct payments throughout the current CAP programme�  In 
2019, the goal of all payment entitlements reaching a minimum value of 60% of the national 
average was completed�  In that time, Ireland also set a maximum payment entitlement value 
which in practice meant that all BPS payments now lie between €160 and €700 per hectare with 
a national average of €260�

The negotiations on the new CAP programme have seen varying proposals on the level of 
convergence to be applied from 2023�  The general approach agreed by the Council last No-
vember saw that 60% minimum rise to 75% by 2026 in line with the original Commission pro-
posals�  However, as the Deputy pointed out, the European Parliament has advocated for 100% 
convergence.  In the course of these negotiations, the Presidency has offered a compromise 
solution of a minimum of 85% convergence which has been rejected by the Parliament�

I have argued that we must have subsidiarity to make our own call at national level�  I have 
held tight to the Council’s general approach of a minimum of 75% convergence and 20% for 
the eco scheme, particularly so that we are in a position to make our own national call on con-
vergence�  If we can get discretion at European level, we will have a full engagement with all 
farmers across the country and with all stakeholders about what approach we take domestically 
with regard to convergence�  It is an important issue and is always contested�  There are winners 
and losers�  It is important that we get as much power to set our own destiny as possible so that 
we can engage with everybody’s ideas and talk to all farmers, then make our own call later this 
year�  First, we will have to see what is the minimum level at European level�

20/05/2021E01900Deputy Holly Cairns: In January last year, when the Minister was in opposition, he ar-
gued that there was no reasonable basis to stop the convergence process during the transition 
period.  However, once in office, he continued with the reasoning of convergence to provide 
stability and certainty for farmers�  What information did the Department provide which led to 
this change of position?  Like any of us, the Minister is entitled to change his position based 
on different information, but he is obliged to share that rationale for the change of heart with 
us and with farmers�  What is the reasoning of the Department driving Ireland’s position at the 
negotiations?  What exactly is the Minister pushing for, whether 85% or 75%?  He is pushing 
for greater flexibility for member states in implementing aspects of the CAP but we do now 
know what he and his officials will do with that flexibility.  Will he outline that and address why 
convergence was halted?

20/05/2021F00100Deputy Charlie McConalogue: It will not be a matter of what I or my officials do when-
ever it comes to our national CAP plan�  It will be a matter of engaging fully with farmers 
throughout the country on what our plan should look like, and fully consulting everyone before 
I, as Minister, make any calls on that�  My approach in Europe has been to ensure we have as 
much national discretion as possible to set our own destiny in this regard�

On the Deputy’s point regarding the transition period and my position in advance of the 
election, which was that we should continue convergence during the transition period and move 
gradually towards the 75%, it was already clear it was going to be set at European level and, 
obviously, it may go higher in the trilogue process�  It was too late this year to put in place any 
additional step towards that 75% because of the practical challenges in setting that�  This is why 
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there was no step towards the 75% this year, and it was simply due to practical considerations�  
That is now going to be overtaken by the wider decision on what the ultimate level of conver-
gence will be, and that will happen after consultations with farmers�

20/05/2021F00200Deputy Holly Cairns: I am still unaware of what information the Minister has had since 
being in opposition that explains the change of heart on this issue�  Convergence is just one is-
sue that represents the lack of clarity that farmers are facing�  Those on small farms in the west 
are concerned that the new CAP will threaten the agricultural status of their land�  The Minister 
says this gives flexibility but farmers do not want flexibility regarding the status of their land; 
they want certainty�  The Irish Cattle And Sheep Farmers’ Association, ICSA, is calling for all 
farmers to be treated equally concerning land eligibility and conditionality, and the IFA is hav-
ing regional meetings this week to inform its members�  The dissatisfaction with REAP and the 
limited places are also symptomatic of this issue�

The new CAP will affect not only the lives of thousands of farming families but will also 
shape our landscape over the next decade�  It is essential that the Minister presents his position 
to the House throughout the negotiations�  I do not understand why we do not vote on the posi-
tions the Minister takes to Europe�  I am new to this House but these are very important deci-
sions and there is no scrutiny�  It is disgraceful that so little time has been given to these issues�  
Farmers in rural areas deserve more respect�  I ask that the Minister would give a real answer 
in regard to his change of heart�

20/05/2021F00300Deputy Marian Harkin: To follow on from what the Deputy has said, what we are asking 
here, certainly what I am asking, is for the Government’s position and the Minister’s position 
on convergence�  Is the Minister looking at a minimum or a maximum of 75%?  As he knows, 
the Council put forward 85% and that was rejected by the Parliament, so we may be looking 
at more than that�  What is the Minister’s position and the Government’s position?  I may be 
wrong but my view was that the Fianna Fáil position was to move towards full convergence�  
We expect our Government and our Minister to have a policy, and that is what we are asking�  
In what direction is the Minister going?  What is his policy on convergence?

20/05/2021F00400Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thought I had been clear but maybe not�  My position at 
European level has been to try to ensure, in terms of the CAP, that we have as much discretion 
as possible to make our own decisions domestically coming out of that�  I have outlined the situ-
ation at European level in terms of the Council position of 75% and the Parliament position of 
100%�  It remains to be seen where that will land at European level�  What the Deputy seemed 
to be saying is that I, as Minister, should decide what the outcome will be, and what I should 
be looking for in terms of convergence domestically, without recourse to or consultation with 
farmers�  To be clear, what I will be doing is engaging with farmers and all stakeholders before 
I make any decision on that�

20/05/2021F00500Deputy Holly Cairns: The Minister does not have a policy�

20/05/2021F00600Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I will not be setting any level on this without-----

20/05/2021F00700Deputy Holly Cairns: He had a policy in opposition and now he does not�

20/05/2021F00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Allow the Minister to respond�

20/05/2021F00900Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I will not be setting any level on this without first consult-
ing farmers�  I am surprised to hear that the Deputy is suggesting I should do otherwise�  I am 
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also looking forward to hearing her policy and everyone else’s policy on this�  Coming out of 
that, I will make a decision and make a call on it�

20/05/2021F01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Minister, we are over time�

20/05/2021F01100Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I have been consistent on this at all times�  I am disap-
pointed to see the Deputy trying to portray it as otherwise�

20/05/2021F01200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: If the Minister is going to just ignore the rules-----

20/05/2021F01300Deputy Holly Cairns: The Minister is changing his position and he is not telling us why�

20/05/2021F01400Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I outlined that in my previous response, if the Deputy 
wishes to go back over it and listen to exactly what the position is during the transition period�

20/05/2021F01500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: There is no point in me being here if we are just going to 
ignore the rules�  It is not fair to the other Deputies who have tabled questions�

20/05/2021F01550Horticulture Sector

20/05/2021F016008� Deputy Martin Browne asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the 
engagement he has had with the mushroom and horticultural sectors on the changes to the har-
vesting of horticultural peat; and the provisions he is preparing to support the sector� [27066/21]

20/05/2021F01700Deputy Martin Browne: I want the Minister to outline the engagements he has had with 
the members of the horticulture and mushroom sectors since the ban on horticultural peat har-
vesting and to address the level of dismay within the sector, given the impact of this ban and 
how they feel abandoned by the Minister and the Department�

20/05/2021F01800Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  
Pippa Hackett): It should be noted at the outset that my Department has no role in the regula-
tion or control of peat extraction�  However, I am very aware of the current dependence of the 
horticultural industry on the availability of peat moss�

Following on from the publication of a report on the review of the use of peat moss in 
the horticulture industry by the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, the 
Minister of State, Deputy Malcolm Noonan, set up a working group to consider impacts on the 
sector�  It is proposed that this working group, representing Departments, including my Depart-
ment, State agencies, environmental NGOs and industry stakeholders, will address the issues 
raised in the report, including the future use of peat in the horticulture sector�  I am pleased to 
say the first meeting of the independent working group took place on 4 March and it has met 
regularly since�

My Department, through the Horticulture Industry Forum, engages with the horticulture 
sector on an ongoing basis�  As recently as 20 April, I co-chaired a Horticulture Industry Fo-
rum meeting where the challenges and opportunities facing the industry were discussed�  At a 
broader level, the Department provides support to the horticulture industry through the scheme 
of investment aid for the development of the horticulture sector�  Financial support is available 
to assist growers and businesses through grant aid for capital investments in specialised plant 
and equipment, including renewable energy, as well as technology adoption specific to com-
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mercial horticulture production�  A 50% budget increase to €9 million has been secured for 
2021, which reflects the importance of the sector and the importance we are placing on it.  The 
scheme is 100% funded by the Government�  In addition, the Department administers the EU 
producer organisation scheme for fruit and vegetables, which allows growers to jointly market 
their production in order to strengthen the position of producers in the marketplace�

20/05/2021F01900Deputy Martin Browne: Like other Members, the Minister of State will have heard the 
valid concerns about livelihoods in the sector because it is being targeted�  The workers them-
selves are saying that the Ministers of State, Deputy Hackett and Deputy Noonan, have a fixed 
position on the issue of bogs and will do nothing more for the workers affected, and they say 
the just transition does not reach them�  They are not being supported and they feel they have 
been abandoned�  As a result, there are businesses in my constituency that are now sourc-
ing horticultural peat from Scotland, Estonia and elsewhere�  For a sector that accounts for a 
minuscule amount of all the peat harvested here, how can the Minister of State say, given the 
emissions involved in continuously importing an inferior product from abroad, that this is the 
more environmentally friendly way of moving forward?  We know the suggested alternatives 
are produced in ways that fall below our environmental standards�  Even Teagasc has said the 
only current alternative to get horticultural peat is to import it and that any other alternative is at 
least ten years away�  In fact, there is no guarantee there will be suitable alternatives�

20/05/2021F02000Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  
Pippa Hackett): The Deputy’s question relates to mushrooms and the wider horticulture sec-
tor.  The decision by Bord na Móna to cease harvesting has directly affected the sector.  The 
mushroom industry does not tend to acquire peat from Bord na Móna, so it has a slightly dif-
ferent problem, albeit we are going to reach a stage at some time in the future when nobody 
will be using peat for horticulture, certainly across Europe, and in the wider world�  Therefore, 
the Deputy is correct that there is a necessity to have a just transition to facilitate growers to 
move away from this growing medium to another more sustainable source�  That is something 
I hope the working group formed by the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, will be looking at, 
although it is specifically looking at the horticulture sector, not the wider peat extraction piece.

20/05/2021F02100Deputy Martin Browne: There is a nursery in Dundrum in my constituency where the 
owner cares for 1 million CO2 absorbing plants a year, and I am sure the working group will 
hear similar stories�  He told me yesterday he was glad he has only ten more years in the busi-
ness when the people who should be looking after it have no interest in it�  He has had to source 
horticultural peat from Scotland and Estonia, and costs have risen from €24 per cu� m to €37, 
and there are also the emissions involved in importing it�  It is like the forestry sector�  How do 
we expect to attract new entrants into this market, which is valuable in terms of carbon seques-
tration, when the sector has been left to wither?  Are we going to become a country that is a net 
importer of horticultural peat or, instead, are we going to import mushrooms and reverse the 
situation in which our mushroom industry employs more than 3,000 people and exports more 
than 80% of its products to the UK?

10 o’clock

This is how the future looks for the mushroom sector which, if the current policy persists, 
may very well move to the Continent altogether�  We must be realistic�  The harvesting of hor-
ticultural peat is so minuscule�

20/05/2021G00200Deputy Matt Carthy: Deputy Martin Browne has raised the fundamental question here�  
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At the moment there is no viable alternative and certainly no environmentally sustainable al-
ternative to use of horticultural peat in the mushroom industry�  The Deputy mentioned 3,000 
jobs�  These are concentrated in counties like my own county of Monaghan where there are 
very few alternative economic drivers for the local economy�  Therefore, the alternatives to the 
use of domestic horticultural peat are that we continue to import peat from outside the State, 
that we export our mushroom industry or that flexibility is shown to allow a sector like that to 
use domestic peat�  The volume needed for this use is a fraction of what was needed for energy 
production�  In the wider scheme of things, we are talking about very small quantities of peat 
that will actually keep a vibrant and crucially important element of our rural economy going�  
Which one of those three is the Minister of State willing to pursue?

20/05/2021G00300Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  
Pippa Hackett): I accept what both Deputies are saying and that this is tiny portion compared 
to what we have extracted over the decades for energy production and so forth�  Those are the 
questions the working group has been charged with and I am hoping to get some answers from 
it on this�  As I said, the group reports to the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, but certainly 
it is directly affecting the horticulture sector.  It is untrue in a sense to say there are no alterna-
tives because there are, although they are not available at the scale required for the commercial 
horticulture sector�  However, there are, for example, some commercial organic growers who 
are peat free, so there is scope�  There is work and research being done on this but, again, it is 
about implementing measures over the next number of years to help our sector transition out of 
peat�  Peat extraction must stop but horticulture must continue and that is what I will endeavour 
to support people in�

20/05/2021G00350Departmental Bodies

20/05/2021G004009� Deputy Denis Naughten asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the 
progress to date of the beef task force; the timeline for the completion of commitments given 
to the task force; the steps he is taking to implement the measures proposed by this Deputy and 
unanimously adopted by Dáil Éireann on 26 September 2019; and if he will make a statement 
on the matter� [26493/21]

20/05/2021G00500Deputy Denis Naughten: Irish beef promotion and sales are about volume and not value, 
which sees everyone except the farmer getting a margin�  Technology has the potential to dis-
rupt this model to the direct benefit of suckler farmers.  Blockchain technology in the beef 
industry is tomorrow’s offal.  Whomever controls the blockchain controls the sector.  This must 
be publically-owned and controlled and not let fall into the hands of one or two vested interests�

20/05/2021G00600Deputy Charlie McConalogue: The Deputy’s written question was dealing with the task 
force as well but I will first respond to his point about blockchain.  It certainly is exciting tech-
nology and the potential of it is very strong indeed�  It is something we have had discussions 
on previously in great detail�  We certainly have a premium product in Ireland�  Farmers put in 
tremendous effort to produce quality, healthy and safe food.  It is essential we work in every 
way we can to ensure we are targeting the premium markets and getting value for that�  That is 
one of the reasons I am setting up the ombudsman office.  I am consulting on that at the moment 
to try to ensure there is transparency and that we ultimately deliver the maximum income for 
farmers�  That is also why a potential avenue like this needs to be explored to see how it can add 
value and also empower farmers and the primary producer�  I would be very open to any way 
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I can assist with looking into the potential of it�  On engaging at policy level as a Department, 
and working with our agencies and particularly Bord Bia, the key objective is trying to ensure 
we are putting forward and internationally marketing the fact that our product is premium, how 
it is quality, grass-based and also how it is sustainable and produced in a way that is environ-
mentally friendly and in a way that other countries do not�  That is our objective at all times�  
Certainly there is potential to be explored regarding the capacity of blockchain�

On the task force, as the Deputy knows, work has been ongoing on that since September 
2019�  He may want to come in with his own supplementary on this and I can update him in 
more detail on where we are at�

20/05/2021G00700Deputy Denis Naughten: I welcome the Minister’s comments about the blockchain�  This 
is one of the issues the task force was to examine�  However, to be quite honest, I have lost con-
fidence in the task force as a result of the decision that was made with protected geographical 
indication, PGI, but there is an opportunity for everyone to redeem themselves with blockchain�  
To give the Minister an example, the Wyoming beef blockchain is breaking the current model of 
beef production in the US, where farmers are price takers just as they are here�  It allows them 
to receive a premium price for their grass-fed, free-range beef.  As I said, blockchain is the offal 
of tomorrow�  Whoever controls the blockchain controls the future route to market and that must 
be publically owned and controlled, not held in the hands of a few�

20/05/2021G00800Deputy Charlie McConalogue: Transparency and traceability are key with all the food we 
produce.  Farmers and all in the food supply chain go to great efforts to show where it coming 
from at a farm level, from both a quality and a safety point of view�  Ultimately, that is also 
very important in trying to ensure we get the maximum price for it when we go to sell it�  The 
potential of any new technologies around this must be explored to see how they can assist us 
because we have a tremendous platform and agrifood sector to build on and try to develop�  The 
more we can empower the primary producer, the better�  I am certainly open to any ideas and 
suggestions for how we can bring this forward�  I have no doubt that our State agencies will be 
interested in engaging and considering them and their potential as well�

On the task force, it has been meeting and going through in great detail many of the issues 
that emerged in advance of it being established in late 2019�  It is due to meet again very shortly 
to follow up on the third of its reports�

20/05/2021G00900Deputy Denis Naughten: In response the Minister can update me on where the task force 
is at at the moment and its current work programme.  I will leave him with a final point about 
blockchain.  Blockchain has the potential to benefit everyone in the beef sector in this coun-
try, from farmers, right through to the middlemen, the processors and those who are selling it 
directly as an end product.  It has the opportunity to disproportionately benefit Irish suckler 
farmers and give them a decent financial return on the product they produce, which has a poten-
tial knock-on impact on our environment and our economy as a whole�  However, it is vitally 
important that it is controlled and owned by the State and not the private sector�

20/05/2021G01000Deputy Charlie McConalogue: As I said, I am certainly open to considering this and look-
ing at its potential to benefit farmers.  On the point I referred to about the task force, at its most 
recent meeting, the third report it produced on price composition along the supply chain was 
presented to task force members�  They are considering it and commenting on it and will meet 
again in early June to take that work forward�
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20/05/2021G01050Departmental Funding

20/05/2021G0110010� Deputy Mark Ward asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine the finan-
cial supports his Department provides to a club (details supplied); and if multi-annual funding 
for this community service will be provided�  [26949/21]

20/05/2021G01200Deputy Mark Ward: The Clondalkin Equine Club is based in an area of Clondalkin that is 
highly disadvantaged�  In fact, it is in the area where I was born, bred and buttered, as we say 
in Clondalkin�  The club is based in a purpose-built facility that stables 20 horses and teaches 
young people the importance of responsible urban horsemanship�  I am asking if the Minister’s 
Department will provide multi-annual funding to this wonderful facility�  Multi-annual funding 
is essential so the club can plan for its future�

20/05/2021G01300Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank the Deputy for his question�  In keeping with the 
programme for Government, the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine is committed 
to working with local authorities, charities and community stakeholders in supporting urban 
horse welfare programmes, in particular in the context of facilities and education programmes�  
Funding provided to South Dublin County Council in support of the Clondalkin Equine Cen-
tre has been the largest capital commitment by the Department in support of an urban horse 
programme�  To date the Department has provided funding of almost €560,000, with a further 
€26,000 made available this year subject to commitments entered into by officials from the De-
partment and the club�  This agreement was in the context of limitations imposed by Covid-19, 
agreeing further efforts to secure alternative funding and the proposed formulation of a strategy 
for the organisation�  This funding of €503,000 in 2016 was committed to on the understanding 
that South Dublin County Council satisfied itself with the rules and governance of the club and 
that the project, when up and running, would be self-sustaining and assisted with reducing reli-
ance on control of horses’ activities�

This project also committed to the education of horse owners, particularly young horse 
owners, in the care and welfare of horses, as well as presenting educational and development 
opportunities for young people�  At the time, the Department made it clear to South Dublin 
County Council that funding would not be available for the day-to-day running of the club go-
ing forward�  To ensure sustainability, the Department worked with the council towards the hir-
ing of a part-time project manager with responsibility for the further development of this horse 
project and the Department provided funding towards this employment for a time�

The Department provided further funding in 2019 of €20,000 to the council towards the 
salary of a full-time manager following a commitment from the club to pursuing alternative 
streams of revenue�  Earlier this year, following representations and meetings with the club 
board and management, the Department agreed to provide a final tranche of short-term funding 
to the project through the council�  The Government is committed to supporting urban horse 
projects and work is ongoing with other Departments and local authorities to ensure that horses 
and the young people who care for them receive appropriate support�

20/05/2021H00200Deputy Mark Ward: I thank the Minister and acknowledge the funding provided by his 
Department�  As I stated, the Clondalkin Equine Club needs multi-annual funding�  I also agree 
with the Minister that it has been really difficult for the club to obtain alternative funding be-
cause of the limitations imposed by Covid-19�  The club was told by the Department it could 
apply to the Pobal process but community service programmes underwent a review last year 
and the club has been advised that this is at ministerial level, with nothing happening with new 
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applications until this process takes place�

When will this review take place?  I know it is not within his remit but will the Minister 
speak to his Cabinet colleague about this as a matter of urgency so this can be progressed?  I 
will put this in context, although I do not begrudge Horse Racing Ireland�  However, €56,000 
would fund two posts in this urban horse project while Horse Racing Ireland is to receive €77 
million this year, which is an increase of €10 million�

20/05/2021H00300Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank the Deputy�  This tremendous project has been 
recognised and supported by the Government to the tune of over €500,000.  That is a reflection 
of the commitment we have to supporting projects like this and the value they add to local com-
munities, equine care and welfare and the education of and provision of opportunities to young 
people so they can engage with horses and develop their skills�

The project was established on the basis that it would become self-sustaining and there 
was much engagement between the people in the project, South Dublin County Council and 
the Department on the structure�  That commitment was the concept behind the project so it is 
important that it can be followed through�  I understand the challenges that arise with Covid-19 
and the engagement that has happened with my Department�  I assure the Deputy we are com-
mitted to the project, as the provided funding demonstrates, and we will continue to work with 
it to see how it can be supported�

20/05/2021H00400Deputy Mark Ward: I thank the Minister�  If possible, perhaps he could reach across 
the Cabinet table to speak about the Pobal funding, as that would be really welcome�  The 
Clondalkin Equine Club is an oasis of tranquility in north Clondalkin�  Young people are carry-
ing on the tradition of urban horsemanship in a responsible manner�  Its purpose is to develop 
the social, equine and vocational skills of young people and to provide recreation, education, 
training and employment opportunities�

Services are delivered to a number of groups, including local schools, youth groups, chil-
dren with physical and learning disabilities and young people from socially excluded groups�  
I am an urban boy so my engagement with the Minister over this term of the Government will 
probably be really limited.  On behalf of the two staff members, Rachel and Jessica, and all the 
members of the club, I have been asked to invite the Minister to north Clondalkin to see the 
equine club, what it does and the service it provides to the people not only in north Clondalkin 
but right across Dublin Mid-West�

20/05/2021H00500Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank the Deputy�  There has been tremendous commit-
ment to this from the Department, as the Deputy can see from the level of funding�  I recognise 
the tremendous work the club is doing and the value to youths in the community�  I certainly 
look forward to visiting it and other similar projects whenever there is time in the near future�  I 
also want to look at projects like this that can work with young people with a tremendous inter-
est in horses so as to develop their skills and capacity to engage in and enjoy the pursuits they 
love and for which they have such a passion�  It is important the support that can be given is 
provided in terms of infrastructure�  I thank Deputy Ward for raising the matter today�
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20/05/2021H00600Agriculture Schemes

20/05/2021H0070011� Deputy Sorca Clarke asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine if he has 
considered amending the sheep welfare scheme in the interests of ensuring animal welfare as a 
result of the continued depression in wool prices� [26927/21]

20/05/2021H00800Deputy Matt Carthy: On behalf of Deputy Clarke, I ask the Minister if he has considered 
amending the sheep welfare scheme in the interests of ensuring animal welfare standards and 
also in recognition of the continued depression in wool farmers�  Is there a way we can support 
our sheep farmers?

20/05/2021H00900Deputy Charlie McConalogue: I thank Deputies Carthy and Clarke for tabling the ques-
tion�

With sheep meat, it is good to see weekly prices since the start of 2021 are running consis-
tently higher than the same period in both 2019 and 2020, with prices in early May at €7�45 per 
kg, a 38% increase on the same week in 2020�  The year-to-date national average price is almost 
30% up on the same period in 2020�  The outlook for Irish and EU lamb prices for the remainder 
of 2021 is positive, with global sheep meat prices projected to remain good�  It is a tremendous 
source of relief for sheep farmers across the country to see prices where they would like them 
to be always in order to ensure a good return for the work they put in�

With regard to opportunities in the wool sector, following the allocation of the significant 
amount of €100,000 in the budget for the review of the potential demand in international mar-
kets for wool-based products, such as insulation and fertilisers, I initiated a consultation to de-
termine the terms of reference for such a review�  Details of the proposed terms of reference to 
implement this review were published on the Department’s website on 11 March 2021 and in-
clude the identification of market opportunities domestically and internationally for wool-based 
products; the carrying out of economic feasibility and cost-benefit analysis on proposed market 
opportunities; the determination of mechanisms that could be used to support industry initia-
tives; and the identification of potential research projects applicable to supporting the identified 
market opportunities�  Interested parties were invited to submit comments on the proposed 
terms of reference or submissions on the potential market opportunities for wool products on 
the domestic and international markets�  The closing date for submissions was 2 April 2021 and 
we received 38 submissions�

The sheep welfare scheme is an EU-funded animal welfare scheme targeted at breeding 
ewes�  It was introduced in December 2016 by way of an amendment to Ireland’s rural develop-
ment plan.  The scheme was designed to be renewable every year over four years, with the final 
year of the scheme commencing in February 2020�  Existing sheep farmers who wished to join 
the scheme were required to apply to participate in the scheme in year one�  There is a facility 
for new entrants to sheep farming, as defined in the terms and conditions of the scheme, to apply 
to participate in the scheme in subsequent years�

20/05/2021H01000Deputy Matt Carthy: I thank the Minister for the response�  I acknowledge that sheep meat 
prices have increased and are at a more favourable level than before�  We can agree that we hope 
that will continue for a long time�  I welcome the work done on the review of the wool sector 
and it is baffling in many ways that we do not have an indigenous wool sector in the country.  
We are all united in seeing that develop�
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What is the next step for the review?  The Minister indicated that approximately 30 sub-
missions were received�  I hope some of those will outline ways in which we can develop an 
indigenous sector and ensure we have a sustained wool industry here, with other uses for wool�  
This would mean we are not dependent on markets like China, which can be extremely volatile�  
Will the Minister outline the next steps and the timeline for those steps?

20/05/2021H01100Deputy Charlie McConalogue: The funding of €100,000 is there for research to develop 
opportunities and potential for domestic use and income from wool�  We will be very much 
guided by the submissions we receive and we will reflect on the suggestions coming out of that 
to see how we can best utilise that funding to try to ensure there are new opportunities�  If any 
opportunities present, we will look to develop them�  It has been a very challenging space for 
farmers over the last years where wool prices have not been able to cover the cost of clipping�  
It is certainly a long way from where it used to be�  It is a tremendous product and it can have 
other uses�  The Minister of State, Senator Hackett, is very committed to developing this also�  
If there is anything we can do to try to identify new uses and sources for such a sustainable 
product and to deliver an income for farmers, that is what we will do as we identify the ideas 
and suggestions that will come through the consultation�

20/05/2021J00200Deputy Matt Carthy: I thank the Minister for that response�  I was speaking with a farmer 
in the Minister’s constituency who told me he was offered €20 for one dozen bags of wool.  This 
tells us how stark the problem is�  He indicated that he was relieved not to be charged for having 
the wool removed�  It is very important that this work continues�

On the sheep welfare scheme, I thought it was a simple enough process to amend that 
scheme to include clipping sheep as an additional measure that would bring even a small in-
come to farmers and would be in the interest of animal welfare�  Has the Minister given such a 
measure any consideration as a feasible option?  As with beef and any other sector, we need to 
try to ensure there is stability as well as sustainability in prices and markets�  No sector wants 
a situation of extreme price volatility one way or another�  That does not allow farmers to plan�  
All of these things need to be taken in the round�

20/05/2021J00300Deputy Charlie McConalogue: We would first look to explore the options for developing 
markets so there would be a price for wool that can actually deliver a profit for farmers and 
ensure the cost associated with clipping was also covered�

The sheep welfare scheme has been an important scheme for farmers and it has been ex-
tended this year�  I have also updated the reference years to ensure the maximum number of 
farmers take part in it and that the number of sheep they have is reflected in the payments they 
receive�  We will be looking at the sheep welfare scheme in the context of a new CAP and how 
it will be structured�  All ideas will be considered as part of the public consultation around that�  
Farmers will have a chance to input into this also�

  Question No. 12 replied to Written Answers. 

20/05/2021J00400Forestry Sector

20/05/2021J0050013� Deputy Catherine Connolly asked the Minister for Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
the status of the development of a new forestry strategy for Ireland as recommended in reports 
(details supplied); the timeline for the finalisation of the strategy; and if he will make a state-
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ment on the matter� [26986/21]

20/05/2021J00600Deputy Catherine Connolly: Will the Minister of State please give an update on the de-
velopment of a new forestry strategy?  The Mackinnon report in 2019 was significant and 
highlighted many things, which I cannot go into in 30 seconds, but the Minister of State is well 
aware of them�  Then there was the report by Ms Jo O’Hara�  Perhaps the Minister of State will 
give an update�

20/05/2021J00700Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  
Pippa Hackett): The need for a forestry strategy was one of the recommendations made by 
Mr� Jim Mackinnon in his report�  Mr� Mackinnon was commissioned in 2019 to examine the 
processes for approving afforestation proposals and the linked issues for other forestry-related 
operations�

The development of a new forestry strategy will provide an opportunity to not only review 
the goals set out in the last forestry strategy for Ireland published in 2014, but also to adapt the 
strategy to the new challenges and requirements, and to provide a framework that will allow for 
the development of the forest sector in the medium and longer term�  The renewed strategy will 
reflect both the programme for Government commitments and international best practise from 
an environment, social and economic perspective�

The newly-launched project woodland, which among other things looks to the development 
of woodland creation into the future, provides a dedicated working group for the preparation of 
a new forestry strategy for Ireland�  This working group, chaired by Dr� Matt Crowe and with 
a representative membership of external stakeholders, seeks to develop a shared cross-society 
vision for the role of trees, woods and forests in Ireland’s future�  Work in this group is well un-
der way�  We will conduct an extensive public consultation strategy on the new forest strategy, 
to be carried out in the second half of 2021�  It is envisaged that the new forest strategy will be 
launched in 2022�

I see this as an exciting opportunity to reframe the discussion on forestry in Ireland, which 
can be very divisive at times, and to engage all citizens in shaping this long-term strategy.  I 
look forward to engaging with all parties during the public consultation phase� 

20/05/2021J00800Deputy Catherine Connolly: The Minister of State is more familiar than I with all of the 
figures.  Compared to the EU average of 30%, only 11% of Ireland is covered in trees, of which 
49% is privately owned�  The rate of native tree species is so low it is embarrassing�  I am not 
here to say this�  I am here to work with the Minister of State on the forestry strategy and the 
importance of it�  All Deputies continually highlight the inadequate nature of what is happening, 
but we knew this from the Mackinnon report and beforehand�  The Mackinnon report highlights 
it�  O’Hara came in and said that we needed an implementation plan�  We are beyond this�  We 
have a biodiversity crisis and we have a climate emergency�  We need urgent action�  I welcome 
that the strategy will be published, but it is in 2022�  When in 2022 will it be published?  Is it 
January 2022?

20/05/2021J00900Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  Pip-
pa Hackett): The Deputy highlighted the work of Jo O’Hara, who has stayed on as a member 
of the project board, which oversees the work of the project woodland�  Before questions in 
the Chamber today, I was on the European Forest Institute conference�  There is a Europe-wide 
forestry strategy being created at the moment�  The interaction between what we do here and 
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across Europe is important, including with regard to shared scientific knowledge.  As the Dep-
uty said, forests will have a significant future role in how we adapt to climate change and how 
we mitigate climate change�  Our forests need to adapt to that�  They certainly must deliver on 
aspects of biodiversity, water quality, and other environmental measures that are so important 
to our country and our country’s future�

20/05/2021J01000Deputy Catherine Connolly: We are beyond that�  Despair might be a strong word, but one 
of the things that jumped out of the Mackinnon report was the complete lack of hope from the 
Department and in this sector in relation to what is going on�  I do not have the report in front 
of me, although I usually do, but that is one aspect�  While industry-led continuous pressure is 
important it should not be the main or leading voice when considering what is the sustainable 
way forward�

The Minister of State mentioned four streams�  Are all four work streams representative of 
the views of the environment?  Who is actually leading on this?  The one big absence is that 
nobody is driving�  Members can come to the House every week with questions on the backlogs 
and what has happened, but it is historical�  It is more important now to grasp it, deal with it, and 
make forestry part of the solution for all of us�  We have no choice about that�

20/05/2021J01100Acting Chairman (Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh): Deputy Carthy can come in�  We have 
one minute left�

20/05/2021J01200Deputy Matt Carthy: I thank the Acting Chairman�  I wish to reiterate the point that timber 
production is very important�  In our earlier discussion, we spoke of the crisis in that area�  This 
must be distinct from the forestry policy�  I am aware that this is where the Minster of State is 
strongest in her ambition�  I fear, however, that we do not have, nor have we ever had, a proper 
strategy based on the promotion of native broadleaf species, and the inclusion of as many peo-
ple as possible�  I have spoken on the importance of the farmer as stakeholder in this important 
aspect of forestry�  There is probably scope on all farmland in the country for additional trees to 
be planted, if it is done in the right manner and if the supports are there�  With every community 
group there is huge scope for urban green areas to be utilised�  During the restricted periods we 
saw the importance of those types of spaces�  All of those areas are under-utilised�  Other Euro-
pean countries have areas the size of entire Irish counties where they can have forestry.  We do 
not have that here so we need a different and ambitious approach.

20/05/2021J01300Minister of State at the Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine(Senator  
Pippa Hackett): I thank the Deputies�  I agree that perhaps in the past there has been too much 
of an industry-led focus on this�  Perhaps this is why we have ended up with the complications 
we now see with forestry and the acceptance in communities and acceptance among environ-
mentalists also�  My forestry policy group is made up of 25 people at the moment�  I would 
categorise there being one third from industry, one third from the environmental NGOs and 
slightly less than one third from State agencies such as the National Parks and Wildlife Service 
and the EPA�  We also have community representation and I have charged Irish Rural Link to 
engage with the communities that feel most affronted and affected by forestry.  I am trying to 
bring everyone on board�  It is a massive task but all of these representations are on the work 
streams�  I agree with Deputy Carthy that there is much scope for us to have smaller scale plant-
ing on farms, which would be readily acceptable to most farmers throughout the country�  It is 
certainly something the Department and I are looking into�

  Questions Nos. 14 to 74 replied to with Written Answers.
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20/05/2021K00150Ceisteanna ar Sonraíodh Uain Dóibh - Priority Questions

20/05/2021K00175Higher Education Grants

20/05/2021K0020075� Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science if students who lost their jobs as a result of the pandemic will 
be pushed out of SUSI for accepting the pandemic unemployment payment; and if he will make 
a statement on the matter� [27377/21]

20/05/2021K00300Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I want to ask the Minister about students who have lost their 
jobs as a result of the pandemic and who now believe they will be pushed out of SUSI for ac-
cepting the pandemic unemployment payment�  Will the Minister please clear this up because 
it is causing huge concern?

20/05/2021K00400Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (Dep-
uty Simon Harris): I am very proud that we live in a country where we have provided such 
significant income support to all people who lost jobs, including students.  Some of the com-
mentary, certainly not from Deputy Conway-Walsh but from some elements in recent weeks 
and months, suggesting it was inappropriate and that students should not be claiming the pan-
demic unemployment payment shows a huge lack of understanding of the impact this pandemic 
has had on young people and people of all ages�

As Deputy Conway-Walsh is aware, the student support scheme was established in 2012�  It 
is a vital support for people accessing third level�  Almost 101,000 applications were received 
by SUSI for grant support in the 2020 to 2021 academic year with just over 79,000 applica-
tions being assessed as eligible for grant support�  The projected total cost for this year is €370 
million�  Applications for the 2021 to 2022 academic year are now open and to date we have 
received 46,000 applications�  I am pleased to say that 28,500 of these applications have now 
been assessed and 26,500 have been approved for support�  This is an early indication of the 
very high success rate of people applying and being deemed eligible�

With regard specifically to the pandemic unemployment payment, this has been treated as 
reckonable income since it was introduced in March 2020�  This is not a new development�  
Income from the Covid-19 payment has the same standing and is treated in a similar fashion 
to other Department of Social Protection payments, such as jobseeker’s benefit or jobseeker’s 
allowance�  It is very important there is a consistency of approach for all students�  We cannot 
decide one student getting one social welfare payment is more or less important or entitled than 
somebody else.  A student or family on jobseeker’s benefit, for example, or on jobseeker’s al-
lowance or the one-parent family benefit, must be treated the same as a student for family on the 
pandemic unemployment payment�  However, I want to say we have a change of circumstance 
mechanism for students or families who had been receiving the pandemic unemployment pay-
ment, and who will not be in future as the economy reopens, to tell the SUSI system there has 
been a change of circumstance�  I will expand on this later�

20/05/2021K00500Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I thank the Minister�  I know he agrees it is unacceptable 
that students would be pushed out and denied SUSI grants because they accepted the pandemic 
unemployment payment�  I would treat it as an exceptional needs payment�  Nobody should be 
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penalised for accepting the pandemic unemployment payment, particularly not working stu-
dents who lost their jobs because of the pandemic�  This is where equality comes into it�  If these 
students were working as normal or under the employment wage subsidy scheme they would 
be entitled to deduct holiday earnings of €4,500 when applying to SUSI�  At the very least, this 
deduction should be applied to the pandemic unemployment payment for students�  At a com-
mittee meeting, I highlighted to the Minister that I thought it was strange the demand for SUSI 
this year was in line with 2019 despite the State being in lockdown for much of the year and so 
many people being out of work�  This only adds up if many other students will be pushed out 
of qualifying for SUSI because of accepting the pandemic unemployment payment when they 
lost their employment�

20/05/2021K00600Deputy Simon Harris: So far, what we are seeing is a significant number of applicants be-
ing granted the SUSI grants�  We are monitoring this on a weekly basis and we will continue to 
monitor it.  I will reflect on the point the Deputy has made on the holiday earnings disregard.  
There may be something in it should the need arise as we see the system develop�  We have to 
have a consistency of approach in terms of one social welfare payment with another�  Other-
wise, there would be a gross unfairness to students who receive other social welfare benefits.

We have the change of circumstances mechanism�  More than 10,000 applicants declared a 
change of circumstance in the past year�  Of these, 40% related to Covid-19�  The scheme has 
shown flexibility in addressing these issues.  For the next academic year, applications will be 
assessed on the gross income from all sources for January to December�  However, and this is 
crucial, if applicants or family members experienced a change in circumstances during 2021 
they can apply for the SUSI application to be assessed or reassessed under the change of cir-
cumstances mechanism�  Such a change in circumstances would include perhaps no longer be-
ing in receipt of the pandemic unemployment payment because a part-time job has come back 
as the hospitality, retail and other sectors open�  Such a change in circumstance would have to 
continue for the duration of the course or the foreseeable future�  We are monitoring this on a 
weekly basis and I will reflect on the Deputy’s points.

20/05/2021K00700Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: Would the situation of this mother be considered a change 
of circumstances?  She has three boys on the pandemic unemployment payment who are still in 
college and living at home�  They are in Maynooth, Dublin and Sligo�  If the pandemic unem-
ployment payment is not disregarded it will push her over the threshold and she will not be able 
to take out a loan for €30,000 to pay for their fees and accommodation�  We must also remember 
that an awful lot of students have lost money due to accommodation�  Will this be taken into 
consideration when applying to SUSI?  I spoke to a mother yesterday who paid €4,500 for ab-
solutely nothing with regard to accommodation.  Will there be flexibility?  If the Minister were 
to give flexibility to SUSI to be able to respond to these cases, we would be able to ensure the 
barriers preventing access to further education were removed�

20/05/2021K00800Deputy Simon Harris: I am satisfied, without getting into the individual case as I do not 
have all of the details, that the legislation and regulations allow for a change of circumstance 
where students or families were receiving, to use the Deputy’s phrase, an exceptional payment 
for a period of time during the pandemic and, due to work resuming or changes, they are no lon-
ger receiving that payment�  They need to be able to tell SUSI and SUSI needs to be able to take 
it into consideration�  I want the Deputy to know we monitor on a weekly basis how the SUSI 
scheme is going for the year�  We will continue to do this�  I am willing to act if an anomaly or 
difficulty arises.  So far, what I am seeing is that many of the people applying are being granted 
a payment and there is a change of circumstances mechanism in place�



20 May 2021

509

20/05/2021K00850Higher Education Grants

20/05/2021K0090076� Deputy Ged Nash asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, In-
novation and Science if he plans to amend the earnings disregard for qualification for a SUSI 
grant to include support received by students who have received pandemic unemployment pay-
ment support as a consequence of the loss of a job during the Covid-19 pandemic; and if he will 
make a statement on the matter� [26777/21]

20/05/2021K01000Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: This is on the same topic�  It is on amending the earnings 
disregard for qualification for a SUSI grant to include support received by students in receipt 
of the pandemic unemployment payment�  It will give the Minister an opportunity to expand on 
what he has already said�

20/05/2021K01100Deputy Simon Harris: I thank Deputies Ó Ríordáin and Nash for the question�  As Deputy 
Ó Ríordáin said, it gives me an opportunity to expand further on the previous question�  There 
is a holiday earnings disregard under SUSI of €4,500 in respect of income earned by students 
outside of term time, for example, the summer period and the Christmas season�  Importantly, 
this remains available to all SUSI applicants in respect of such earnings�  Students and others 
may decide to avail of work over the summer period and the income disregard remains in place�

A core principle that underpins the SUSI means assessment process is that there has to be 
a consistency of approach and equitable treatment of students and their families to ensure fair 
use of the financial resources available.  This includes the treatment of similar social protection 
payments for students and families�

In being conscious of making sure that we continue to support our students and that we 
recognise we have lived through extraordinary times, I need to make sure that we are consistent 
and fair to all students regardless of which social welfare support they may have received over 
the past year�  The pandemic unemployment payment, PUP, is a social protection payment for 
employees and self-employed people who lost their employment on or after 13 March 2020 due 
to Covid-19 public health emergencies�  Students who lost their employment due to Covid-19 
are eligible for the payment�  I am pleased that that is the case�  The PUP payment has been 
treated as reckonable income for the SUSI means assessment process since it was introduced in 
March 2020�  This is not new�  It has always been reckonable income�  This means that income 
from the Covid-19 payment has the same standing and is treated in a similar fashion to other 
Department of Social Protection benefits.  We need to be fair.  We need to be equitable, includ-
ing in how we apply the terms of the holiday income disregard�

We have received over 46,000 applications�  We have assessed over 28,500�  The number 
of people who have been assessed as eligible for support is 26,500 - a very high rate�  We are 
keeping this under close review�

Most students are assessed based on the family income - the income coming into the house�  
Most families and most households in this country have seen their income go down and not up 
over the course of the pandemic�  I am not yet convinced that this will be a major factor but I 
will monitor it closely�

20/05/2021L00200Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: It may not be a major factor in every case but for the in-
dividual cases in which it may be a factor, it could be life-changing�  This is the issue�  My 
understanding is that there is a €4,500 income disregard applied to any income earned during 
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the period for the SUSI grant applications and students are being advised that income from the 
PUP payment is not included in the income disregard�  I am asking the Minister that the PUP 
be automatically included in the income disregard for applicants of the SUSI grant scheme be-
cause, as the Minister has repeated, there does not appear to be a huge problem�  However, the 
Minister must concede that even if it is in one case, it will be life-changing for that individual 
student�  Given the circumstances that we have all lived through for the past year, it is not worth 
it for this anomaly to continue to stand over a system that should be more flexible considering 
the type of industries that students normally work in, such as the hospitality sector and retail�

20/05/2021L00300Deputy Simon Harris: First, we should not say we are standing over a system that we are 
not yet sure is as the Deputy describes�  I agree that this is about every individual student and 
I do not intend to be in any way dismissive in relation to that�  However, I also need to be con-
scious of anything that I do being legal, equitable and consistent with that approach of equity of 
access�  For example, if I was to include a PUP payment as an income disregard, why would the 
Deputy not wish me to include a lone parent’s payment as an income disregard, a jobseeker’s 
benefit which is the same principle, or a jobseeker’s allowance?  I need to make sure that I do 
not do anything that is not legal in the first instance and I also need to make sure that I do not 
do anything that is not equitable�  My approach to this - I say this in a constructive fashion - is 
to see if the change-of-circumstances mechanism can be flexible and comprehensive and show 
enough commonsense to work through the individual cases�  If that turns out not to be the case, 
I will look and see if there is some bespoke solution that can be arrived at�

20/05/2021L00400Deputy Aodhán Ó Ríordáin: At what point will the Minister be satisfied that the system 
that he is overseeing will meet all the requirements that he hopes it will meet?

20/05/2021L00500Deputy Simon Harris: That is a fair question�  At present, we are monitoring it on a weekly 
basis.  The figure I gave the House of 28,500 applications having been assessed and 26,000 be-
ing deemed eligible is a very high rate of eligibility for SUSI so far which reflects the reality 
we will see this year that most households’ incomes are gone down and not up�  This idea - the 
Deputy is not putting it forward - that families will ultimately end up being better off overall 
because of being on social welfare for the year will not turn out to be the case�  That is my gut 
feeling�  It seems to be what the evidence is showing me so far�  We monitor on a weekly basis�  
I remain willing at any point to engage further with Government colleagues if there is a need 
for additional resources to provide additional supports to students but my engagement with 
SUSI and my officials seems to suggest to me that the change-of-circumstance mechanism is 
the route we should try first.  I will continue to watch this and I will keep in close contact with 
the Deputy and the House on it�

20/05/2021L00550Third Level Admissions

20/05/2021L0060077� Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science his plans to address the barriers facing students accessing 
graduate-entry medicine; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [27378/21]

20/05/2021L00700Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I am asking the Minister to address the barriers facing stu-
dents accessing graduate-entry medicine�  Only approximately half of the places in medicine in 
the State go to students from Ireland�  There has been essentially no increase in the quota of 708 
Irish and other EU students who can study medicine here�  In the same period, approximately 
100 new places were added for more lucrative international students.  I ask the Minister to fix 
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this to allow our students to access medicine�

20/05/2021L00800Deputy Simon Harris: I am grateful to the Deputy for bringing this up because it is an is-
sue I have been engaging on quite a bit�  I have met a number of students, either studying medi-
cine as graduate entrants or considering doing that�  I am concerned because the argument they 
would put forward to me is that there is benefit both to the health service and to them as future 
doctors in having undertaken a degree, perhaps, in the first instance, that is not in medicine.  
For example, I met a young man recently who decided to do a science degree and then go into 
medicine by that route but there is a much increased financial cost should he choose to go that 
way�  Let me share some of my thoughts on this�

My Department is committed to the provision of graduates for the health service through 
undergraduate and postgraduate provision�  Progression is a key tenet of the SUSI scheme and 
section 2 of the Student Support Act 2011 defines “progression” as “the process by which learn-
ers may transfer from one course to another course where the award that may be made on the 
successful completion of the second mentioned course is of a higher level�”  That is the chal-
lenge we encounter at present, that somebody entering graduate-entry medicine is entering at 
the same level as perhaps another undergraduate degree that he or she did�  The student access-
ing graduate-entry medicine will, as a matter of course, hold a level 8 qualification prior to the 
entry and completion of a graduate-entry medicine degree confers a further level 8 qualification 
on that individual�  At present, that is where we are legislatively stuck�

Students pursuing a second degree course are not eligible for free-fees funding or for stu-
dent grants and, therefore, graduate-entry medicine students have not qualified for these pro-
grammes since the introduction of the courses�  However, to widen access to graduate-entry 
medicine programmes and to assist the students pursuing these programmes, the fees of EU 
students enrolled in graduate-entry medicine are partly subsidised by the State via the Higher 
Education Authority, HEA�  As of the 2020 academic year, the State contribution is €11,524 per 
graduate-entry student per year and the balance of fees is payable by students�

I will come back on this in a moment to look at some of the mechanisms�

20/05/2021L00900Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: Every year gets more competitive for the Irish student to 
study medicine and, as the Minister stated, other students begin with another degree and then 
try to get back in and study medicine�  This graduate-entry medicine route is even more domi-
nated by the more lucrative international students�  If it is possible to imagine, this is even more 
difficult to get into than directly from the leaving certificate.  Fees are approximately €15,000 a 
year�  That is €60,000 over four years�

There are no Government supports to help students who do not come from wealthy families 
and the only option is the loan from the Bank of Ireland�  However, I have been contacted by a 
young man from Limerick who tried to get this bank loan and was told that he needed a guaran-
tor to sign the loan and that the guarantor had to earn at least €50,000 a year�  The young man in 
question comes from a single-parent household and his mother does not earn more than €50,000 
a year�  Indeed, most people in this country do not earn more than €50,000 a year�

20/05/2021L01000Deputy Simon Harris: As a former Minister for Health, I think diversity in terms of the 
backgrounds of our healthcare professionals, particularly our medical professionals, is a good 
thing and would assist in the delivery of health services as well�

What are we doing in relation to this?  The first thing I said to the Deputy is we are already 
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providing a direct subsidy of fees for graduate-entry medicine in a way that we are not for many 
other areas�  The second area is that at present they cannot apply for SUSI�  This is a big ask of 
theirs, as Deputy Conway-Walsh will be aware because she and I have been engaged on this�  
There is a review of SUSI that is due to be concluded over the summer months and finally con-
cluded in the autumn�  This is one area that can be looked at as part of that review�  The third 
area is just to point out to any student that the student assistance fund is available for a student 
even if he or she is accessing a degree on the same level as already funded�  That might provide 
some short-term assistance�  I should also point out tax relief at the standard rate of tax may 
also be available in respect of any fees paid for approved courses at approved colleges of higher 
education�  Of course, detailed information is available from the Revenue Commissioners�  I 
intend to pursue this further and look at it in the context of the Estimates discussions�

20/05/2021L01100Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I thank the Minister for that�  That needs to be done sooner 
rather than later because becoming a doctor, the Minister will agree, should not be the reserve 
of one class in our society�

Can the Minister also provide details on the arrangement Bank of Ireland has with the 
universities for giving loans to graduate-entry medicine and what action will he take to allow 
more people to address that?  We cannot have a situation where Bank of Ireland is asking that 
a student’s guarantor needs to earn more than €50,000�  It is just not acceptable in this day and 
age�  I ask the Minister to challenge that and to clear that up with the banks�  There are so many 
parishes in Ireland that need doctors, not least in Kiltimagh my county, Mayo, which is desper-
ate for doctors�  We have the makings of wonderful doctors here that we need to invest in for 
the long term�

20/05/2021M00200Deputy Simon Harris: I cannot speak in regard to the banks, but I take the point the 
Deputy makes.  It could well be a barrier for many people in accessing financial assistance.  I 
can examine how we can provide greater financial assistance.  I have already pointed out that 
the student assistance fund is a more immediate-term mechanism.  The first of two other areas 
I want to examine is SUSI, in the context of the review, and whether there is something we can 
do there to help�  Second, we are already providing a degree of subsidised fees to the tune of 
over €11,000 per student per year who goes into graduate entry medicine�  Can we do more in 
that regard?  They are the two practical areas that people in this House can reasonably ask me 
to examine�  I am very happy to do that�

From my point of view, as the Minister with responsibility for higher education and skills 
in this country I can see a lot of merit in the idea that a young student leaving school might 
wish to do a degree that could benefit him or her later when studying medicine.  In a number 
of European and other countries across the world it is often the case that the doctor one sees at 
one’s bedside is a fully qualified medical doctor but also has a background in another area.  For 
example, occupational therapists and scientists in this country have gone on to be doctors�  The 
pandemic has shown that there is benefit in broadening that base of diversity in learning.  I do 
not want medicine to be the preserve of any one group of people in our society�

Question No. 78 replied to with Written Answers.
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20/05/2021M00350Third Level Fees

20/05/2021M0040079� Deputy Joan Collins asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science if counselling psychologists will be treated with equality to clinical 
psychologists (details supplied); and when the national psychology placement office will be set 
up� [27376/21]

20/05/2021M00600Deputy Joan Collins: The Psychological Society of Ireland and USI recently campaigned 
on equality of funding for those studying for doctorates in counselling and psychologists in 
training�  They are not funded, nor do they receive a salary during training unlike those complet-
ing doctorates in clinical psychology who receive a salary, a 60% fee reduction and sponsorship 
from the HSE�  I ask the Minister to treat counselling psychologists with equality�  When will 
the national psychology placement office be established?

20/05/2021M00700Deputy Simon Harris: I thank Deputy Collins for the question�  My Department is strongly 
committed to supporting the mental health of the population through the provision of gradu-
ates with the key competencies and skills to be effective in the health workforce and to support 
a range of clinical teams in our health services�  My Department understands there is a long-
standing arrangement in place under which the HSE and former health boards recruit trainee 
clinical psychologists and sponsor their training in order to encourage employment by the HSE 
of suitably qualified professionals.  This arrangement is made by the HSE and is not the re-
sponsibility of my Department.  It is a specific arrangement the HSE has in place to try to get 
suitably qualified professionals to work in the health service.

The question of whether similar arrangements should be put in place for other psychological 
specialties in order to meet their workforce needs is a matter for consideration by the appropri-
ate recruiting bodies�  Furthermore, my Department also understands that on the basis of the 
recommendations of the 2017 report of the psychology review implementation group, the HSE 
introduced revised eligibility criteria for recruitment to HSE psychologist positions involving a 
combination of the consideration of qualifications and placements for supervised work experi-
ence when determining a person’s eligibility for employment� 

My Department does not have a role in placement arrangements in organisations such as 
the National Educational Psychological Service or the HSE for students enrolled on these pro-
grammes�  Issues arising from sponsorship and employment eligibility regarding psychologists 
and more generally are matters for relevant employers rather than the responsibility of my 
Department.  In an effort to be helpful to the Deputy, I will certainly pursue this matter on her 
behalf with the HSE and the Department of Health, as I am sure she also will, which might be 
able to help further�  I am more than happy to pursue the matter further�

20/05/2021M00800Deputy Joan Collins: I thank the Minister�  That would be good because he is in govern-
ment and should be working in tandem regarding what is needed�  In recent years, counselling 
psychology training moved from a masters to a doctoral level�  In the time since that change has 
happened, there have been approximately 444 psychologists in counselling training on courses�  
Collectively, they have paid approximately €2.8 million in fees and, more specifically, coun-
selling psychologists in training have contributed approximately 65,000 direct contact hours 
during their training�  All of this work with children, adults, families and communities was 
delivered free with no wage funding or reduced fees�

There has to be a link between the Minister’s Department and the HSE because we know 
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2,500 children and adolescents are on waiting lists for CAMHS�  There are 3,300 adults on 
waiting lists for counselling appointments�  Some 200 psychologist posts in the HSE remain 
unfilled, which is a serious issue, in particular when we know what is coming down the road 
regarding the effect the pandemic has had on communities all over the country.

20/05/2021M00900Deputy Simon Harris: I agree 100% with the Deputy.  I was answering her specific ques-
tion on how one matter she raised does not fall under the remit of my Department�  That is not 
in any way shirking the broader issue�

I want to assure the Deputy that one of the roles my Department is playing is engaging with 
the workforce planning sections of other relevant Departments�  For example, we are in discus-
sions with the Department of Health about whether we can provide more training places for 
nurses and doctors, what it needs to do regarding placements and what we need to do regarding 
college places�  In the area of disability, the Minister of State, Deputy Anne Rabbitte, is carry-
ing out a disability capacity review.  One of the big findings of that will concern whether we are 
serious about reducing waiting lists�  It is not just about money, although that is a part of it; it is 
also about making sure we have and are training enough professionals�  

My Department is available as a resource to any Department, agency or sector of our soci-
ety in terms of what we can do to help to make sure we have enough graduates coming out of 
college�  One other example is the work we are with doing the Minister, Deputy O’Gorman, to 
make sure we have more social workers for Tusla and the like�  We are providing that function�  
I will take the matter up with the Department of Health�

20/05/2021M01000Deputy Joan Collins: That will be an important aspect into the future because we know 
we need more nurses, doctors, psychologists and services for those who are autistic and all of 
that type of thing�  We have to map that out and decide what needs have to be met, and how we 
reflect that in our courses in universities and so on.

There was a fee increase in TCD for counselling psychologists�  The college has saved a 
massive amount this year through significantly lower electricity and heating bills and no travel 
expenses for guest lecturers�  One trainee has spent 21 to 35 hours a week on online lectures 
since October 2020�  Just two of her lectures have been delivered in person�  Nonetheless, her 
fees for next year will increase by €435 to €14,924.  She asked how this can be justified.  That 
is a direct question for the Minister from these students�  They have received no feedback on 
their fees�

20/05/2021M01100Deputy Simon Harris: I thank the Deputy�  When she said that we need to map it out, she 
could not be more correct�  If we want to implement things like Sláintecare or any Government 
strategy to improve public services, a major part of that conversation has to involve how many 
young and not so young people need to be trained to work in these areas�  I agree with Deputy 
on that and there is a lot of work going on in that regard�

I note the campaign being run by the Psychological Society of Ireland and USI regarding 
the matter she has raised�  I am due to meet the USI very shortly�  I will pursue the matter the 
Deputy has raised on the floor of the Dáil with it and engage directly with the higher education 
institution involved�  I am not passing the buck, but it has an ability to set its fees�  The Deputy 
made a fair point and I will pursue it directly with the institution concerned�
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20/05/2021M01125Ceisteanna Eile - Other Questions

20/05/2021M01150Disability Services

20/05/2021M0120080� Deputy Michael Moynihan asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and Science the measures in place or planned to improve access to further 
and higher education and training for learners with disabilities; and if he will make a statement 
on the matter� [26970/21]

20/05/2021M01300Deputy Michael Moynihan: I want to ask the Minister what measures are in place and, 
more importantly, what is planned to improve the access of people with learning disabilities to 
higher education�  It is very fundamental�  It is important that there are planned improvements 
in the Department to improve accessibility to higher education for people with disabilities�

20/05/2021M01400Deputy Simon Harris: I am delighted the Deputy has raised this issue�  I note his interest 
in it�  This is a major priority for me and the entire Government�  The Cabinet committee on 
education recently had a discussion about this very matter�  I have undertaken to do two things 
between now and September, in conjunction with a number of Government colleagues, in par-
ticular the Ministers of State, Deputies Josepha Madigan and Anne Rabbitte�

The first thing I want to do is to examine the transition planning for students with disabilities 
when they leave school�  I have been Minister for Health, as the Deputy knows�  The discus-
sion is often too narrow and concerns what health services a person will be provided with post 
school, rather than what skills or jobs he or she would like or what college he or she would like 
to go to�  We are narrowing the conversation and sometimes almost suggesting that an educa-
tional journey must end when a person leaves school� 

I am doing a piece of work with the Department of Education, the Minister of State, Deputy 
Rabbitte, and my Department regarding what I am calling transition planning, career guidance 
and the like�

11 o’clock

The second piece we are doing is a mapping exercise�  There are some very good examples 
of good practice out there�  Next week, for example, I will visit the Trinity Centre for People 
with Intellectual Disabilities�  It is taking students with intellectual disabilities, and I have met 
them on a number of occasions already, straight from school and getting them into Trinity Col-
lege, where they leave with an award and are linked in with employment�  I met the National 
Learning Network in my constituency, which is also running a number of programmes through 
the Rehab Group�  There are many examples of good practice which we are mapping out�  By 
September I intend to report back to the Cabinet committee and, indeed, will be delighted to 
report back to the House on what more we can do�

  We are developing a new national access plan�  It is due to be developed this year�  We have 
exceeded many targets in this area, but this is because the targets are under-ambitious�  We are 
not measuring enough types of disability in that national access plan�  We are out to consultation 
on it at the moment and will be developing the new national access plan during the course of the 
year�  We need transition planning, a mapping out of what is there and then a scaling up of it�

20/05/2021N00200Deputy Michael Moynihan: It is most important that there is development and a pathway 
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for people throughout the regions�  I understand and have studied the Trinity programme, which 
is centralised in a major urban centre�  For people with disabilities, either learning or physical, 
the difficulty is travelling.  What needs to be done in the programme over the next couple of 
months is to assess the need within communities and how many people are falling between the 
cracks�

I have many experiences of people who go through second level education and because the 
system is not built to embrace them, encourage them and ensure they go on through education 
to the best of their ability, they fall through the cracks�  It is necessary to look at those who have 
been left behind heretofore, as well as those in the future, to see how a network and realistic 
framework can be built throughout the higher education sector that will embrace people, and 
will look at their potential and what they can do�  They have an enormous amount to contribute 
to society if we give them the enabler, which, of course, is the educational tools�  It is neces-
sary to look at the need, those that have fallen through the cracks, where they are now and how 
they can be rehabilitated into a newer system, and also plan for the future to make sure there is 
regional balance and supports for people� 

20/05/2021N00300Deputy Simon Harris: I promise the Deputy we will do this�  I met representatives from 
Down Syndrome Ireland recently�  I talked to parents who said to me that, in some cases, not 
only are they not seeing their children progress when they leave school, which is the wish all 
parents have for their children, but are actually seeing them regress.  What a horrific thing for 
parents to have to say, that at the time they see other children going to college, training and all 
these exciting things, they worry about their children going backwards in terms of their well-
being, intellectual stimulation and the like�

What is good about the mapping exercise, and the reason I used Trinity as an example, 
is the question I ask every day - if we can do this in Trinity, why are we not doing it in every 
other university across the country?  There are similar programmes in some�  We will use the 
education and training board network, the colleges of further education and the higher educa-
tion institutions�  We will engage with disability stakeholders and link with the Department of 
Education because that transition piece is absolutely crucial�  We will get this done�  This is a 
major priority for me, my Department and the Government as a whole�  We will also feed it into 
the development of the new national access plan�

20/05/2021N00350Mental Health Services

20/05/2021N0040081� Deputy Pauline Tully asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science further to Parliamentary Question No� 1484 of 24 March 2021, if his at-
tention has been drawn to the shortfall in skilled mental health staff both here and international-
ly (details supplied) which is preventing the HSE from progressing the recruitment of clinicians 
for eating disorder teams; if he will raise this issue with the Higher Education Authority with a 
view to expanding the number of places available in this subject area in third-level institutions; 
and if he will make a statement on the matter� [26944/21]

20/05/2021N00500Deputy Pauline Tully: Has the Minister raised, or will he raise, the issue of the shortfall in 
skilled mental health staff with the Higher Education Authority with a view to expanding the 
number of places available in the subject area in third level institutions in this country?

20/05/2021N00600Deputy Simon Harris: I assure Deputy Tully my Department is committed to supporting 
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the mental health of the population through the provision of graduates with the key competen-
cies and skills required to be effective in the health workforce and to support a range of clinical 
teams, including the very important issue she highlights regarding supporting people with eat-
ing disorders�

Planning and decision-making for the expansion of those training places is a matter for the 
Department of Health, the HSE and the College of Psychiatrists of Ireland�  My Department, the 
Higher Education Authority and the higher education institutions stand ready to help�  We are 
committed to supporting the provision of graduates for the health service through undergradu-
ate and postgraduate provision�  We are actively engaging, as we speak, with the Department of 
Health on its health workforce planning needs�  If it tells us what it believes is needed into the 
future and what role we can play in helping that, we stand ready to help�  The Deputy has high-
lighted a very important and sensitive area where we clearly need to train more people�  We are 
working hand in glove with the Department of Health and the HSE to try to assist in that regard� 

20/05/2021N00700Deputy Pauline Tully: I was concerned by information I received in reply to a parliamen-
tary question I submitted recently regarding services for persons with eating disorders�  The re-
ply I received indicated the HSE had developed an approved model of care for eating disorders�  
It was launched in 2018 but, to date, out of the proposed eating disorder network of eight adult 
and eight child and adolescent mental health services, CAMHS, teams, only three teams have 
commenced recruitment and are delivering a service�  Two are CAMHS and one is for adults, 
which is only three out of 16 in three years�

The HSE is provided with funding on a yearly basis�  I am told funding is also available 
this year to progress the recruitment of clinicians, but the HSE has stated: “The availability of 
skilled staff is a significant issue in Mental Health services where demand outstrips supply in 
both the national and international contexts”�  I am told only three adult beds are available, all 
of which are based in community healthcare organisation, CHO, area 6�  Very limited services 
are available for anyone else affected outside that CHO area.

 It is recognised that most people can, and do, recover from eating disorders and the most 
effective treatment is in the community.  The HSE-approved model of care for eating disorders 
sounds wonderful on paper, but it is based on establishing specialist regional teams with skilled 
clinicians that will collaborate with hospitals and GPs�  As with every other medical condition, 
early intervention is key�

20/05/2021N00800Deputy Simon Harris: I fully agree with the Deputy�  We are seeing a theme, and I say this 
in a constructive sense, in the parliamentary questions today, which is the delivery of public 
services�  A number of Government strategies and the like commit to making improvements in 
very important areas, but will require us to produce more people to work and be trained in those 
areas�

I will say two things, honestly�  First, there will obviously be a lead-in time for training�  For 
example, for someone working in psychiatry we are talking about a study period of seven years�  
Second, from my Department’s point of view, we are ready, willing and standing by ready to 
help�  For any Department or State agency that wants to train more or says to us that it needs 
more graduates in certain areas, we are engaging very closely with the Department of Health’s 
workforce planning unit�  I will certainly feed back the Deputy’s comments and the statistics 
she put on the record of the House into that process�  I will be very happy to keep in touch with 
her on the matter�  
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20/05/2021N00900Deputy Pauline Tully: I thank the Minister.  I will point out there is a significant budget.  
Out of some €5�7 million made available, only €1�77 million has been invested�  Something 
should be clearly earmarked at this stage�  Money is not being used�  The money is there, but all 
the money in the world is useless if there is no availability of trained personnel�  It is a matter 
that should be actioned immediately to try to get the number of trained clinicians needed�

Unfortunately, some people die from eating disorders every year�  Some 200,000 people in 
Ireland are affected at any one time, more females than males, and there are some 400 new cases 
a year, which is quite substantial�  If people are given the care, support and intervention they 
need early, it will avoid them becoming chronic cases�  Some 6% of chronic cases die�  While 
the numbers might be low, these are deaths that could be very easily avoided�

20/05/2021N01000Deputy Simon Harris: I thank the Deputy for putting the spotlight on this very important 
issue�  From my perspective as Minister, in the last three or four weeks I had a very good meet-
ing with Bodywhys, the eating disorders organisation�  We had a very important conversation 
about how we prepare our services and colleges for students returning to campus�  We will 
come to questions about that shortly.  We have seen a very significant increase in mental health 
challenges, anxiety, stress and, no doubt, eating disorders as a result of the pandemic�  We need 
to make sure there are additional supports in place for our students, as well as signposting for 
those supports, as they begin the new academic year�  I am working with Bodywhys to identify 
how best to do that�  I just wanted to mention that, given the issue the Deputy has highlighted 
today�

20/05/2021O00200Irish Language

20/05/2021O0030082� Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science if he plans to provide ring-fenced funding for the provision of addi-
tional courses in third level colleges in cases in which the tuition would be through the medium 
of Irish to ensure there will be sufficient persons available with third level qualifications to meet 
the likely requirements of the Official Languages (Amendment) Bill 2019; and if he will make 
a statement on the matter� [25445/21]

20/05/2021O00400Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: This question is very simple�  Is it intended to provide ring-fenced 
funding to the Higher Education Authority, HEA, to ensure more courses are taught through 
the medium of Irish?  I am not talking about courses teaching Irish but about courses provided 
at third level through the medium of Irish�  There will be a demand for people who are quali-
fied professionally in Irish or through the medium of Irish because of the Official Languages 
(Amendment) Bill 2019 Bill, which is going through the Oireachtas at the moment�  What pro-
vision is being made with the Minister’s Department to ensure we will have the graduates to 
provide these services?

20/05/2021O00500Deputy Simon Harris: I thank the Deputy for raising this matter�  On foot of this question, 
I have specifically asked my Department to engage with me directly and with the HEA on this 
matter�  I assure the Deputy that my Department is committed to the implementation of the Of-
ficial Languages Act and the provision of Irish language services to its customers.  The Official 
Languages (Amendment) Bill 2019 is of high importance to Ireland and the life of the language 
in this country�  It will ensure that Irish speakers can interact with the Government and access 
public services through a high standard of Irish�
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There is already a broad range of courses available in Irish in higher education institutions�  
Under the advanced Irish language strategic initiative, funded by the Department of Tourism, 
Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media, there are eight courses available in five different 
institutions�  There were a total of 73 students enrolled in these courses in 2019-20�  Since 
2015, 9,286 students have been enrolled in higher education courses on the Irish language or 
conducted through Irish�  The number of students enrolled has increased by 19% since 2015� 

In 2019-20, 127 courses were available with 1,799 students enrolled in courses on the Irish 
language or conducted through Irish, though the Deputy has differentiated between those two 
types of course�  These courses encompass a broad range of topics, many of which would pro-
vide graduates with the qualifications to meet the likely requirements of the Official Languages 
(Amendment) Bill 2019.  As is the case in planning for meeting any specific skill or education 
needs in the workforce, the approach must be guided by evaluation and analysis of the relevant 
need.  As set out, there is currently significant provision of Irish language training.  In support-
ing the achievement of the objectives of the Official Languages Act, my Department is open to 
considering the outcome of any evidence-based review that examines how this supply aligns 
with current and future demand�  I would be very happy to engage bilaterally with the Deputy 
on this matter and to arrange for both of us to meet with the HEA�

20/05/2021O00600Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: I thank the Minister for his offer of engaging with me bilater-
ally and I will certainly take him up on it�  I listened to his reply but we are a long way from 
where we need to be�  I have a pragmatic and practical view of this�  It is worth noting that NUI 
Galway, or UCG as it was at the time, was only kept in the 1920s to provide an Irish language 
university�  Even into the 1960s most of the professors had the capability of teaching a wide 
range of subjects through Irish and there was quite a bit of educating through Irish going on�  
As the Minister knows, there has been a huge growth in Gaelscoileanna and Gaelcholáistí at 
second level but regression has happened over 40 years at third level, and even over the last ten 
years there has been regression in the scope and number of Irish language courses available�  
How many students are in third level education in the whole country?  That should be measured 
against the figure of 73 the Minister gave.  If he could tell me how many students are in third 
level education we would get an idea of how minuscule Irish language provision is�

20/05/2021O00700Deputy Simon Harris: The Deputy may have a fair idea of the answer to his question�  It is 
always a good question to ask�  There are around 200,000 students enrolled in higher education 
in Ireland now, which is up from 20,000 in 1971�  I take the Deputy’s point�  However, I would 
also make the point that the figure of 73 does not tell the full story in any way, manner or means.  
I think he would agree with me on that.  The Deputy is a passionate advocate for our official 
language�  He makes a very interesting point about the development, progression and expansion 
of Irish language primary and secondary schools in recent decades and years�  We have seen 
a very significant increase in the number of students enrolling in Irish language courses and 
courses provided through the Irish language at third level�  I stated that the number of students 
enrolled in either higher education courses on the Irish language or conducted through Irish has 
increased by 19% but the Deputy is making a distinction between courses conducted through 
Irish and courses on the Irish language�  I would be very happy to engage with him and to ex-
plore the matter of supply and demand from students leaving secondary school for accessing 
higher education in Irish�  I will arrange that meeting with him in the coming weeks�

20/05/2021O00800Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: When we engage with this issue we will do so at three levels: 
courses through Irish; courses teaching the Irish language; and courses in professional Irish for 
certain occupations�  For example, GPs, veterinary surgeons, nurses, speech therapists and all 
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the other practical professions working in the Gaeltacht would need to know the language of 
their profession as well as a general competence in the language�  I accept that the Minister is 
positive about this matter�  Can he give me some indication of when we might engage bilaterally 
in order that we could move this forward?  Are discussions taking place between his Depart-
ment and the Department responsible for the Gaeltacht on this issue?�  One of the fears I have 
from past experience is that we will bring in a law but will not be able to implement it without 
a total co-ordinated cross-Government approach�

20/05/2021O00900Deputy Simon Harris: I will not give the Deputy the date and the time of the meeting but 
I will certainly give him the month�  I would be very happy to meet with him on this matter in 
the month of June.  He should have his office contact mine today and I am sure we can identify 
a date and time, put that date in the diary for June and engage on the issue�

As regards specific engagements, I do not have all my Department’s meeting schedules in 
front of me but I have no doubt that, as my response stated, my Department stands fully ready 
to discharge all our obligations under the Official Languages Act and the Official Languages 
(Amendment) Bill 2019�  We will engage with all relevant Departments and agencies in that 
regard.  We will substantially engage on this matter with my officials and the Higher Education 
Authority in June�  I look forward to learning from the Deputy and working with him on this 
issue�

20/05/2021O01000Third Level Fees

20/05/2021O0110083� Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, 
Research, Innovation and Science the reason third level students here are required to pay the 
highest fees in the EU; his plans to address this inequality before the next academic year; and if 
he will make a statement on the matter� [26990/21]

20/05/2021O01200Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: Why are third level students here required to pay the high-
est fees in the EU?  What does the Minister plan to do to address that inequality before the next 
academic year?  I am concerned that households which are paying up to 60% of their income 
on rent or mortgage payments do not have the money for these huge fees to send their children 
to third level education�

20/05/2021O01300Deputy Simon Harris: The Deputy’s reference to the European Union only works because 
Northern Ireland is not currently in the European Union�  A third level student in Northern Ire-
land today will pay £4,530 a year and will have to meet that cost in full through student loans�  
I just checked the conversion rate today and that means students in Northern Ireland pay fees of 
€5,247 every year�  If Northern Ireland was still in the European Union the question would need 
to be altered�  However, I do take very seriously the point the Deputy makes�  My Department’s 
statement of strategy, which I published on 8 March last, contains a commitment to put in place 
a sustainable funding model for higher education�  This is essential in ensuring our higher edu-
cation institutions can effectively meet high standards of quality and performance and achieve 
critical outcomes�  The Deputy will know that a comprehensive evaluation of the funding op-
tions was contained in the Cassells report�  The all-party committee in the last Oireachtas asked 
for an independent economic evaluation of those options to be carried out, and the European 
Commission and independent expert consultants were involved in that regard�  That review is 
being finalised and I expect to receive it in quarter 2 of this year.  I will be happy to brief the 
Deputy on that review and debate it in this House�  
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This analysis highlighted the high level of fee support, amounting to more than €500 million 
annually, composed of funding for tuition of almost 140,000 eligible undergraduate students 
in higher education�  More than 60,000 students now have all or part of their €3,000 student 
contributions paid�  I worry sometimes when the message goes out about the student contribu-
tion fee that people considering accessing higher education may think that every student in the 
country must pay €3,000�  Nearly half of our students now get their registration fees paid in 
full or in part under the SUSI grants scheme, and we are reviewing SUSI to ensure that more 
students are included�  

The student registration fee, however, is very high and I would like to see it reduced�  It 
must, however, be done as part of a sustainable funding model�  What we will not be doing is 
introducing a student loan scheme, such as we have seen in other jurisdictions�  I do not think 
that is a good model, and I expect to be able to outline to the House sustainable funding models 
for higher education later this year�

20/05/2021P00200Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: That was a bit of a mixed answer in a sense�  It is not good 
enough to say that we are not as bad as others�  We have the highest rate in this regard in the 
EU�  In the last decade or so, according to the Irish Universities Association, IUA, we have seen 
the State embark on a sustained period of disinvestment from higher education�  We have seen 
a withdrawal of the State from higher education�  The third-level institutions are being given 
50% less funding per student than in 2008.  That is 72% less, if we account for inflation, and 
therefore very close to a reduction of three quarters in funding per student�  The facts speak for 
themselves�  The costs were pushed onto students and families, and fees were increased from 
€850 in 2008 to €3,000 today�  It is an issue of equality of access�  If we want an equal and fair 
education system, this barrier must be removed�  Education is a public good, and it must be 
treated and invested in as such�

There is a great unfairness regarding the contribution fee for those leaving certificate stu-
dents from last year who found out that their grades had been upgraded in the leaving certificate 
examinations they sat in November�  They got their results and were again charged that contri-
bution fee�  I ask the Minister to address that point as well�

20/05/2021P00300Deputy Simon Harris: I tend not to be overly partisan and I do not mean to be overly ar-
gumentative, but I think the comparison I made with the situation in Northern Ireland is fair�  I 
state that because Northern Ireland is a devolved administration�  I have no political jurisdiction 
in Northern Ireland�  The Scottish First Minister managed to abolish fees�  When is Sinn Féin, 
in government in Northern Ireland, going to do the same?  Where is the commitment to doing 
that?  When is that going to be delivered?  The Department of Education in the North had a Sinn 
Féin education minister for five of the last ten years.  The Deputy expects students in Northern 
Ireland to pay €5,247 every year, and yet she is giving out to me in this House about €3,000�

This aspect goes to the point of consistency�  I want to reduce the contribution fee in this 
country�  I have to do it as part of a sustainable funding model for the reasons Deputy Conway-
Walsh outlined�  We want more students to get into higher education and we want to fund higher 
education properly�  Let us look at what we have done in this jurisdiction�  The pandemic em-
ployment payment, PUP, was made available to students, the student assistance fund was dou-
bled, 15,000 free laptops were provided, there was a €250 top-up to the student grant scheme 
and the first increase in the postgraduate student supports in a decade.  We have done all this in 
a Department that is less than one year old�  We want to do much more in this area, but I think 
we have already shown a significant level of commitment to students.  I accept that we have 
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much more to do�  My direct answer to the question, therefore, is that we intend to introduce a 
sustainable funding model for higher education in our country this year�

20/05/2021P00400Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: The Minister can dress it up all he likes, but we still have the 
highest fees here�  We compare them with 2008�  The Minister knows the situation in the North 
is one where we are dependent on a block grant�  Please God, however, it will not be long until 
we have Irish unity and an all-island approach to education�  I hope the Minister will agree that 
such an approach will serve all the students across this island, and will be one where we will 
not have fees and we will not be creating barriers for students going into third-level education�

I also need to ask the Minister about postgraduate fees�  What has happened during the Co-
vid-19 pandemic is absolutely extortionate�  Students in some cases were sold an experience 
which was never delivered�  I draw the Minister’s attention, and I will send him this informa-
tion separately, to the university in Limerick which promised study trips to students�  The cost 
was worked into the charge, and those students were charged €1,600 for those trips�  However, 
those students cannot get their money back, even though they have never had student visas�  I 
will send the Minister a separate note on this issue, but we must really do something to address 
the financial barriers for students.

20/05/2021P00500Deputy Simon Harris: Deputy Conway-Walsh and I are both committed to working on an 
all-island basis�  I am very much committed to working with the Deputy in that regard�  Nicola 
Sturgeon, however, did not tell the people of Scotland that she had to wait for Scottish inde-
pendence to do what she did concerning fees�  Deputy Conway-Walsh is asking me a question, 
but I am wondering when Sinn Féin, in government in Northern Ireland, is going to address the 
issue of Irish people on the island of Ireland having to pay €5,247 a year, deferring that through 
student loans and then coming out of college heavily indebted�  I am telling the House that what 
this Government will not do is introduce a system of student loans similar to what, unfortu-
nately, Sinn Féin and others are presiding over on this island�  We will not do that�  Regarding 
the specific issue regarding Limerick, I would be very happy to engage with the Deputy and I 
know she is going to send me the information�

20/05/2021P00600Further and Higher Education

20/05/2021P0070084� Deputy David Stanton asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science the progress made by students participating in local training initiatives; 
and if he will make a statement on the matter� [26785/21]

20/05/2021P00800Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: This question, in the name of Deputy Stanton, seeks to ascer-
tain the progress made since the inception of the local training initiatives, LTIs, that is, how they 
have developed, the extent to which trainees have gone on to better things and a general profile 
of how the system is operating�

20/05/2021P00900Minister of State at the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, In-
novation and Science (Deputy Niall Collins): I thank the Deputy for the question�  Local 
training initiatives, LTIs, are training and work experience programmes carried out in partner-
ship with community and voluntary organisations�  They provide a basis for the 16 education 
and training boards, ETBs, to contract with community bodies to provide a service initiative 
in a locality where there are identified community needs.  Training provision is intended to be 
sufficiently flexible to address the identified need and is typically six to 12 months in duration.
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Due to the impact of Covid-19, the further education and training system quickly enabled 
provision to be moved online, where possible, in collaboration with Quality and Qualifications 
Ireland, QQI, and wider stakeholders�  On-site provision was impacted as a result of the restric-
tions during 2020 and into 2021�  However, guidance was issued regarding supporting some 
face-to-face provision for time-critical, practical elements of programmes where on-site at-
tendance was necessary, as well as for learners from marginalised backgrounds�  The provision 
of LTIs has been part of the overall response, and as a result of that response, I confirm that in 
2020, 87�3% of unique learners participating in LTIs fully or partially completed their courses�  
This is a slight increase on the completion rates in 2018 and 2019, where 84% and 86%, respec-
tively, of learners fully or partially completed their courses�

My Department is committed to the continuing development of LTIs and the important ser-
vices they provide to learners within communities�

20/05/2021P01000Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: I thank the Minister of State for his reply�  Will the number 
of participants, county-by-county, be made readily available?  How many participants are in-
volved now?  Has the number fluctuated since the inception of LTIs?  What reasons were given 
by those who did not complete their courses?  Are there plans to improve, update or upgrade 
this scheme to attract the maximum number of participants with a view to graduation?  In the 
same context, what did the participants do after completing their courses?  Were they successful 
in moving on to third-level or to employment, for example?

20/05/2021P01100Deputy Niall Collins: I thank Deputy Durkan for his supplementary question�  I do not 
have the county-by-county analysis which the Deputy is requesting, but we can ask for that and 
have the information furnished to him�  Turning to the percentage of people who complete their 
courses, and despite the impact of Covid-19, as I mentioned in my initial reply, the numbers 
who completed or partially completed their courses were approximately 85% and upwards�  
That was consistent with previous years�  Regarding why the remaining percentage of partici-
pants did not complete their courses, I do not have that information to hand�  We will furnish 
the Deputy with it�

In relation to the Deputy’s query about further plans, the Deputy will be aware of the local 
training initiatives in his own constituency and I see them operating on the ground in my con-
stituency�  They are an organic initiative taken by our education and training boards, ETBs, in 
consultation with local community needs and desires.  Where a need is identified, a local train-
ing initiative is introduced by the local ETB�

20/05/2021Q00200Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): I will come back to the Minister of State in a 
moment�

20/05/2021Q00300Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: I thank the Minister of State for his response�  I ask whether it 
might be possible to identify the direction in which the participants go after completing a course�  
Do many of them come back for repeat courses?  Can they come back for repeat courses?

In relation to the expansion, development and evolution of the courses for the participants, 
does the Minister of State have any proposals in mind with a view to maximising the benefits 
for the students and maximising financial returns following a cost-benefit analysis?  To what 
degree are the Department and relevant authorities in contact with the communities in every 
constituency in the country with a view to expansion?

20/05/2021Q00400Deputy Niall Collins: Our Department continually liaises with the higher education author-
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ity and the ETBs in relation to the workings and runnings of our local training initiatives�  As I 
stated in my earlier contribution, these initiatives are a recognition of local needs and they are a 
response to local needs�  In the main, local training providers are also used to deliver them, so 
they are local collaborations to addressing an issue�

SOLAS is the authority responsible for providing the funding for our local training initia-
tives.  In 2021, the allocation for local training initiatives is €18,963,000, which is a significant 
sum of money�  That is projected to enable 2,295 learners to partake in 228 local training initia-
tives right across the country�

20/05/2021Q00500Covid-19 Tests

20/05/2021Q0060085� Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and Science if he will provide an update on the roll-out of rapid antigen 
testing in third-level colleges which will facilitate the return of students to on-campus learning; 
and if he will make a statement on the matter� [26441/21]

20/05/2021Q00700Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan: I wish to ask the Minister for an update in relation to the rapid 
antigen testing roll-out across our universities�  I understand that the Minister has been speaking 
about the issue for a number of months, as have I and a number of other Deputies�  I am eager to 
see progress on the matter�  I ask the Minister to provide us with details on the roll-out, looking 
ahead to September 2021�

20/05/2021Q00800Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science Deputy 
Simon Harris: I thank the Deputy for raising this matter, as he has done on a number of occa-
sions�  I want to assure him that like the whole of Government, I am absolutely committed to a 
significant increase in on-site attendance in the further and higher education sectors in the next 
academic year�  We all know the reasons why students have had to attend online this year�  They 
have been well rehearsed and based on public health evidence�  However, we are also aware that 
it cannot be repeated�  It is not a sustainable situation to be in from an educational point of view, 
but more importantly, from a well-being perspective�  Our young people, in particular, need to 
be back in college.  It has been a hell of a long time since first-year students actually had on-site 
access to education, considering they left school - sixth year - in March 2020�

My Department has established a working group�  It includes students, the unions, the rep-
resentative bodies, NGOs and educational institutions�  The working group will prepare a plan 
for the new academic year�  It is due to meet again tomorrow to discuss the issue�  I will publish 
a plan for the new semester in June�

Rapid antigen testing will form a part of that plan, but it is only one part of a package of 
measures that could support greater on-site activity�  A rapid testing study - pilots, as it were - 
will be rolled out across four universities this month: TCD, UCC, UCD and NUI Galway�  This 
will help us learn more about the potential role that rapid antigen can play in the further and 
higher education sector�  More broadly, perhaps those lessons can also be shared with other 
sectors�

My Department is also participating in a HSE antigen testing pilot working group which 
is working with the HSE on the piloting of antigen testing in the education sector, including 
at third level�  I am excited about antigen testing and eager to get the rapid testing pilots under 
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way�  They are starting this month�  There is a commitment of funding of over €1 million from 
my Department�  However, I want to be clear that rapid antigen testing is only one of the tools 
at our disposal�  The return to campus this autumn is not dependent on such testing�

The adoption of detailed procedures and guidelines encompassing public health advice has 
played a central role in ensuring that essential and time-critical on-site activity could take place 
this year.  We now want to expand that advice and to use the benefits of the vaccination pro-
gramme to get our students and staff back to campus in September and October.

20/05/2021Q00900Deputy Pádraig O’Sullivan: It is great to see that progress is being made�  Hopefully, that 
will ensure that there is an on-site return of students in September�  That is welcome�  I welcome 
the fact that rapid antigen testing will just be part of that�  I take what the Minister has said and 
I know that he has been a proponent of antigen testing for a long time�  It is not a criticism of 
him specifically, but I believe that as a Government, we can do much more.  The dogs on the 
street know the pros and cons of rapid antigen testing�  It is not as accurate as PCR testing�  We 
understand that�  However, at the same time, looking at other developed countries, whether it 
is the UK or across Europe, there are hundreds of thousands of people who are subject to rapid 
testing every week�  The use of it across the Continent is identifying hundreds of thousands of 
cases when people are at their most infectious state�

Given that come September the majority of adults here will be vaccinated, please God, in 
time for universities to return, if there is any delay in the vaccination roll-out it is most likely to 
affect third level students given that they are from younger age cohorts.  Therefore, it is impera-
tive that we roll out that rapid antigen testing as quickly as possible�  While a pilot is welcome, 
we need to consider the roll-out of the testing in all third level institutions�

20/05/2021Q01000Deputy Simon Harris: I am a major proponent of at least trying rapid testing�  It would be 
weird if the Minister responsible for research and science was not, given that the chief scientific 
advisor to our country and to me and Science Foundation Ireland are so clear in relation to this 
matter�  I simply think that we do not have anything to lose by trying it, particularly as a surveil-
lance method�  I very much take the points that our medical experts and doctors make�  As the 
Deputy said, rapid testing is not PCR testing�  No one is suggesting that it is�  However, it is 
another tool to be used in the monitoring and surveillance of a virus that can rapidly change and 
evolve.  We have seen benefits of its use in other jurisdictions.

Our intention is to roll out these pilots this month�  That work is under way and the funding 
is in place.  If there is a benefit to the testing, we will expand the programme.  If there is not, 
what is the loss?  That is the way we must approach science and research�  We try things and 
learn from them�  If they work, we expand them�

We are going to get the students back to college through a combination of potential rapid 
testing, the vaccination programme and also the application of good public health guidance and 
any resources that are needed to go alongside that�  Those are the three legs of the stool�  We are 
getting students and staff back to campus in the new academic year.  It is essential.  The Taoise-
ach could not have been clearer when he addressed the nation on this matter at the end of April�

20/05/2021Q01100Acting Chairman (Deputy John Lahart): The Joint Committee on Health heard a very 
good presentation yesterday on ventilation�  Dr� Orla Hegarty was really excellent�

Question No. 86 replied to with Written Answers.
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20/05/2021Q01200Further and Higher Education

20/05/2021Q0130087� Deputy Bernard J. Durkan asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and Science the extent to which he has advanced his proposals for the maxi-
misation of achievement and the attainment of various targets identifiable through the mission 
statement of his Department; the degree to which the efforts to date are in consort with already 
identified requirements in the academic, technological, scientific and innovative areas with a 
view to ensuring the broadest and highest educational opportunities in order to better compete 
nationally and internationally for job placements; and if he will make a statement on the matter� 
[26955/21]

20/05/2021Q01400Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: This question relates to a subject that I raised with the Minis-
ter previously in regard to the development of an adequate supply of highly qualified graduates 
in both the academic and technical areas, and meeting the market requirements in that regard�

20/05/2021Q01500Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science Deputy 
Simon Harris: I thank the Deputy for his question and for continually raising this most impor-
tant matter�

Our further and higher education and research systems represent a critical national asset�  
That is how they need to be seen�  They are a critical national asset which can support the future 
economic and societal success of our citizens.  Increasingly, the battle to live in and create a 
country that has economic and social cohesion is going to be dependent on the talent and the 
ingenuity of our people and supporting and investing in that talent and ingenuity�

At the heart of the Department’s strategy is the core objective of ensuring everyone, no 
matter who they are, where they come from, what their gender is or what their mum or dad did, 
can reach their full potential through education, whether as a school leaver or through lifelong 
learning�  Education is no longer something that is just done for a set period of time until one 
reaches the age of 18 or 21�  It is a journey that continues throughout life�  We must get better 
at lifelong learning and investing in research and innovation�

In terms of the specific issues highlighted by the Deputy, our strategy sets out the Depart-
ment’s ambition to improve transitions to tertiary education for school leavers and to implement 
a new ten-year strategy to improve literacy, numeracy and digital skills�  We live in a country in 
which one in six adults cannot read or struggles with reading and in which almost 50% of peo-
ple lack basic digital skills�  We have to get very serious about this�  We must invest in upskill-
ing and reskilling opportunities in areas of economic growth, such as green and digital skills�  
Under the leadership of the Minister of State, Deputy Niall Collins, we have developed the 
new action plan on apprenticeships, and we will put in place a sustainable approach to higher 
education funding�  We are undertaking a national engagement on research and science to cre-
ate a new national strategy for Ireland�  We are growing our international reach, as we want to 
position Ireland as a leader in higher education and research�  I met the European Commissioner 
for Research, Science and Innovation about this yesterday�  As regards regional development, 
we are supporting the establishment of technological universities to improve access to higher 
education and to act as anchors for regional and national innovation and growth�  The idea that 
all roads must lead to Dublin needs to end as well�

I am satisfied that the mandate and mission of my Department are set out in the statement 
of strategy�
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20/05/2021R00200Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: Can I further inquire as to whether, or the extent to which, 
the Minister and his Department continue to liaise with the various trades and professions with 
a view to attempting to identify the precise level of requirement into the future, and how will 
this compare with the experiences of other jurisdictions in the EU over the last 20 to 40 years, 
given their success in that area?  To what extent does the Department continue to compare the 
requirement in the technical and academic areas to meet emerging and changing requirements 
in full, insofar as it can be done?

20/05/2021R00300Deputy Simon Harris: The short answer is that there are a couple of ways�  We have the 
National Skills Council, which comprises leaders in the public service and industry leaders�  
That is the national umbrella structure through which we identify and pursue the skills needs of 
the country�  Crucially, we have regional skills fora, and the Minister of State and I have been 
meeting with them across the country, which bring together the education providers, such as 
the college, university and the ETB, and the local employers to discuss what is required in the 
region, for example, Kildare, to ensure they are future-proofing the needs of the regional and 
local economies.  Under the apprenticeship action plan we have put in place specific structures 
to engage with employers�  Frankly, there cannot be apprenticeships without employers�  An 
employer is needed to take on an apprentice�  We have listened to their feedback and there are 
a number of measures in the action plan that will make it easier for businesses to take on more 
apprenticeships�  In addition, we have put it to the public sector to not just lecture the private 
sector, but to do its bit as well�  On the technical versus academic piece, some of the things in 
the plan regarding CAO reform and showing students all their options and all the different ca-
reer pathways will also be key�

20/05/2021R00400Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: Has the Department, in its continued liaison with the various 
authorities throughout the country, observed any particular requirements specific to geographi-
cal areas that occur in one more than another?  Is the Minister conscious of the fact that in the 
future we may need to diversify to a greater extent than in the past arising from, for example, 
Brexit and the impact of Covid-19?  Are actions being put in place or targets being set in that re-
gard?  What are the Minister’s observations from the ongoing assessment to which he referred?

20/05/2021R00500Deputy Simon Harris: Yes, even in a small country like Ireland there are differences in 
the regions�  When I met the south east regional skills forum, it referred to the fact that it had 
engineering jobs that needed to be filled.  What does one do?  One brings together the local 
college, local ETB and local employers to find how to provide more courses in the region for 
that.  I can provide the Deputy with more detail, but there are differences from region to region 
even in a small country�

The Deputy’s point about diversification and the changing world with Brexit, Covid, tech-
nology and climate is key�  The idea that a person will come out of school and will have a certain 
set of skills when he or she goes to college and will do the same job with the same set of skills 
for the rest of his or her life is likely to go out with the dinosaurs�  Increasingly, we will need to 
provide employees who cannot pack their bags and go to university for four years with access 
to flexible modules of education to upskill.  We are driving that principally through the Skillnet 
Ireland organisation, which my Department funds�

Question No. 88 replied to with Written Answers.
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20/05/2021R00700Further and Higher Education

20/05/2021R0080089� Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and Science his plans to improve the working conditions for PhD research-
ers; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [26992/21]

20/05/2021R00900Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: What are the Minister’s plans to improve the working con-
ditions for PhD students?  PhD researchers need to have their work recognised�  They deserve 
rights and conditions that reflect the contribution they make to education and research.  The 
recently published general scheme of the Higher Education Authority Bill contains no mention 
of a role for the reformed HEA to promote better conditions for early career researchers�

20/05/2021R01000Deputy Simon Harris: That is not an oversight.  The Bill relates specifically to how the 
Higher Education Authority will interact with the institutions, but I am happy to examine that 
with the Deputy in the pre-legislative scrutiny�

Postgraduate programmes comprise a range of elements designed to further the training and 
development of students�  PhD students, in addition to conducting research, participate in other 
activities, including teaching, to develop generic and transferable skills�  A range of activities 
can be included under the teaching contribution, such as taking tutorial groups, demonstrating 
at practical classes, co-supervising undergraduate projects and student mentoring.  Officials 
from my Department and the HEA, at my request, have been collecting information from all 
the higher education institutions on these practices, because the Deputy raised this with me pre-
viously, as well as information from a number of research funding agencies on any terms and 
conditions they specify when allocating grants to PhD students�

The Higher Education Authority and Quality Qualifications Ireland co-chair the national 
advisory forum for Ireland’s framework for doctoral education�  Membership of the forum also 
comprises representatives of the higher education institutions, research funding organisations, 
representatives of the university and the technological sector, student representatives and the 
Department�  Examination of relevant issues raised in respect of PhD students arising from the 
information obtained on current practices will be undertaken by a sub-group of the advisory 
forum, so we are collating the information and asking the advisory forum to consider it�  We are 
specifically asking it to look at what happens in Ireland in light of international best practice in 
this area - how we benchmark what we do with others�  The outcome of this analysis will help 
guide and inform consideration of next steps and any policy decisions I may make on this is-
sue�  In parallel with this process, I am continuing to meet research funders, researchers, higher 
education institutions and other stakeholders to explore the potential for improvements�

My Department at my request, and indeed somewhat at the Deputy’s request because she 
has raised this previously, is currently collating the information�  We will send it to the national 
advisory group which will advise on any further actions that need to be taken and will bench-
mark it against international best practice�

20/05/2021R01100Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I welcome that and I thank the Minister for it�  I also wel-
come the announcement of the additional investment from the Irish Research Council�  The 
postgraduate stipend is increased from €16,000 to €18,500 per annum and funding for postdoc-
toral researchers also increased�  However, the €18,500 is still below the minimum wage�  The 
Irish Research Council does not mean all PhD researchers�
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Apprentices get contracts of employment and are members of unions�  They are paid a per-
centage share of a fully qualified tradesperson’s wage which increases each year as they gain 
experience�  There is something to learn from that�  The PhD researchers have no contract of 
employment, no collective bargaining rights, no sick leave, no maternity leave or no paternity 
pay�  I ask the Minister to take all those matters into consideration in his review�  Low-paid, pre-
carious work has spread rapidly in higher education since Fine Gael came into power in 2011�  
That is not Sinn Féin’s fault�

20/05/2021R01200Deputy Simon Harris: The Deputy got me back for my comments on the last question�  
On the issue of precarious employment, I addressed the Irish Federation of University Teachers 
annual conference virtually last week and I specifically highlighted how we intend to address 
precarious employment as part of our discussion on sustainable funding�  As we invest more in 
higher education, and it is an investment, it is only right and proper that the State expects more 
in terms of decent employment contracts being issued�  That is a fair point�

With regard to the actions I will take in this regard, I will feed in the suggestions the Deputy 
has made to that process�  We will have the additional information that is being collected from 
the higher education institutions, so we will have a full picture of what is happening�  I do not 
mean this in a dismissive way, but we have heard individual examples and anecdotes, and they 
are important, but it is important that we map out and have a good picture of everything that is 
happening�  A sub-group of the national advisory forum will consider, analyse, internationally 
benchmark and will report back to me.  I will be happy to share the findings with the Deputy 
and actively engage with her on them�

20/05/2021R01300Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I thank the Minister for that�  The situation with precarious 
working conditions for those working in third level institutions is unacceptable on two fronts�  
First, there is the economic disadvantage and financial stress in which it puts people.  It also 
gives the message to our students that it is okay to work in an environment where one is treated 
like that�  We must stop it�  

Will the Minister, as a part of the review, put researchers and PhD students with disabilities 
front and centre?  I ask him to consult them and make sure their voices are heard within that 
review because they face extra challenges�  They have an enormous contribution to make and 
we must enable them to make that contribution and ensure their rights are upheld�

20/05/2021S00200Deputy Simon Harris: I certainly will do that and I fully agree with the Deputy in that re-
gard�  I have had some engagement with PhD researchers with disabilities and I would be happy 
to intensify that contact and do more�  I thank the Deputy for acknowledging the fact that we 
have increased the stipend�  That is a signal of intent and wanting to do more on research, which 
requires more researchers and an attractive and decent place for researchers to carry out their 
work�  We have also increased SUSI supports for postgraduate students�  This is the general 
direction of travel that we want to take�  I am genuinely eager to see the outcome of the work of 
the subgroup because I accept more needs to be done in this area.  I also accept that it is a fine 
line between fulfilling the educational importance of these programmes and the differentiation 
between education and work�  At the same time, we should strive to be best in class in this area�  
We want Ireland to be a leader in research and that involves investing in our best and brightest�  
Any recommendations for how we can make further improvements will certainly be acted upon 
and taken seriously by me�
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20/05/2021S00300Institutes of Technology

20/05/2021S0040090� Deputy Thomas Pringle asked the Minister for Further and Higher Education, Re-
search, Innovation and Science the plans in place for development at Letterkenny Institute of 
Technology, LYIT; and if he will make a statement on the matter� [26714/21]

20/05/2021S00500Deputy Marian Harkin: I will take Deputy Pringle’s question and, with the Minister’s per-
mission, I will incorporate aspects of a question of my own on the same issue�  Deputy Pringle 
asked about the plans in place for the development of LYIT�  That is, obviously, in the context of 
the submission from the Connacht-Ulster Alliance, which includes Sligo IT, the Galway-Mayo 
Institute of Technology, GMIT, and LYIT�  I ask the Minister for the most up-to-date timeline 
as to what is happening�

20/05/2021S00600Deputy Simon Harris: I thank the Deputy and acknowledge her support and advocacy for 
the importance of a technological university for the north west, an issue that is also of concern 
to Deputy Conway-Walsh�  I need to be careful in what I say because I understand a ballot of the 
Teachers’ Union of Ireland, TUI, is about to conclude but, without pre-empting any outcomes of 
any ballots, I am hopeful that I will shortly receive an application for a technological university 
for the north west, the Connacht-Ulster Alliance application, in the coming days�  A massive 
amount of work has been undertaken�  If and when I receive the application, I will publicly ac-
knowledge receipt of it�  I would then propose to meet all Oireachtas Members from the region 
within the coming days on an all-party basis�  Let us wait and see when the application comes 
in�  It is up to the consortium to submit the application�  When it arrives, I will note that publicly 
and will then move, in the following days, to meet with Oireachtas Members from the region to 
update them on that and the next steps.  A very specific and prescribed number of actions must 
be taken when an application comes in�  Ultimately, the Minister of the day receives the applica-
tion and an international, independent panel is appointed to assess the application�  We have a 
template now because we have gone through this process a few times�  That is the current and 
most up-to-date position�

To respond specifically to Deputy Pringle’s inquiries regarding Letterkenny, I am pleased 
to inform him that there are three Exchequer-funded projects in the pipeline which will signifi-
cantly enhance higher education infrastructure at the LYIT and support the development of the 
planned new technological university for the west and north west�  Refurbishment and upgrade 
works to the main LYIT building on the Killybegs campus have been approved and are under 
way, with phases 1 and 2 of the project complete�  Phase 3 is expected to be on-site early this 
summer�  The upgrade work will support the long-term sustainability of the Killybegs campus�  
A major new library, ICT and education building is also planned�  LYIT was one of the eight 
institutions approved in 2020 to progress a project under the energy efficiency and decarbonisa-
tion pathfinder programme.

20/05/2021S00700Deputy Marian Harkin: I thank the Minister�  That was a lot of information in two min-
utes.  As he said, we are in the final stages. The TUI is voting at the moment and nobody wants 
to pre-empt the result of that ballot but we can all be hopeful that we will have white smoke, 
perhaps by tonight or tomorrow morning�  It is my understanding that the three governing bod-
ies will meet tomorrow to submit their application, if we have that approval from the TUI�

I will ask the Minister a question in the context of St� Angela’s College�  Assuming the ap-
plication from the alliance goes ahead, we have a memorandum of understanding between Sligo 
IT and St� Angela’s�  Can the Minister give any indication as to when he would be in a position 
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to give his approval to the incorporation of St� Angela’s into Sligo IT?  Part of the submission 
of the Connacht-Ulster Alliance includes the possibility of St� Angela’s merging with Sligo IT�

20/05/2021S00800Deputy Simon Harris: I am certainly not being coy about the timeline for the application 
and what the Deputy has said tallies with what I know but I want to be respectful of the process�  
As soon as we receive the application, we will move quickly�

I have had some excellent meetings with representatives of St� Angela’s, including the presi-
dent, and with the president of Sligo IT and others�  I welcome the close work that is going on 
between the two institutions�  Quite frankly, I think St� Angela’s has been left hanging for far 
too long�  It is important to me that St� Angela’s is incorporated�  It is clear to me that there are 
synergies between Sligo IT and St. Angela’s.  The specific timeline for when that happens is a 
matter for the institutions and, ultimately, the technological university�  I have provided a lot of 
assistance and engagement with officials.  I would like to see it happen.  Whether it can happen 
before the technological university is designated is a matter for those on the ground�  I have no 
difficulty if it does and, in fact, would very much welcome it if it can happen.  As I have said 
previously, nothing is going to stop or delay the advancement of the technological university 
and I know that is a view also shared by St� Angela’s�  I am happy for them to get on with it, 
quite frankly, and I know they are working extremely hard on that matter�

20/05/2021S00900Deputy Marian Harkin: I thank the Minister for saying there will be a cross-party ap-
proach that will include all Oireachtas Members from the area�  Everyone is on the same footing 
here�  Everybody recognises the considerable potential that the Connacht-Ulster Alliance could 
realise for the region�

The Minister said that he cannot be clear on the timelines with regard to St� Angela’s, and 
I understand that�  However, it is positive to hear that the Minister feels that St� Angela’s has a 
role to play and can be a part of the technological university�

Without wanting to raise any concerns, I have one final issue to address.  If we have a 
situation where not all three campuses vote in favour of the new technological university, is it 
possible that two can go ahead with a submission?  Has this happened in the south east?  I am 
not sure about that�  I am not asking the Minister what will happen, I am simply asking what is 
possible�

20/05/2021S01000Deputy Simon Harris: I will be careful in answering that question because of the sensitivi-
ties involved.  Staff engagement and buy-in to these processes are vital.  The Deputy is factually 
correct that, in the south east, the TUI ballot did not pass in Waterford but did pass in Carlow 
and the application was still submitted by the consortium�  That would, ultimately, be a deci-
sion for the governing authorities as it relates to any technological university�  That is an open 
question�  We will certainly proceed on a cross-party basis�  It has been key to the success and 
delivery of these projects and I worked extremely closely with people throughout the country 
on a cross-party basis and I thank the Deputy for taking that approach in the north west�

20/05/2021S01100Deputy Rose Conway-Walsh: I thank the Minister for his commitment to working on a 
cross-party basis on this issue�  I highlight the potential around GMIT in Castlebar, next door 
to Mayo University Hospital�  We talked earlier about the need to train more medical students, 
linking up with Magee campus, the New Decade, New Approach agreement, the shared island 
unit and the programme for Government, and the potential for training medical students across 
the west and the north west�
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20/05/2021S01200Deputy Simon Harris: I am committed to the GMIT campus in Castlebar�  Under this plan 
for a technological university for the north west, Castlebar will become a university town and 
that is a massive prize for the people of Castlebar and County Mayo.  It will be important for 
regional growth and development, and perhaps also for keeping young people in the regions�

The Government has given a commitment, under New Decade, New Approach, to the Ma-
gee campus, as has the British Government�  Being honest, we now need concrete proposals as 
to what that will look like�  I have had some engagements with Magee, Ulster University, the 
British ambassador and the Minister for Foreign Affairs.  Those engagements are continuing 
and as soon as the Covid-19 scenario allows, I look forward to visiting the North and the north 
west and talking about those synergies�

12 o’clock

We have seen how it can work in so many areas�  It needs to work in higher education too�

  Written Answers are published on the Oireachtas website.

20/05/2021T00200Ceisteanna ó Cheannairí - Leaders’ Questions

20/05/2021T00400Deputy Pearse Doherty: Inné, thug an Rialtas teachtaireacht shoiléir d’úinéirí tithe agus 
iad siúd atá ag iarraidh a bheith i mbun úinéireacht tithe�  Sin é, nach bhfuil fáilte rompu an-
seo sa chathair ach go bhfuil fáilte mhór - céad míle fáilte - ón Rialtas roimh na creach-chistí 
a bheidh ag ceannach árasán i ndiaidh árasán sa chathair seo, agus níos faide ar shiúl, agus ag 
fágáil teaghlach agus daoine óga ar an trá fholamh�

The Minister led the Green Party into government saying that things would be different on 
housing, but, instead of changing things, he is helping to deliver more of the same�  We certainly 
did not need a leak from Cabinet to tell us that Fine Gael objected to housing being a priority 
for this Government�  We have known for many years that Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil were on 
the side of the vulture funds and the big developers�

Where is the Green Party in all this, however?  There is no point voicing concerns at the 
Cabinet table and then waltzing in here and voting for the same bad policies about which the 
party is giving out�  Last week, the party voted against cutting rents and banning increases for 
three years�  Last night, it voted against stopping cuckoo funds from buying up apartments and 
squeezing families out of home ownership.  The party has surrendered this city to international 
investors and consigned a generation, many of whom are young people voted for its Deputies, 
to extortionate rents well into the future�

I want to share with the Minister some personal stories that have been sent to me by people 
caught up in this nightmare�  Sarah wrote:

My daughter is paying enormous rent�  She is still trying to save what she and her partner 
can pay for a down payment, both working, but the banks won’t give them a big enough 
mortgage to buy anything decent�  When they go after a house, it jumps up thousands in 
price�  I feel so sorry for them�  It seems hopeless�

  Greg said:
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My fiance is still at home in a house of ten and I live with my Mam who has a severe 
disability who has lost all of her benefits since I turned 23.  We can’t move out because of 
the crisis!

  Anne said:

My son and his friends are all going to be 30 years of age this year and saving so hard to 
buy their own homes but every time they reach an amount in savings the price goes up again 
or again the houses are been bought by these vulture funds�

  Stephen wrote:

I am on the housing list for ten years�  Paying rent and have paid for 16 years sick�  Im 
sick of it�  I couldn’t get a mortgage and yet have paid €97,000 in rent�

  Finally, Amy summed up the feelings of an entire generation when she wrote:

There is no future for us young people�  Trying to rent a house at a somewhat reasonable 
price is near impossible�  Right now there are only 9 - bedroom houses in the whole of Cork 
priced at €1,000 per month or just under�  I have been actively applying for somewhere to 
live with my boyfriend for the last 2 years and in total we have been given 4 viewings ��� in 
2 years??  How are we supposed to rent a place that’s €1,400/€1,500 a month and try to save 
for a mortgage?  It is impossible to look forward to having a future and raising our families 
here�

  There we have it�  I ask on behalf of those people why the Minister is accepting this�  Why 
is he part of a Government that is shattering the hopes and ambitions of an entire generation 
with bad housing policies, which he knows damn well have put developers and investors first?

The Green Party is now up to its neck in this housing crisis�  The Minister does not have to 
respond me�  Will he please respond to these people whose stories I shared with him, however, 
and tell them why he has adopted this position?

20/05/2021T00500Minister for the Environment, Climate and Communications (Deputy Eamon Ryan): 
As a Member for Dublin Bay South, I know exactly what the Deputy is saying about the scale 
and depth of this crisis�  It is without doubt an issue all over the country�  It is at its most acute 
in the centre of Dublin, however�

I can see the dilemma in my own constituency, particularly for a new younger generation�  
We will not leave them behind, we will not leave them out, and we will do everything in our 
power to make sure they have the ability, as my own and previous generations did, including 
those in Dublin Bay South, to be able to afford a home.

We need to look after people of all means, incomes and needs, particularly those in inner 
cities.  The current model is broken.  The market is not working and it will not fix this.  There 
has to be a radical change and we will help steer that change from within government�

We started by increasing this year’s budget by 25% up to €3�3 billion, which I believe is a 
quarter of the entire capital budget�  We will not stop there�  We will need approximately €120 
billion over the next ten years�  That will not all come from the State but a large part of it will�

In the remaining time of this Government, I intend and expect to put this centre stage within 



Dáil Éireann

534

government, as both the Taoiseach and Tánaiste have said, and apply the exact same rigour, 
urgency and flexibility that has been applied to the Covid-19 crisis to both the climate and hous-
ing crises�  The Climate Action and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) Bill 2021 will be 
able to help us on climate�  We need to put housing at centre stage and we need all Departments 
to act�

We increased this year’s capital budget, which is the key and real measure of what we can 
build and do�  We brought in a second measure, however�  I recall in the previous Dáil, we were 
the first Opposition party that stood up and got cross-party agreement that we needed to switch 
to cost-rental housing as one of the ways to address this crisis�

In this year’s budget, we acted and worked with the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, to 
say let us make it happen and start straightaway with eight projects we can start building, which 
are not just theoretical or abstract, and where we are calling from the sidelines, but actually start 
delivering�  That is only the start�  The reason cost rental is such a part of the solution is that it 
is social and public housing�  Rather than leased assets that go back to the private sector, the as-
sets stay with our own public assets, on which we can build a long-term, sustainable financing 
model�  It takes time�

We must be honest with our younger people that they and this housing issue are the first 
priority.  The benefit of cost rental is that it is in the market.  We can use public lands.  We can 
actually bring down the rental price.  That combined with affordable housing options, including 
the use of the serviced sites fund so that we actually reduce the cost, will be critical, particularly 
for urban areas�

This is not one versus the other�  We particularly need to deliver on our national planning 
framework, which provides for high-quality homes and housing in urban areas, where people 
are there for life and have security of tenure�  It is not that the rental sector does not count; it 
does.  That applies to apartment ownership as well as renting.  We need a variety of different 
solutions�

The key measures in the coming two months are the development of a new housing for 
all strategy that delivers on this, within which the Affordable Housing Bill 2021 will be key.  
We agreed with our Government colleagues the other day at Cabinet meetings that we would 
further look at amendments within the Bill to give us a range of options and flexibility and the 
ability to really create high-quality urban living�

20/05/2021T00600Deputy Pearse Doherty: Has the Minister not listened to the testimonies from those people 
that I read into the record?  They are desperately looking for action and hope, and the action the 
Minister delivered in the past seven days, along with Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil, was to come 
in here and vote against banning rent increases and reducing rents�  The action he delivered 
was voting against proposals Sinn Féin brought forward with regard to increasing the supply of 
social, affordable and cost-rental housing.

Last night, shamefully, the Green Party, which supposedly believes in urban living and 
apartment ownership, said to the vulture funds that it is a free-for-all and Dublin city is theirs�  
That is the effect of the Government’s policies.  Six out of every ten home completions last year 
were apartments and the Government has exempted the vulture funds from any minor increase 
in stamp duty�  How does the Minister put the Government’s record over the past seven days 
with the statement that it will not leave people behind?
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20/05/2021U00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Deputy is over time�

20/05/2021U00300Deputy Pearse Doherty: Perhaps the Minister does not realise it but he has abandoned this 
generation, just like Fianna Gael and Fianna Fáil have done for the past decade�

20/05/2021U00400Deputy Eamon Ryan: I listened to the Deputy�  I hear those stories every day and they 
belong to every party, constituency and political viewpoint�  They do not belong to any one 
person�  These things are happening, in particular, in some of the areas where the prices are 
highest, including in my own constituency�  I listen to what is happening and I heed it�  It is our 
first priority to provide for our younger people every day.

I was about to mention, before the time was up to reply, some of the real and practical mea-
sures we need�  We can all talk but what are we doing?  The doing is about the State coming 
together to act.  That sometimes involves difficult choices.  I had to make a difficult decision a 
few weeks ago around the Digital Hub Development Agency�  It is a huge agency with the most 
highly regarded and best people, with whom I have worked for 20 years�  I have seen Thomas 
Street and James’s Street not being developed in those decades�  We looked at the situation 
and said it is time to act�  It is time to set up the Land Development Agency�  Let us work col-
lectively on that�  I think the Deputy and I would agree on the need for public action, public 
investment and development on public lands�  We need more of all of those things and this can 
only be the start�

20/05/2021U00500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Minister�

20/05/2021U00600Deputy Eamon Ryan: We will not give over this city�  It does not belong to any investor or 
fund�  It belongs to the people of this city and this country�

20/05/2021U00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are over time�

20/05/2021U00800Deputy Eamon Ryan: It is through our public land that we will deliver the housing we 
need�

20/05/2021U00900An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I am moving on.  I know it is difficult but I ask all Members 
for their co-operation and a little respect for all sides�

20/05/2021U01000Deputy Róisín Shortall: Can the Minister tell us what exactly is the Government’s policy 
for apartment living?  We know what the Green Party policy is supposed to be�  It says it wants 
sustainable, high-quality developments that are located a 15-minute walk or cycle from a city 
centre�  However, does it only want people to be able to rent this kind of housing, and rent in 
insecure tenancies?  That is all that is available to people at the moment�

The Minister for Finance tells us apartments must be omitted from the meagre measures 
announced this week that purport to stop the bulk purchase of homes by cuckoo funds because 
they will not otherwise be built�  Fine Gael has said something similar before�  Back in 2017, 
when Eoghan Murphy was Minister, he said he had to reduce design standards because apart-
ments were too high-spec and were costing too much to build�  He slashed standards for every 
kind of apartment project but the changes he made for build-to-rent apartments were particu-
larly damaging�  There is no restriction on dwelling mix�  The apartments are smaller and poorly 
ventilated at a time of a pandemic�  There is a complete lack of storage space, no private outdoor 
space and they are not at all suited to working from home�

Mr� Murphy was pleased with himself when those changes were made�  He claimed at the 
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time he had single-handedly reduced the cost of delivering apartments by 15%�  He should 
perhaps have been concerned that developers and cuckoo funds were also very pleased with 
themselves�  Planning permissions in Dublin for apartments now vastly outstrip permissions for 
houses, and build-to-rent apartments comprise more than 70% of the permissions�  These apart-
ments are cheaper to build, more expensive to rent and impossible to buy, a description that 
summarises the Government’s housing policy very well�  Where are people who live in Dublin 
supposed to buy homes?  They cannot buy the apartments that are currently under construction 
because practically every one of them is being purchased by funds�  Eoghan Murphy’s bright 
idea to slash costs for developers and cuckoo funds delivered for neither home buyers nor rent-
ers.  All it did was boost developers’ profits.

The Minister’s party, we were told, entered Government to have a positive impact on en-
vironmental issues�  I have some questions for him�  Why are he and his party facilitating this 
planning bonanza for cuckoo funds?  Does he accept that the Government is declaring Dublin 
city centre a no-go area for first-time buyers?  Is it not the case that young people who want to 
live in a city centre cannot aspire to home ownership?

20/05/2021U01100Deputy Eamon Ryan: We have to make housing affordable.  That is agreed and it is 
achieved by doing.  There is a variety of different investments we have to make.  We need to 
make significant investment in social housing at volume and at scale.  That involves large num-
bers and huge amounts of money�  The constraints in that regard are often not necessarily about 
the financing but getting the building workers with the training and skills, the blocklayers and 
so on�  We need to avoid the costs going up so much that it is expensive for everyone to build�  
We need to do that so that we can build more�  It is about what we agreed the other night in terms 
of changing the Part V rules to say it is not just 10% social housing but we also want affordable 
purchase and cost rental.  That is significant.  We need the affordable purchase provision and the 
likes of the serviced sites fund to help bring down the cost, working with the local authorities�  
The local authorities have a central role and we need to work with them on that�

The coming months will be critical because the strategy and the plan have to be changed�  
We need to change tack and do better�  The funding has to go in that direction and we will use 
our influence in government in that regard.  It is difficult because there are loads of funding re-
quirements�  We are going to have to fund health, including Sláintecare, education, climate and 
housing.  It is a challenge to get the balance right but we will fund affordable purchase hous-
ing as well as social housing�  I believe cost rental is critical because it fundamentally changes 
things�  The two tiers we have in Irish housing are around whether it is social or private�  The 
brilliant thing about cost rental is that it is between the two�  It is in the market but it is public�  
I keep coming back to the Land Development Agency and the use of public land because I be-
lieve that is the key to help to unlock supply at scale�  I am talking about real ambition�  We are 
looking to influence, within the Government and with a cross-party approach, access to public 
lands�

Critical to this, and I have to mention it at every stage because it is crucial it is recognised, is 
that housing and public transport go together�  To answer the Deputy’s question about my vision 
for Dublin city, it is that we have a 15-minute city�  It will be an accessible city with everything 
close by and high-quality cycling and walking facilities as well as public transport infrastruc-
ture�  That needs to be funded�  There is a huge funding requirement if we are to build the likes 
of the metro, BusConnects and DART+ for Cork, Galway and Limerick as well as Dublin�  We 
need balanced regional development to make this work�  It has to include our other cities�  In the 
development of town centres, village centres and cities we need to go for compact development�  
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Housing, transport and local environment are key�

We have a real role to offer and provide in terms of getting access to the land and getting 
an intervention on the sorts of measures I have mentioned�  There will also be private develop-
ments and there will be build-to-rent provision�  The €120 billion we need to spend on housing 
in the next ten years will not all be from the Government�  If it were, we would not have the 
funding for transport, health and education�

20/05/2021U01200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Minister�

20/05/2021U01300Deputy Eamon Ryan: We need that balance and mix�  We will bring the mix towards af-
fordable purchase and rental in particular because that is what we have been focused on in 
recent years�

20/05/2021U01400Deputy Róisín Shortall: There is very little reality in what the Minister is saying�  It does 
not bear any relationship to the existing situation�  He had an opportunity this week to do 
something about that and ensure there were controls introduced for all homes�  The question is 
whether he regards apartments as homes.  Is it his view that first-time buyers have a right to pur-
chase apartments?  At the moment, they cannot do so�  There are no apartments at all in Dublin 
city centre available for first-time buyers.  The Minister talks about incentives and subsidies for 
young people�  That means nothing to young people living in Dublin because they cannot buy 
an apartment at the moment�  They are all controlled by funds�  The Minister and his party had 
an opportunity this week to do something about that and they failed to do so�  They failed the 
young people of Dublin city in terms of their aspiration to purchase a home�

20/05/2021U01500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Deputy�

20/05/2021U01600Deputy Róisín Shortall: Does the Minister accept that the aspiration of purchasing a home 
in Dublin city centre does not exist for young people?

20/05/2021U01700Deputy Eamon Ryan: We 100% stand up for the aspiration of purchasing apartments in 
our cities and right across the country�  Apartments are part of city living and urban compact 
living�  We 100% stand up for and support that and we did so in government this week�  We got 
agreement with our colleagues that we will come back to this issue in the affordable housing 
Bill and look at further measures, as the Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, has said, to deliver 
on that�  It will be part of a mix because this needs a multifaceted response�  Absolutely central 
to that must be us having apartments as homes�  We cannot have a system whereby a person 
rents and then when he or she grows up, as it were, he or she goes out and buys a house�  We 
must create high-quality urban environments�  That requires good planning and local council in-
volvement�  It is at local council level across the country that Green Party members are working 
with colleagues to deliver the planning we need to provide that high-quality local environment�

20/05/2021V00200Deputy Róisín Shortall: What of long-term leasing?

20/05/2021V00300Deputy Eamon Ryan: It is not just about the housing but also all the other services that 
come with that at the same time�  That is what we as a party are good at�

20/05/2021V00400Deputy Róisín Shortall: He and his party are not doing it�

20/05/2021V00500Deputy Seán Canney: I raise an issue which is very important not just for my constitu-
ency but for many constituencies across the country, namely, public transport�  The provision of 
public transport is something that has been highlighted in my constituency, where in the recent 
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past Bus Éireann decided to cut back on some of the services it provides between Galway and 
Limerick�  That service is route 51�  It brings into focus the whole concept of providing public 
transport and how the National Transport Authority, NTA, which has the vested power to decide 
on these things, takes decisions to reduce services at a time when we are talking about climate 
action, bringing in a carbon tax and penalising people who have cars because they must pay 
more for fuel�  At the same time we are now taking away services from people who would oth-
erwise go to work on these buses, either to Galway or Limerick�  If one takes Gort, Labane or 
Ardrahan, all of these areas are now affected by in that they do not have the same services they 
had�  Thus services are not available in the evening for people who want to come from work in 
Galway or Limerick back to south County Galway�  Likewise, Bus Éireann removed bus stops 
in Kilreekil for no apparent reason, other than it said people were not using them, but we must 
incentivise people to use public transport�  We must also make it accessible to people with dis-
abilities�  How is this to be changed?

I have spent much time working with Local Link in County Galway, trying to create routes 
to feed into bus and train services, yet every proposal we put in is turned down by the NTA�  I 
had very good proposals from the Caherlistrane-Headford area, and from Corrandulla to feed 
into this, to take cars off the road and get people to go to work on buses.  The public transport 
is not there; it is not being provided�  People are scratching there heads and thinking that they 
still need the car and that it is essential�  The message coming from Bus Éireann to people in my 
constituency is that they must continue to use the car even more because the public transport 
will not be provided�

It is important we look at this when we are talking about climate action�  I know well the 
Minister wants to deliver on public transport but we must see a plan on how that is going to be 
done so that in our constituencies we can tell people that this is the service they are going to get�  
Public transport is going to take cars off the road.  If we are going to work with that, we need to 
start now and reverse the decision made by Bus Éireann�

20/05/2021V00600Deputy Eamon Ryan: Following on from the previous question, there is a lot of emphasis 
on urban Ireland because of the issue of apartment living�  We must be very clear that in the 
changes we need to make, it is about rural and urban�  It is about towns and villages, country and 
city�  This is particularly the case with meeting the climate change challenges we face where 
we need a switch to public transport and to reduce the demand to travel by creating services in 
our towns, so everything is close by and people do not have to travel all the time�  However, 
as well as the commitment to housing mentioned earlier, this requires a commitment to public 
transport.  Again, in the context of the Covid crisis, we should look at the figures.  The spending 
is mainly because of the crisis but it is still an indication this is important�  In 2019, €300 million 
was spent on subventing public transport�  That increased to €610 million last year and €650 
million this year�  The rural bus services are particularly important because as the Deputy said, 
there are many people who do not have access a car and who have just as much of a right and 
entitlement to be able to move around, get to the hospital, to other appointments or to wherever 
they need to go to�

One good bit of news is that I met the commercial bus operators�  Bus Éireann also runs 
these kind of commercial operations with specific supports to keep them going.  I refer not just 
to the public service obligation, PSO, services but also commercial operators because they were 
in real difficulty during the Covid crisis.  I met them in recent months.  The support was due to 
come to an end and they asked that I keep it going for another few months because we are com-
ing to the end of this, lockdown is starting to ease and we do not want to fall at the last hurdle 



20 May 2021

539

and lose services at the last minute�  I talked to the NTA, as did the industry groups�  I was very 
glad to commit to extending that into the summer months, so we do not have a cliff edge in 
support for public bus services�

Bus Éireann has a key role�  It is true the company is changing the routes, adding some 
new routes and taking some services from others; it must manage that as it sees fit.  It is also 
operating these services, the likes of route 51, in a commercial market where there are a lot of 
private operators as well�  Bus Éireann must allocate on the basis of where it sees it can best 
meet customer demand�  We have given a clear commitment that a reduction in services cannot 
be done where it leaves people without a commensurate service, be that private or otherwise, so 
we will not leave people without�

I have another bit of news, which is a positive development�  To take up what Deputy Can-
ney said about Local Link and the need for additional services, recognising that and that we 
need to change and be more efficient is important, the NTA has been working with Leitrim 
County Council on a pilot scheme I hope to announce shortly�  It would be for three years and 
would look at a really innovative way of combining our HSE public transport services with Lo-
cal Link and bus services so we start developing new rural bus transport services�  Let us not 
do it the way we always did but look to innovate and try to create new services�  It has not been 
announced yet but I hope it will be really significant for the people of County Leitrim.  There 
is potential if the pilot works for it to be spread elsewhere, whereby we increase, enhance and 
allow the people of rural Ireland make the switch to a better system using public transport in a 
low-emissions world�

20/05/2021V00700Deputy Seán Canney: I thank the Minister and welcome his announcement about the pi-
lot scheme for County Leitrim�  I agree we cannot have more of the same, where there is a 
mismatch�  We must start with the very basics, look at where the rural populations are, where 
they are migrating to work, how they are going to work and how they come back home in the 
evenings.  If Members listen to the AA Ireland traffic reports, they will hear about Claregalway.  
Every evening we hear about Bothar na dTreabh in Galway�  The people who are causing the 
congestion, if I can put it that way, are the workers from the east of the county who are trying 
to access the city.  We must provide the services so they can access the city in a different way.  
Some of the finest private bus operators are operating from east County Galway to bring people 
into the city�  However, we cannot get a bus lane built from Claregalway into Galway�  It has 
been planned for maybe the last ten years and still is not done�  It is a very simple process as 
there is no land acquisition required; it is just a question of getting it done�  Therefore, it is im-
portant we change the headwreck, as I might say, and get on with the job�

20/05/2021V00800Deputy Eamon Ryan: I met some of those County Galway private bus operators last sum-
mer and the Deputy is absolutely right that they run a first-class service.  The really annoying 
thing is that just before Covid struck they were actually seeing a massive expansion in their 
services�  They were looking at new routes like east-west, north-south and a whole range of dif-
ferent ones.  They were finding that as soon as they put new routes on, customer demand was 
rising to meet them; they were on a big expansion plan�  I hope we can get back to that�

A connected issue with respect to what we must do in transport to have a low-emissions fu-
ture is in our roads programme, which will still be significant.  Our public transport programme 
will be bigger and be enhanced but it is also important we maintain roads and build new roads 
to get over where we have pinch points and problems�  As we look at this climate plan, I have 
been saying that within the roads programme, we must really focus on bypasses of towns, and a 
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large number of them�  They do not have to be big motorways or huge expensive projects�  We 
can spend our money wisely and have it go further and be spent more widely by doing a whole 
series of small bypasses.  These will often be single carriageway but they will get traffic out of 
the bottleneck.  If buses must go into town to pick up passengers that is fine but if they do not, 
they will not be stuck in traffic.  That is also going to be important for the bus system.  We need 
to go with lots of bypasses�

20/05/2021V00900Deputy Joan Collins: I raise the legacy of strategic housing developments, SHDs�  These 
were a policy of the previous Fine Gael-led Government, which was backed by Fianna Fáil�  
SHDs bypassed local area development plans and were fast-tracked by the Government to fa-
cilitate the vulture and cuckoo funds, something we have seen over the last couple of weeks�  
I want to bring a bit of reality into this�  Drimnagh in my constituency has a very strong com-
munity, which has campaigned relentlessly on behalf of residents seeking sports facilities, extra 
medical services, community hubs and everything that voluntary groups do right throughout the 
city�  In many ways, the neglect over time by local authorities after the crash and everything else 
is less obvious due to the tremendous work done by these volunteers�

With the policies of SHDs and rezoning brownfield sites to residential zone 1 sites, this 
community is facing a build in progress on the Dulux site with 265 apartments in eight-storey 
blocks, all built to rent and all with one or two bedrooms�  On the Heidelberg-Miller site on 
the Davitt Road, there will be 188 apartments in a nine-storey block, again built to rent with 
one or two bedrooms�  There is no dual aspect for the properties and little communal space or 
storage.  There is a pre-consultation process ongoing for Brickfield Drive, which will have 282 
apartments in four-storey to ten-storey blocks, built for purchase, with 10% of the properties 
under Part V and 90% to be sold to a cuckoo fund or investment�  There is also the G4S site on 
Herberton Road, with 170 apartments, and that is a pre-consultation phase so we do not know 
exactly what is going on there�

With those SHDs, we are talking about 2,000 extra people in the community so what is the 
Government going to do about the legacy of these projects in the community?  Will it fund local 
authorities so they in turn can fund communities to get in more medical and educational ser-
vices or more green spaces and community hubs?  These communities will need those because 
of this extra development in the area�

These communities may see an extra 5,000 people in the area with other developments, 
which is the size of a small town.  What analysis has been made and how will these communi-
ties be supported in building sustainable neighbourhoods?

20/05/2021W00200Deputy Eamon Ryan: I agree with pretty much every one of the Deputy’s comments about 
getting the balance right�  We need to provide housing for young people and it must be close 
to the city centre, of high quality and in large numbers�  The strategic housing development 
approach will not continue after early next year�  It will be wound down and it will mean we 
will, correctly, have to rely on our councils to get much of this right�  The council must deliver 
a range of other services, as well as housing, to get the balance right for good quality living�  
This means there should be local green space, good bus services, local shops and community 
centres, as well as work near by�  It is balanced development, which means it is not all housing 
in one place and work somewhere else�  We want mixed development and we can get it right�

Height is probably the most contentious issue right across the city, particularly now�  We 
cannot keep going up.  I rely a lot in this regard on the likes of Ciaran Cuffe MEP whom the 
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Deputy will know from the council and who has real planning expertise�  He makes the point 
that the sense of community weakens slightly when buildings go over a certain height�  This 
is site-specific and it depends on neighbours, for example.  Costs also go up when heights in-
crease.  There is a balance to be struck.  This might be four, five or six storeys.  Other cities do 
it, and the likes of Paris and Barcelona, which are historically famous, get the balance right be-
tween density and quality�  There is a sense of connection or community that may be lost when 
we go with some of the really high developments that have been suggested�

We need density, though, and this sometimes requires difficult decisions.  We also need 
other services that require difficult decisions.  The BusConnects project is on my desk and I 
hope that can go to planning very shortly�  That will be key in bringing down cost�  For example, 
we do not need car parking for everyone�  If we thought about this and designed projects well, 
we could reduce cost of apartments by not having to build expensive and extensive car parking 
but rather having other solutions to give people a really high quality of life�  We must get that 
mix or balance right�

This is not easy and no one idea for what we need to do might have more virtue than another 
idea�  I agree with the Deputy’s basic premise�  We need to go back, in a sense, to relying on lo-
cal democratic systems in some of this planning�  We should not allow a free-for-all with height�  
That would not work�

20/05/2021W00300Deputy Joan Collins: I thank the Minister for the reply but what will the Government do 
about the legacy of these projects?  It is okay to say Drimnagh is close to the city and it is on 
the Luas line but what will the Government do for these communities?  Has it done an analysis 
of the impact of these high-rise developments?

Section QH18 of the Dublin City Development Plan 2016-2022 indicates the aim “to pro-
mote the provision of high-quality apartments within sustainable neighbourhoods by achieving 
suitable levels of amenity within individual apartments, and within each apartment develop-
ment, and ensuring that suitable social infrastructure and other support facilities are available 
in the neighbourhood, in accordance with the standards for residential accommodation�”  These 
strategic housing developments have totally bypassed the local area plans and local democracy 
in the city, and the Government allowed that to happen�  How will it respond to the communi-
ties to support them financially with community centres, hubs, villages, education, medical and 
primary care units?  They will need all of these for the extra people in the community�  The 
Government cannot just leave them behind and say a mistake was made�

20/05/2021W00400Deputy Eamon Ryan: All of the SHDs may not go ahead�  There are legal challenges and 
questions about some of them, and I understand many of those challenges have been successful�  
Within the provisions there is a “use it or lose it” clause for them to be built by a certain time�  
There is an underlying problem in our city with the cost of construction and the viability of it 
and the ability an affordable option for purchase or sale.  One of the key solutions is for us to 
build ourselves, particularly on public land�

We are agreed that we must go back to stronger local democratic involvement in devel-
opment, so the key issue for the coming six or nine months is the local development plans 
throughout the country.  The Deputy mentions details about mixed development and the zoning 
we do, and that is a function of local councils and in the power of councillors at a local level�

20/05/2021W00500Deputy Joan Collins: If the Government can introduce a policy to bypass the councils, 
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what is the point in having them?

20/05/2021W00600Deputy Eamon Ryan: That is where we must work as well as here�  The practical measures 
must include what the councils can do through local development plans�  We will back this up 
and support the process as best we can with the likes of investment in public transport and other 
measures�

20/05/2021W00700Questions on Promised Legislation

20/05/2021W00800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Before I have to give out, if Members can take a minute or 
less with contributions, more colleagues will be able to get in�

20/05/2021W00900Deputy Pearse Doherty: I raise a matter that is affecting thousands of families and hom-
eowners in my county and County Mayo�  It is a problem not of their own making and it con-
cerns defective concrete blocks or the mica crisis�  It has resulted in thousands of homeowners 
watching their houses crumble before their very eyes�  It is absolutely heartbreaking to see�  It 
is abundantly clear the redress scheme that was introduced in January last year is not fit for pur-
pose as the difference between the grant payable and the cost of the works required is beyond 
the reach of so many families in my county, with some having to contribute up to €100,000 
themselves.  Indeed, we have seen a number of cases where the figure is substantially more.  
Many people are unable to even afford the initial assessment costs.

Those affected by the mica scandal are confronted with a redress scheme that does not meet 
or cannot achieve its aims and it must be reformed�  The pyrite scheme in Dublin and north 
Leinster provided 100% costs-----

20/05/2021W01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Deputy�

20/05/2021W01100Deputy Pearse Doherty: -----in affected homes.  Will the Government support the mica 
redress scheme providing the same level of redress?

20/05/2021W01200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Deputy�

20/05/2021W01300Deputy Pearse Doherty: What action will the Government take to improve the scheme and 
resolve this matter for nearly 6,000 families across those two counties?

20/05/2021W01400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: If we proceed like this, I will have to keep coming in and it 
is not good for any of us�  Many colleagues will not get to contribute�  One minute is the maxi-
mum�

20/05/2021X00200Deputy Eamon Ryan: I join in Deputy Doherty’s concern for those households where 
people’s homes have such a fundamental problem�  I introduced a scheme in June last year�  As 
I understand it, there are differences between what happened to properties on the east coast and 
what happened in the Donegal and Mayo areas�  I do not have the details, but it appears to be 
a much more extensive problem, with higher costs and much greater difficulties.  I have heard 
from other Deputies about this problem and I commit to talking to the Minister to see about a 
review of the current scheme and if it is not working and not solving the problem for household-
ers, to go back to see what sort of revision needs to be put in place to make sure it meets the 
needs of the householders involved�  This has happened through no fault of their own and not 
through their actions in any way�  We do have to address the problems�
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20/05/2021X00300Deputy Alan Kelly: In the last few minutes, The Irish Times journalist Conor Lally referred 
to Bloomberg reports that those who have hacked into the HSE system are threatening to pub-
lish a mass amount of data online by next Monday, 24 May�  The Minister may not be aware of 
this�  What are we doing to prepare for this?  The Minister, Deputy Ryan, organised a meeting 
yesterday with key Departments, and I thank him for that, but we all need to see a plan�  What 
are people who are watching today, or those working for the HSE, to do when they have ques-
tions?  We need an information line and we need information online�  This is rapidly turning 
into a national security crisis for our country�  What is the plan?

I presume that a vulnerability assessment and penetration test, VAPT, is being done by the 
National Cyber Security Centre, NCSC, or is being organised by the NCSC across all State bod-
ies and Departments to ensure they are not hacked also�

20/05/2021X00400Deputy Eamon Ryan: I ask the Leas-Cheann Comhairle for a slightly longer time to re-
spond to this question, because it is an important issue, and to give me a bit of time to explain�  
A lot of people are concerned�

20/05/2021X00500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: It might come up again�

20/05/2021X00600Deputy Eamon Ryan: I very much appreciated the meeting we had yesterday where Dep-
uty Kelly and other Deputies were briefed by An Garda Síochána on the cybersecurity system 
issue, which is of huge consequence for our health system, for individuals and for families�  
Subsequent to yesterday’s meeting, the Minister for Justice, the Minister for Health and I had 
a meeting yesterday afternoon�  We took up some of the suggestions from our earlier meeting�  
We will establish a helpline, which will be a confidential crime-line type system, for people if 
they are in any way approached�  We must be careful about some of the rumours around this, 
which is full of subterfuge and all sorts of unknowns�  If a person is approached by anyone 
claiming to have medical or other relevant data, we will provide a crime-line type confidential 
system where the person can get safe advice on what he or she needs to do�  The Government 
Information Service will provide details on this later on�  That advice line will also help to give 
us information on the information being published�  I will come back to the issue if there are 
further questions�

20/05/2021X00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Each topic is equally important to the Deputy tabling it�  
There are other ways of dealing with the more serious issues or those issues that need more 
time�

20/05/2021X00800Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: Tusla and its systems have also been shut down as a result of 
this cyber attack�  I welcome the discussions the Minister is having about the HSE but it feels 
to me that Tusla and child protection issues are being forgotten in this debate�  Concerns have 
been raised by social workers in the media today that the shutdown means child protection risk 
issues and the risk of very sensitive child abuse documentation being breached and leaked to 
the Internet�  I tried to get the Business Committee to bring in the Minister, Deputy O’Gorman, 
next week to discuss this, but it refused to allow that, which is very unfortunate�

As the Minister with responsible for the cybersecurity centre, has he been specifically 
briefed on child protection risks and the impacts on Tusla?  When does the Minister believe the 
Tusla system will become active again?

20/05/2021X00900Deputy Eamon Ryan: Yes is the answer to that�  We have engaged constantly since last 
Friday morning.  There is a whole range of different issues of real concern.  Absolutely centre 
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stage in that is Tusla and its information systems that were connected to the HSE networks�

To go further in response to Deputy Kelly, our second measure is to contact our media and 
social media companies to say that if anyone propagates any information, some of which is 
most sensitive, and which is real possibility, on the dark web or other such sites, that we do 
not further propagate it or share the information and that we do no further damage or increase 
any harm that would be done�  If someone has the data it is impossible to stop the release of it 
completely.  There is a range of different sites and one cannot completely stop it.  However, we 
can minimise and protect to the best of our ability by reducing the sharing of that information�  
That is one of the further elements we need to do�

20/05/2021X01000Deputy Bríd Smith: It is interesting to note that the Minister, Deputy Ryan, and the At-
torney General are on the same page when it comes to liquid natural gas, LNG, and fracked 
gas�  The Minister said, “I remain as determined as ever to halt the damage caused by frack-
ing�”  While saying he opposes LNG and fracked gas, he also says that he cannot do anything 
about it�  The Minister has said that he cannot ban fracked gas because it is an EU issue, and 
he cannot ban LNG because it is subject to an energy security review�  I suggest to the Minister 
that he absolutely can do something about it�  I ask the Minister to commit now to changing the 
Planning and Development Act to stop, for example, New Fortress Energy, which has already 
been in discussions with the planning authorities, from proceeding with its plans to build an 
LNG terminal at Shannon�  A simple amendment to the Planning and Development Act would 
stop it�  It does not have to rely on what the EU says, or what the energy security review says�  
Otherwise, what is the point of having a Green Party Minister for the Environment, Climate and 
Communications, if he does not do that?

20/05/2021X01100Deputy Eamon Ryan: Deputy Smith is right that one can do things�  It is one of the reasons 
that in government I was very proud, as a member of the European Council, to put real pressure 
on the European Commission in recent weeks to change the EU taxonomy rules away from 
favouring investment in gas systems, recognising that we must keep that gas in the ground, and 
keep the oil and coal in the ground, if we are to meet our climate challenges�  They were real and 
effective changes we were able make in government.  I am glad that we have delivered on the 
programme for Government commitment and have agreement with our colleagues�  We have 
just issued a statement committing that we would stop these LNG terminals, and saying that the 
Government is not supporting them�

Critically, as well as internationally and through those policy statements, the third way is 
in building up the alternative�  We saw with the ESB and with Equinor the start of a concept 
of developing hydrogen facilities, instead of LNG, in the same location�  That would give a 
secure economic future for the region and for the country in a low-climate way�  It is to make 
that switch-----

20/05/2021X01200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I thank the Minister�

20/05/2021X01300Deputy Eamon Ryan: -----which we are actually doing�  This is the change we can make, 
so we will not need LNG�

20/05/2021X01400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I am moving on�

20/05/2021X01500Deputy Eamon Ryan: We will have alternatives�  That is what we are doing in government�

20/05/2021X01600Deputy Seán Canney: I wish to ask the Minister about the broadband roll-out happening 
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at the moment�  I am delighted to say that I was part of getting it out�  Surveys are being carried 
out currently�  One bit of action is required from National Broadband Ireland, NBI, however, 
which is to prepare a medium-term programme to show people when they may expect to see 
the service coming to their area�  Currently, NBI will give a person an answer to say that a 
household is at pre-survey stage, but it cannot give any indication as to when the service might 
be available�  In fairness, people have told me that if they know they will not get a service for 
12 or 18 months or two years, then at least they can plan around that�  At the moment, it is very 
difficult for people to plan anything.  Given the importance of having high-speed broadband 
in our homes, it would be very good if National Broadband Ireland could actually prepare a 
programme�

20/05/2021X01700Deputy Eamon Ryan: It is critical�  A survey commissioned during the week looked at the 
issue of remote working, with 95% of people surveyed citing the view that they did not want 
to go back to a five-day week all of the time, especially if there is long-distance commuting 
involved�  The national broadband plan will be a critical part of facilitating this alternative and 
better way of doing things.  We must be straight up that the roll-out has been affected by Covid 
in the context of getting contractors in and getting work done�  They are progressing, however�  
The last time I looked at the figures I believe more than 200,000 houses had been surveyed.  
It is going to take time, but we are working now to see if we can accelerate it, and there is a 
benefit that can accrue from that.  I am hopeful.  They will not truncate it down to anything like 
we would want it to be, but there is an urgency�  It will not be the lengthy initial planned seven 
years�  I hope we can truncate that somewhat�

Going back to earlier discussions on the roll-out, it is critical that the local authorities are 
fast in working with NBI with regard to giving the planning permissions or the necessary road 
permissions to allow us to put in some of the poling that we need�  Some of the key bottlenecks 
are at a very local level�  Some councils are very good and others could learn from that practice�

20/05/2021Y00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: I will suggest that we change the clock to two minutes and 
if the time is used up by the Minister or the Deputy it is used up�

20/05/2021Y00300Deputy Eamon Ryan: Apologies�

20/05/2021Y00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: It might be a better way to do it�  I will talk to the Ceann 
Comhairle�

20/05/2021Y00500Deputy Mattie McGrath: I am raising the issue of the bypass of Tipperary town again�  
People there need to be able to live and breathe.  Given the traffic to and from Rosslare because 
of Brexit it will be vital�  I know it is the desire of the Minister, and again today in the House 
he stated he prefers smaller bypasses of towns, and we are on the one page�  I thank him for his 
engagement with the people of Tipperary town and the various groups�  I beg him to insist the 
inner relief road on the footprint of the N24 Pallasgreen to Cahir road be done first or else put 
in place a simple bypass or relief road�  The people there cannot live the way it is�  They cannot 
breathe or cross the street�  It is terrible�  There are very good business people and community 
people in Tipperary town and they want to be able to do business and have a reasonable modi-
cum of a decent lifestyle�  Will the Minister please keep engaging with them to try to get the 
bypass for Tipperary town?

20/05/2021Y00600Deputy Eamon Ryan: I commit to that�  The various meetings I have had on this issue have 
been very useful.  Tipperary town is one of many that needs the new town centre first strategy.  
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We need to have various initiatives�  As I said earlier, we need a range of bypasses in these 
fantastic 19th-century market towns�  They have fantastic architecture, strong resources and 
schools, churches, retail and pubs all within walking distance�  It is about restoring them and 
returning them to real vibrancy with young families living in the centre�  This is at the centre of 
the town centre first strategy.  It will require bypasses, investment in restoration, particularly in 
historic buildings, a change in regulations to make this easier and more economic and a range 
of innovative measures�  The Minister, Deputy Humphreys, is committed to this in the rural 
development strategy that we published recently�

20/05/2021Y00700An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Minister�

20/05/2021Y00800Deputy Eamon Ryan: My colleague, the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, will have a 
key role.  It has to be an all-of-government approach.  The town centre first strategy will help 
Tipperary town and others to rise�

20/05/2021Y00900Deputy Neale Richmond: I want to raise the issue of drive-in cinemas, particularly Retro 
Drive-in Movies in Leopardstown in my constituency and the absolutely baffling news it has 
been closed down for supposedly being in breach of Covid regulations�  This has come as a 
surprise to the businesses as it did to many of us, including me, who attended one of these 
drive in cinemas on Friday night�  Previously under SI 219 of 2021 of the Health Act 1947, 
cinemas were listed as not permitted but drive-in cinemas were listed as an exception�  It makes 
absolutely no sense that at a time when people can go to non-essential retail and the zoo, travel 
intercounty and visit people in gardens they cannot drive and watch a movie from the safety of 
their car�  Will the Minister liaise with his Government colleagues to have this exception put 
back into the regulations for drive-in cinemas?

20/05/2021Y01000Deputy Eamon Ryan: I was not aware of this issue and I am glad Deputy Richmond has 
raised it.  On first hearing of it, it is hard to see how a drive-in movie could be a public health 
risk for the spread of the coronavirus�  I will speak to my colleagues in government, including 
officials dealing with the management of the public health crisis, to see whether anything can 
be done specifically in this instance.  It will be part of a wider approach.  My colleague, the 
Minister, Deputy Catherine Martin, is engaged on this and we will have further meetings next 
week at which we will plan the further reopening of the country�  Within this, she is very keen 
that cinemas and theatres will start to reopen in a safe way�  It seems more immediately that 
drive-in movies would be as safe as we could get�  I will share the concerns of the Deputy with 
the officials to see whether we can do anything.

20/05/2021Y01100Deputy Paul Donnelly: I want to raise the issue of educational disadvantage and inclusion�  
This week, I met the parents of children with dyslexia�  They set up a parent advocacy group 
and within a short period of time more than 60 people had been in contact with them�  I have 
also been in touch with parents who had expected a dyslexia unit to be established in the school 
on Roselawn Road only for it to be pulled at the last minute�  Many parents acknowledge and 
accept, as do teachers and educational psychologists, that mainstream is not the best for every 
child and that some will need extra and intensive support in a special setting�  Will the Minister 
engage with the Minister for Education to ensure a special unit or school is established in Dub-
lin 15 to ensure that in the first instance every child will get a chance to have the best education 
we can provide and to ensure students are not forced to travel up to two to three hours every day 
to a special school in Swords, Tallaght or the north inner city?

20/05/2021Y01200Deputy Eamon Ryan: I was very glad to take part in a recent cabinet subcommittee meet-
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ing that exclusively looked at this issue for three hours�  It was hugely informative�  Perhaps I 
may share some personal reflections on this.  There was some media comment in recent years 
on the New Brunswick model, whereby everyone can be in a mainstream school�  The view of 
many parents’ advocacy organisations here, and to my mind rightly, is that we will still need 
a variety of choice.  For each child there is a different need.  Included in this for a variety of 
conditions we will need special schools that cater for special needs, or special abilities as one 
of my colleagues rightly calls them�  It is also noticeable when we look at the research statistics 
that there has been an amazing increase in the amount spent on special needs education in our 
country, be it on special needs assistants, special teachers or special schools�

20/05/2021Y01300An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Go raibh maith agat�

20/05/2021Y01400Deputy Eamon Ryan: However, there are gaps and if Dublin 15 is one of these then abso-
lutely we need to close them�

20/05/2021Y01500An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are over time�

20/05/2021Y01600Deputy Eamon Ryan: It is very important that we protect every child in the way we man-
age this�

20/05/2021Y01700Deputy Réada Cronin: I want to raise the employment of behavioural analysts who, as 
with other key members of staff in education, are being taken over by the Department of Edu-
cation and brought into the public sector system�  The Labour Court has been clear that the 
Department has to engage but the Department is of another view�  I have received responses to 
parliamentary questions to this effect.  Meanwhile, Saplings Special School in Kill in my con-
stituency of Kildare North is extremely worried that it will lose its behavioural analyst, who has 
been a central figure in the lives of the children for more than a decade.  Another 12 analysts 
are in this employment limbo�  I am sure the Minister agrees this is a life-saving service for the 
children�  These children have special needs and autism�  The behavioural analysts have a right 
to secure employment�

20/05/2021Y01800An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Deputy�

20/05/2021Y01900Deputy Réada Cronin: I hope the Minister agrees we have to do something about this 
urgently�  Will the Minister tell me what he can do about this?  The Minister, Deputy Foley, is 
not engaging properly�

20/05/2021Y02000Deputy Eamon Ryan: The Deputy’s question follows the preceding one coincidentally but 
very much on the same issue�  I do not have the details of the school but I presume Saplings is 
a special autism school that was established approximately 12 years ago�  I have knowledge of 
them and they do hugely beneficial work.  As I have just been saying, we need specialist schools 
in some instances�  It is not always a mainstream unit that is required�  If the Deputy provides 
me with the details I will certainly commit to forwarding them to the Minister, Deputy Foley, 
to see what might be possible.  I cannot commit on a specific case but I am very familiar with 
the good work of the schools�

20/05/2021Y02100Deputy Claire Kerrane: Last June, the Tánaiste opened the first e-mental health hub in 
Castlerea, County Roscommon in my constituency�  It is a €2�6 million development to provide 
mental health services to children and young people through CAMHS Connect and, crucially, 
a day hospital for psychiatry of later life patients�  The service was hailed at the time as having 
the potential to improve radically mental health services for patients�  These were the Tánaiste’s 
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words.  Perhaps if the HSE funded and staffed the service this would be the case.  Last year, 
funding was provided for four staff members and the remaining vacancies were to be funded 
this year.  However, this year no funding has been awarded for the four staff or the remaining 
vacancies�  No funding has been provided for the psychiatry of later life service�  This is par-
ticularly disgraceful given that the Rosalie unit, a care home for older people with dementia, 
was closed and replaced with a service that is not being funded�  Far too often, the people of 
Roscommon are left behind when it comes to healthcare�

20/05/2021Y02200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Thank you, Deputy�

20/05/2021Y02300Deputy Claire Kerrane: I want the funding released and the full services delivered�

20/05/2021Y02400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We are over time�

20/05/2021Y02500Deputy Claire Kerrane: Will the Minister commit to it?

20/05/2021Y02600Deputy Eamon Ryan: I do not have an understanding of the specifics of the case.  If the 
Deputy provides me with the details I will happily forward them to the Minister�  To broaden it 
out, in one sense, to the cyberattack crisis we are facing, we will have to get the balancing act 
right because we need a range of new e-health solutions to deliver Sláintecare and to deliver 
new services and improve existing services�  We cannot shy away from the use of technology in 
the provision of a range of health services, including mental health services�

1 o’clock

In managing a response to the immediate crisis, we will have to build back better, to use 
words similar to those used during the Covid crisis, so that we have secure networks�  A par-
ticular characteristic of health networks is that they are widespread with so many entry points�  
We must still provide those services�  We must now make them very secure at the same time�

20/05/2021Z00200Deputy Richard Bruton: In the context of build back better, yesterday I published a draft 
framework for a circular economy as a rapporteur which, I believe, should be a central spine on 
our climate action planning�  I do not need to remind the Minister that Ireland has 22% more 
waste than the rest of the EU�  Our food waste would be the equivalent in climate impact to 1 
million vehicles being taken off the road if we could eliminate it.  Two thirds of our plastic is 
not recyclable�  I ask the Minister if he agrees with me that rethinking our supply chains from 
the start or initial design to the end of life is crucial to delivering on our ambitions�  Does the 
Minister believe we should now set bold objectives, such as halving food waste within five 
years rather than ten years and halving residual black-bin waste by 2030?  Does he agree that 
we should develop sectoral roadmaps so that these can be realised effectively?

20/05/2021Z00300Deputy Eamon Ryan: I absolutely agree�  I look forward to reading that report�

I agree we must be more ambitious for a variety of reasons�  First, we are close to the limit in 
terms of what we can manage under the existing system - landfill, incineration or other mecha-
nisms�  We must dramatically reduce the amount of waste and increase the amount of recycling�

When Mr� John Kerry spoke at the Dublin Climate Dialogues yesterday, he reiterated a point 
we are hearing increasingly, which is that we are not doing enough on climate globally�  We are 
not meeting the scale of the challenge and we must radically increase ambition�  That will come 
from the climate Bill but it will also come from the waste action plan�  This job is a job where 
one takes a baton from a predecessor and then one manages it and passes it on�  I was fortunate 
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in this instance to take the baton from Deputy Bruton with the waste action plan in train�  It 
was a good approach�  It worked with the multiplicity of stakeholders�  Industry has bought in�  
They will have a huge responsibility�  We have that plan�  We have the 200 actions in it�  It is a 
matter of delivering those�  I agree with the Deputy�  I will look to put further ambition in if the 
Deputy’s report indicates where that is possible�

20/05/2021Z00400Deputy Bríd Smith: The programme for Government commits to supports for early child-
care schemes but the reality is that the current schemes have failed to provide parents with 
affordable, accessible and meaningful childcare.  Like housing, it would seem that the Govern-
ment does not understand what affordable means for real people.  We have the second lowest 
rate of expenditure on childcare in the OECD, for starters�  The current scheme has glaring 
problems�  It allows providers to opt out of the national childcare subsidy scheme�  It has also 
allowed for massive increases since Covid and it has left many parents footing the total bill�  In 
my constituency, in places such as Clancy Barracks, the local provision of childcare has just 
become impossible for providers such as Safari Childcare�  The massive hike since Covid and 
the ability to opt out are causing real problems.  When will we finally have a national uniform 
affordable public childcare system in this country?

20/05/2021Z00500Deputy Eamon Ryan: During the Covid crisis, there have been difficulties in the childcare 
sector.  No doubt there are specific problems in various centres in getting and retaining staff, 
etc�, but the characteristic that seems to have stood out in the past year is how our childcare sec-
tor, even in times of real difficulty when transmission rates were high, was still there providing 
a service�  That was critically important to the families involved, to the parents but also to the 
State in that it allowed us to maintain some sort of service that we need, not only for critical 
workers but for all parents�  My colleague, the Minister, Deputy O’Gorman, has a central role in 
this�  There is no shortage of commitment for us to review, improve and enhance our childcare 
services across a range of different models.  The circumstances of every child and every fam-
ily are different.  We must provide for that multiplicity.  I will pass the Deputy’s comments to 
Deputy O’Gorman, who is committed to providing the necessary services�

20/05/2021Z00600Deputy Darren O’Rourke: Over 200,000 people are now waiting for a driving theory test 
or a driving test�  This is having a huge impact on people, particularly young people�  Driving 
tests are happening in a limited way�  Theory tests are completely closed, more or less, since 
October.  This is despite the fact that the Road Safety Authority, RSA, is of the firm opinion 
that the theory test can be conducted safely during Covid restrictions�  Mr� Declan Naughton 
from the RSA said as much on radio recently�  Mr� Naughton stated that if there is a view that 
the theory test is unsafe for any reason, those in the RSA would love to get to show that with 
robust anti-Covid measures it is safe�  He pointed to the fact that 42,000 driving tests had been 
conducted since January in even more confined conditions and with no Covid cases.  Relating 
to theory tests, Mr� Naughton stated that the RSA would love the opportunity to demonstrate 
to public health personnel that it is safe to open�  I ask the Minister with responsibility for this 
area whether a risk assessment has taken place�  If not, why not?  Most importantly, when will 
the theory tests reopen?

20/05/2021Z00700Deputy Eamon Ryan: I expect the online theory tests to open within the coming weeks, 
if not days�  It is imminent, and will be followed shortly afterwards by the reintroduction of 
theory tests in person.  They are critical.  Younger people have suffered particularly during this 
coronavirus crisis�  We need many younger people to be engaged on farms across the country 
this summer and they might be able to do so if they have their learner’s licence�  Also, many 
younger people are looking to get back to work and part of that for many of them will involve 
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the ability to drive.  Getting the theory test is the first and most immediate hurdle.

The volume, as I said initially, online will not be limited but it will not clear the full backlog�  
It will be the combination of that and the return of the in-presence theory test, and the return 
to what we did last summer when we dramatically increased the volume of people who work 
in the area, that will ensure the average of 15,000 theory tests a month will be scaled up to ap-
proximately 25,000�  That is what we intend to do�

20/05/2021Z00800Deputy Bernard J. Durkan: In the context of the need for climate change targets to coexist 
with the agrifood sector and the need to monitor progress in respect of both, I ask the Minister 
to outline the extent to which he monitors the progress in those areas�  For example, moss peat, 
which is an integral part of the horticultural sector in this country, is being discontinued and, I 
am told, replaced by an import�  The question that arises is the degree to which the import, given 
that there is a carbon footprint and miles attached, achieves the benefits sought and whether any 
further measures are needed�

20/05/2021Z00900Deputy Eamon Ryan: It is critical that we protect and provide what is needed for our hor-
ticultural industry.  Part of the future for Irish agriculture is more diversity and a significantly 
enhanced and expanded horticultural industry�  In that regard, they need growing medium com-
post�  My colleague, the Minister of State, Deputy Noonan, has set up a working group to 
look at future alternatives to that�  The reality is the future will not be in the mass industrial 
extraction of peat from our bogs�  Those bogs need to be protected as a store of carbon and as 
a source of biodiversity�  There will be a variety of alternatives, such as the short-term use of 
very small bogs here and also the use of imported peat�  In reality, we have been probably one 
of the biggest exporters of significant volumes until recently when legal challenges stopped the 
extraction and exportation�  I believe that will be one of the solutions that we need to protect our 
horticultural industry in the short run�  The medium-term solution has to be the development of 
alternative compost mediums�

20/05/2021Z01000An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: We have run out of time but I seek the Minister’s co-oper-
ation�  There are three speakers left�  I suggest they have 30 seconds if they want�  Otherwise 
we will not get to them at all�  If I allow each speaker 30 seconds, the Minister can reply to all 
three.  Is that agreed?  Agreed.  The first is Deputy Andrews.

20/05/2021Z01100Deputy Chris Andrews: The outdoor dining enhancement scheme will help and support 
businesses in the hospitality sector to get back to work�  I welcome this scheme�  Gyms and 
health centres are so important to us all and have struggled badly because, like the hospitality 
sector, most of their business is done indoors�  I was in the Dartry Health Club with Mr� Barry 
Walsh recently�  It wants to set up outdoor classes and exercise areas, but it is very expensive�  
Will the Government extend the outdoor enhancement scheme to gyms and health centres?

20/05/2021AA00200Deputy Imelda Munster: After a series of delays and blunders, the new Drogheda Educate 
Together secondary school on the Mill Road is finally being given the go ahead.  I have been 
contacted by the parents’ building committee which is seriously concerned that the school is 
still only at the pre-planning stage and may not be completed until 2024 or later�  This is despite 
the fact that the Minister, Deputy Foley, announced that the school would be delivered under 
the Department’s design and build programme which usually takes 18 months or less�  Will 
the Minister, Deputy Ryan, ask the Minister for Education to liaise with the parents’ building 
committee to ensure the school is delivered on track and completed on time and that no further 
delays ensue?
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20/05/2021AA00300Deputy Kieran O’Donnell: I raise the issue of the closure of the Aer Lingus cabin crew 
base in Shannon which affects 81 workers.  The Minister met the Aer Lingus CEO, Ms Lynne 
Embleton, yesterday�  Can he give us an update on that discussion?  We want the decision to be 
reversed�  Can he commit to ongoing discussions with Aer Lingus to ensure connectivity out 
of Shannon and that the base remains?  The 81 cabin crew affected are not being paid by the 
airline�  They are in receipt of the pandemic unemployment payment�  There is no cost to the 
State�  The airline should not have made that decision�

20/05/2021AA00400Deputy Eamon Ryan: On the extension of the outdoor dining supports to the health sector, 
I will ask the Minister, Deputy Catherine Martin, what is possible�

I congratulate the Drogheda Educate Together school and am glad to hear the construction 
of the school building has been agreed�  I have heard the concerns expressed about the timelines 
and will share that information with the Minister, Deputy Foley�

I met the Aer Lingus CEO yesterday, as well as representatives from Shannon Airport�  Can 
I give some reassurance to people in the Shannon region?  They need it at what is dark and dif-
ficult time, in particular for the workers in the airport and Aer Lingus.  We will get services back 
in Shannon�  I expect Aer Lingus will have regular services from Shannon in the autumn�  We 
will look to protect the critical and vital Heathrow slots�  The return of North American services 
will be key to the recovery of the region and country.  While it is very difficult, our thoughts 
and efforts are for the workers involved.  There will be a strong future for Shannon, that is one 
thing I am sure of�

  Sitting suspended at 1.13 p.m. and resumed at 1.55 p.m.

20/05/2021EE00100Nursing Homes Support Scheme (Amendment) Bill 2021: Second Stage (Resumed)

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

20/05/2021EE00200An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Marian Harkin was in possession with ten minutes remain-
ing�  I must call the adjournment of this debate at 2�30 p�m�

20/05/2021EE00400Deputy Marian Harkin: I am sharing the last three minutes with Deputy Fitzmaurice.  
Yesterday, at the start of my intervention, I welcomed this Bill and I thanked the Minister of 
State for bringing it forward�  It is good legislation which protects the productive income from 
the farm or business and that is what is most important�

My understanding is that if someone has been in care for over three years, once he or she 
appoints a successor, he or she will no longer have to pay the 7�5% contribution based on his or 
her asset�  If someone is in care for two years and ten months and appoints a successor, does he 
or she have to pay just the two months or the entire three years to bring it up to the three-year 
cap?  I do not know the answer to that question and I hope the Minister of State will clarify this 
for me in her reply�  I hope it is the latter case�

I want to return to an issue I have spoken about before, which is the increasing challenges 
being faced by private nursing homes, especially some smaller ones in rural areas�  We are talk-
ing about a fair deal, so it has to be a fair deal for everybody�  The average weekly fee in 2018 
for public nursing homes was €1,564, whereas it was €968 for private nursing homes�  I recog-
nise in some specific cases, those with more complex needs may be more likely to be cared for 
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in a public nursing home�  Nonetheless, the vast majority of people are being cared for in their 
locality�

In my constituency, public nursing homes cost the State 60% more in County Sligo, 68% 
more in County Leitrim, 70% more in County Roscommon and 81% more in County Donegal�  
All nursing homes, public or private, must operate to the same standards and I am not, for one 
instance, suggesting we pay public nursing homes less, but we have to look at paying private 
nursing homes more�

2 o’clock

Back in 2015, a review of systems for setting prices under the nursing homes support scheme 
was set up by the then Minister for Health, Deputy Varadkar�  It was supposed to report back in 
2017�  Before Christmas, I asked the Tánaiste why that report had not been published�  I still do 
not know why, and it still has not been published today�  Why is that?  It seems fundamentally 
unjust to commission a review of pricing policy in the sector in 2015 and to leave nursing home 
owners waiting on its recommendations six years later�  It was needed then; it would not have 
been commissioned if it was not�

  The truth is that many of those private nursing home owners are barely hanging on�  I have 
spoken to many of them in my constituency and they are under serious pressure financially.  
They cannot compete with the HSE when it comes to terms and conditions for their staff, even 
though they want to do so because they have top-class staff.  They have difficulty in retaining 
staff.  If some of those nursing homes close, the State will have to step in, which will mean 
greater cost to the taxpayer�  Foreign investment is already coming into the sector�  I am not 
saying it is like the housing sector but there are parallels�  That is not negative in itself but it 
changes the dynamic�  We need to take a more holistic view of our procurement model and we 
must never equate value for money with a race to the bottom�  I am not saying that is happening; 
I am just sounding warning bells�

  I ask the Minister of State to publish the review of the systems for setting prices under the 
nursing homes support scheme�  I have given plenty of anecdotal evidence about the need for 
that review to be published and acted upon, and I am sure other Deputies will do the same, but 
I am not just relying on anecdotal evidence�  I have read HIQA’s yearly overview reports and 
what they say is very clear�  The 2017 report notes:

In 2017, five registered providers advised HIQA that they had made a decision to close 
their nursing home.  The five nursing homes [were] all small centres with less than 40 resi-
dents���

In 2018, HIQA stated that “smaller nursing homes — which often provide a more homely 
environment — are closing voluntarily due to concerns over their financial viability.”  The 2019 
report read:

The nursing home sector in Ireland has changed considerably in terms of the size of new 
centres ��� [and many of] these new centres are largely concentrated in the east of the coun-
try, particularly in Dublin�  At the same time, smaller centres are closing across the country, 
presenting a challenge to rural communities� 

It is happening�  We need a vision for the sector and that vision must be underpinned by the 
resources necessary to deliver it�
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20/05/2021FF00200Deputy Michael Fitzmaurice: The traffic in Dublin nearly had me beaten.  I welcome the 
Bill.  There is one issue I would like the Minister of State to clarify.  My office has been onto 
her’s about it already.  Will people who have been in nursing homes for three to five years so 
far be covered under the three-year rule straight away when the legislation comes in?  Going 
by what she has said, they will have to be there three years starting now�  That is a pity because 
many people in farming and business are financially stretched at the moment and their next of 
kin are paying large amounts for nursing homes�

This is a progressive step forward�  Rural Deputies from all sides have been lobbying for 
this change for the past four or five years.  It is welcome because it will take pressure off fami-
lies down the road�  We have to remember that a business or a farm is like a torch for people to 
hand on�  The situation that had evolved was that someone could have a house worth €1 million 
somewhere and once the three years were up it would be gone out the window�  However, if 
that person had a farm or a business, the rate was 7% a year and that kept going for whatever 
length of time�  It is great that those people were living a good while but the longer they lived 
another 7% was defrayed and the State would end up owning the farm or the business�  I ask 
the Minister of State to look again at people who have been in homes for the past three years�  
People are paying for their loved ones for eight or ten years and that has put a fair amount of 
financial pressure on them.  Farming or running a business is not the simplest thing in the world 
at the best of times and it puts big financial pressure on people but it also keeps them in their 
community and keeps them in employment�

The other issue I would like the Minister of State to look at, and she probably will because 
we were on a group regarding to it previously, is helping local communities to keep a nucleus 
of people from the area in one-bedroom or two-bedroom chalets�  That way, one carer or nurse 
could call to them and they would stay in their communities for as long as possible�  We are well 
aware that it would not work for everybody but it might help people with Alzheimer’s and so 
on, and new technologies could be used to keep them safe and in the community�

We also need to look at the issue of carers and the hours and hours that sons, daughters, 
brothers, sisters, aunts and uncles spend looking after their loved ones in houses around this 
country�  I have seen people working in Dublin give up their jobs to go down the country to look 
after their mother or father, and because they had a house here in Dublin, they had to get it as-
sessed and all that craic�  They get damn all, to be quite frank about it�  It would be helpful if we 
could look at that situation�  I welcome the Bill and I know the Minister of State had a personal 
interest in it�  I ask her to look at the issues I talked about�

20/05/2021FF00300Deputy Joe Carey: I pay tribute and thanks to all the staff and support workers in our 
nursing homes and community hospitals who have taken care of many of our elderly family 
members over these difficult and sometimes lonely times during the past year and throughout 
the pandemic.  These were very difficult times for residents, who were isolated from their loved 
ones and family members.  The staff provided security, comfort and care to many of our family 
members�  I am glad that visits have now been restored on a phased basis to those family mem-
bers we have missed so much�

I welcome this Bill, which has taken some time to come to fruition�  It was included in both 
this and the previous programme for Government�  Since the commencement of the nursing 
home support scheme, or fair deal scheme as it is more widely known, farmers and small busi-
nesses have raised concerns about the charges on their farms or family business assets under 
this scheme�  Some compared it to the death duties that were abolished decades ago�  Those 
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charges were abolished because families often had to sell the family farm or small business to 
pay taxes, which left the younger members of the family without an income or a home�  The 
family farm or small family business is not used as a capital asset to transfer wealth from one 
generation to the next, but rather as a means to provide an income for hard work, often under-
taken 365 days of the year�  We must remember that according to the IFA only 34% of family 
farms provide a viable income�  This Bill recognises that fact�  Inheriting a farm is not a road to 
riches and wealth, but an invitation to work hard for many years to earn enough to provide for 
one’s family and the next generation�  

The need for a scheme such as this has come about mainly due to improvements in our 
health services, which has increased life expectancy for all our people�  It was not long ago 
that average life expectancy in Ireland was in the mid-to-late 60s, but it is now in the mid 80s�  
Those born in Ireland today are forecast to have a life expectancy closer to 100 years of age�  
The nursing home support scheme, sometimes referred to as the fair deal scheme, is a scheme 
of financial support for people who need long-term nursing home care.  Under the scheme, a 
person contributes towards the cost of care and the State pays the balance�  The fair deal scheme 
represents an annual investment of €1.4 billion by the State and it benefits more than 22,000 
people�  

I am proud to say that the changes included in this Bill were adopted by the Government led 
by Fine Gael in July 2018, on foot of the proposal from my former colleague, the then Minister 
of State with responsibility for mental health and older people, former Deputy Jim Daly�  He 
stated at the time that these changes would take away a great deal of stress and worry from af-
fected families and allow them to plan for the future, while allowing them to continue to run 
family business without the fear of losing it�  

I mentioned earlier that this Bill has taken some time to come before the House�  I under-
stand that a review of the scheme was published in 2015 by the coalition Government of Fine 
Gael and the Labour Party�  The review recommended reconsidering how productive assets 
were dealt with in the scheme�  The process of reforming this scheme has taken more than seven 
years, and during that time many families have endured extreme hardship in meeting these 
charges�  Often, they have had to sell parts or all of their family farms, or businesses, which may 
have been worked on by those families for generations�  

Will the Minister of State consider setting up a hardship fund that would repay or not levy 
some of these charges?  I refer to the possibility of it being necessary to sell some farm or busi-
ness assets to meet these charges and, in that context, the need to ensure these family farms are 
viable for the next generation�  This Bill addresses possible funding and how charges can be 
levied for nursing home care in respect of farmers and their spouses�  However, another group at 
the heart of the scheme should also be considered for special treatment�  Recently, I raised with 
the Minister of State some concerns from nurses regarding their pay and working conditions, 
including the Haddington Road agreement and registration charges�  No one doubts that nurses 
were on the front line and carried out sterling work in the last year when providing treatment 
during the pandemic�  They are also at the very heart of the nursing home care system�  There 
is consensus among people that nurses are undervalued and underpaid in our health system�  
There is also a similar consensus that they played a vital role in the treatment of many of our 
elderly people during the worst days of the pandemic�  

There is a belief that the Trojan efforts and contributions of nurses must be recognised and 
rewarded.  While I understand the complications and knock-on effects associated with giving a 



20 May 2021

555

special pay award, I suggest that we might be able to examine other factors in respect of their 
pay and conditions of employment�  One possibility might be for us to examine the possibility 
of offering a special deal to nurses.  I would love to think that we could introduce amendments 
to this Bill on Committee Stage to provide for a special treatment package under the nursing 
home support scheme for nurses who have worked so hard during this pandemic�  One potential 
proposal would be to look at the three-year rule for charging�  It might be possible to change 
that criterion to a two-year charge for the first year.  However, that is only one potential method 
that could be applied�  The Minister of State and her advisers may be able to come up with some 
other package to demonstrate our nation’s gratitude to all nurses who have worked on the front 
line during this horrific pandemic.  I support this Bill and I hope the Minister of State and her 
advisers might take on board some of my suggestions, as well as amendments, on Committee 
Stage�

20/05/2021GG00200Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: We have all seen how challenging Covid-19 has 
been for older people, those living on their own and people living in nursing homes�  Nursing 
homes are at the heart of their respective communities, meeting the vital healthcare require-
ments of a cohort of our society during a difficult time in their and their families’ lives.  Nursing 
homes are very much a home away from home and a safe place in which loved ones can be 
cared for�  The major increase in our older population will present big challenges for our health-
care services within our regions�  It is crucial that public investment in long-term care services 
is maintained for those who need it�

Care must remain accessible and affordable, including for those families with a farm or 
business�  I have been saying for a long time that the fair deal scheme needed to be fairer, and 
now it is�  I met many farming families who told me of their concerns regarding how they were 
assessed�  I welcome the fact that after three years the value of family-owned farms will no 
longer be considered when calculating the cost of care for people in nursing homes, where a 
family successor commits to working on the farm or in the business and allowing them to be 
passed down to the next generation�  That is an important point�  Farming is part of our history 
and culture, and in that context we must ensure that we get this legislation right�  I am delighted 
with this Bill because it will protect our family farms and businesses�  By inserting additional 
safeguards to the scheme, the Bill will promote and protect the sustainability of family farms 
and businesses�  It will ensure they are not consigned to the history books�

Updating the nursing home support scheme legislation to enhance protection for farmers 
and business owners was an absolute priority for the Minister of State and I applaud her for her 
work�  This legislation has been her priority since she became a Minister of State, and espe-
cially in recent months�  I have spoken with her several times and I know she has faced many 
obstacles, but this is a really good Bill and it is good for our farmers and businesses�  This is 
what we must do to protect the most vulnerable in our society�  The Minister of State shares my 
desire to find ways to support and enable older people to live in their own homes with dignity 
and independence for as long as possible�  In that context, this again is a great Bill and I support 
it.  However, we all know we must do more when it comes to achieving the goal of finding bet-
ter ways of enabling our population to stay at home while ageing�  

I have been speaking to families and many of them would like to have their elderly parents 
in their homes�  This aspect is a priority for the Minister of State, and we must look at more sup-
ports in that regard, including more funding and full-time care�  It is a matter for another day, 
but I ask the Minister of State to examine that area as well�  We are lucky that people are living 
longer�  It is great to see that happening�  My mother at home is 86 and my sister is her carer�  
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We are so lucky�  They have had all their vaccines now as well, which is great�  I got my vaccine 
yesterday, and I am delighted�  Things are changing�  

I compliment everybody involved in nursing homes.  It has been such a difficult time.  The 
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic has been very hard on nursing homes, but they have been 
absolutely brilliant�  We must express our thanks to all those involved for what they have done 
for elderly people�  It is important that we do that�  We appreciate all that has been done and we 
must show that�  Life is precious, and if we have learned anything from Covid-19 it is that we 
must make the best of what we have and try to work with, be kind to and look after people�  It 
is the Minister of State’s role, as she has responsibility for older people, to put their needs first.  
I thank her for that�

We have discussed the issue of rental income in respect of the fair deal scheme�  That is an 
issue for another day�  

This Bill is to be welcomed�  I have spoken to many family farmers in my own area of Car-
low and they are delighted with this Bill�  They feel that they have been waiting a long time for 
it�  Indeed, it has been in the pipeline for some time�  Now it is here�  This Bill shows that we, 
in Fianna Fáil and in government, are committed to looking after our older people�

I have only question left for the Minister of State�  What is the timescale with the Bill?  I 
am delighted that many of the parties are supporting the Bill�  As it is such an important Bill, 
I am wondering about the timescale�  It is important that we try to get it through the House as 
soon as possible�  Perhaps the Minister of State can write to me, providing me with details of a 
timescale and how long the process will take�  I urge the Government and all Members to get 
this legislation through the House as soon as possible�

I wish to thank everyone involved, including the Department and the Minister of State, for 
putting such hard work into it�

20/05/2021HH00200Deputy Imelda Munster: I welcome the Bill�  It aims to limit the period for including the 
value of family farms or businesses to three years for financial assessment under the fair deal 
scheme, where the family successor continues to operate the farm or business for six years 
and takes over the running of the farm or business within three years�  It is, indeed, a welcome 
reform�

However,  it is a real shame that the Bill does not address some of the other issues with the 
scheme that I and others have been highlighting for several years�  For a number of years, I have 
sought to find a way to stop the double charging of residents of private nursing homes for items 
and services to which they are entitled as medical card holders�  This practice goes on in many 
nursing homes where elderly residents or their families have to pay for items as basic as wound 
dressings, certain medications, sanitary products and services such as physiotherapy and occu-
pational therapy�  If these residents were living in the community, these would be provided free 
of charge under the medical card scheme�  The legislation states that this should not happen, 
but in practice, residents have to sign contracts that include clauses allowing nursing homes to 
charge them for these items and services�  These residents need the nursing home care; they 
have no choice but to sign the contract�  I have highlighted this matter repeatedly to the Govern-
ment, but it has failed to address it or even to acknowledge that it is a serious problem for some 
people who have to pay enormous bills for items that should be provided free of charge�

That is only one issue that needs to be addressed�  As a member of the Committee of Pub-
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lic Accounts, I know only too well that there are significant shortcomings in how the fair deal 
scheme is run�  Last October� we raised the fact that the National Treatment Purchase Fund, 
which decides what price nursing homes will charge patients in private and voluntary nurs-
ing homes, had ad hoc and inconsistent record keeping, which meant that the process was not 
transparent in some cases�  We know that the maximum price decided upon for a patient’s care 
is always the actual price�  That is not acceptable�

We also know that when some assessments are done, the process of checking when proper-
ties and other assets were signed over to family members is not thorough, meaning that people 
who hastily sign over assets a year or two before they join the scheme often do not pay the cor-
rect amount as the scheme is unaware of the actual value of assets they owned�  

We also know that some private nursing homes will not accept certain high-dependency 
residents, particularly those who are very unwell, or have significant impairments.  The public 
nursing homes often look after these residents, which places an unfair burden on them�

We have been told that some of these are being addressed and the committee will continue 
to work on these issues�  However, I have seen no evidence that any of these issues have been 
addressed�  

I hope that this Bill is only a first step in addressing some of the problems with the fair deal 
scheme, as a huge number of people rely on it�  It has to be fair and work for as many people 
as possible�  

I take issue, in particular, with the charging of residents who are in possession of a medical 
card for items and services�  If they were living in the community, they would be entitled to 
those products, medicines and therapies free of charge�  However, because they are in private 
nursing homes and have signed contracts, they are being charged.  If the residents cannot afford 
to pay, their families must pay�  I came across a family facing a bill of almost €1,500 for a one-
year period�  That is unfair�  The resident in question was entitled to all of the items for which 
the family was being charged under the medical card scheme�  If there is one issue that I ask the 
Minister of State to tackle from today onwards, it is that�  It is wrong� 

20/05/2021HH00300Deputy Matt Carthy: I also wish to welcome this Bill�  It is a resolution of sorts to what 
has been fundamental unfairness in the so-called fair deal scheme.  It has affected farming fami-
lies, in particular�  In capping the contributions at three years as they relate to family farms, the 
scheme now essentially reflects the reality that in many cases, family farms are extensions of 
the family homes rather than a speculative asset that is hoarded or treated as a business or other 
type of asset�  That is most important�

My regret, which I believe is shared by many in this House, is that we are so late in bring-
ing the legislation to this point�  My fundamental regret is that the people who have highlighted 
this anomaly and campaigned for changes in the legislation will not get the benefit of it.  Those 
people who have been in nursing home care for more than three years will not receive a rebate�  
I appeal to all parties to work as hard as possible and explore every avenue with a view to find-
ing a legal basis by which the issue can be resolved so that those people can get their payments 
back�  Undoubtedly, if that is not the case, farm holdings will be lost to families who simply do 
have the resources to pay the nursing home care bill�

While the resolution makes the fair deal scheme fairer, it still does not make it an entirely 
fair deal.  In bringing this Bill to Committee Stage, I urge all parties to reflect on the stories that 
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we have heard from our constituencies and ensure that we do not repeat the mistakes of the past�

It is a good opportunity for us to reflect on how we deal with legislation that comes before 
the House, particularly from Departments that may not have an explicit responsibility for rural 
communities.  The difficulty with the original legislation is that it was adopted without any 
consideration as to what it might mean for farm families�  We are only now getting to the point 
where that is being addressed�  The Deputies will be aware that Sinn Féin has been trying to 
pass what is referred to as “rural equality legislation” in this House since 2015�  Most recently, 
the Sinn Féin Deputy for the Roscommon-Galway constituency, Deputy Kerrane, brought leg-
islation before the House that is designed to essentially ensure that every Bill passed is “rural-
proofed”, for want of a better term�  It involves assessing what the legislation might mean, and 
what its implications might be, for the rural communities that we know are struggling in many 
ways�  In the past, this legislation has been opposed by both Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael�  I en-
courage Members to work with us to ensure that that Bill can be brought through this House and 
passed to make sure that we do not repeat the mistakes of the past�

I also support Deputy Munster’s call for focus to be placed on addressing anomalies in nurs-
ing home care�  We need to move to a point where we actually have publicly-provided nursing 
home care�  Just like all other forms of healthcare, nursing home care should not be driven by 
motivations of profit; rather it should be considered to be a fundamental part of our healthcare 
system�

Debate adjourned�

20/05/2021JJ00200Situation in Occupied Palestinian Territory and Israel: Statements

20/05/2021JJ00300Minister for Foreign Affairs (Deputy Simon Coveney): I am sharing time with Deputy 
Carroll MacNeill�

We are here this afternoon to address the current cycle of violence between Israelis and Pal-
estinians.  It is the latest in a long, brutal and inhumane conflict that has taken an unspeakable 
human toll�  This week, I have spoken about the situation in the Seanad, at the UN Security 
Council and in a meeting of EU foreign ministers�  I repeat here my calls for an immediate ces-
sation of violence.  Indiscriminate rocket attacks from Gaza must stop.  Israeli air strikes must 
stop.  Over 120 civilians in the Gaza Strip have been killed in the last ten days, 63 of them 
children�  Among the 12 civilians killed in Israel, two were children�  This is shameful and will 
reinforce and embed hatred, grief and a continuance of what drives this conflict into the future.  
Today, as we debate in this Chamber, 57,000 people have been displaced by hostilities in Gaza 
and are now taking refuge in almost 60 schools, many of them UN facilities, in an effort to find 
safe refuge for themselves, their families and their children�  The protection of civilians must be 
paramount�  The impact on civilians, particularly children, has been simply unacceptable and 
the international community must call it out�

Yesterday, I spoke to the Palestinian Prime Minister, Mr� Shtayyeh, and expressed Ireland’s 
condolences on the deaths and violence of the past week�  Ireland has been urging the UN Se-
curity Council to use its voice�  The council has met four times since the outbreak of hostilities�  
I must be honest that I find it difficult to comprehend how the UN Security Council has not yet 
been able to agree a clear joint statement on this issue�  The global structure for preventing con-
flict and bringing conflict to an end has been unable until now to call for a ceasefire on a conflict 
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as significant as this one.  I addressed the UN Security Council on Sunday and underlined that 
we need to send a clear and united message that the council and its members have a responsi-
bility to speak�  Ireland is working closely with France on intensive negotiations in New York 
today to agree a Security Council resolution�  I will be meeting later this afternoon in Dublin 
with my French counterpart on this issue�  I sincerely hope that all council members will come 
to the table constructively to try and reach agreement�  The UN Security Council must speak 
on this issue�

The President of the UN General Assembly has also convened the General Assembly today�  
This reflects the widespread concern among UN member states.  The conflict is of particular 
concern to neighbouring states, many of which have been at the forefront of efforts to try to 
secure a ceasefire in recent days.  I have been in close contact with my counterparts in the re-
gion, be it in Egypt, Qatar or Jordan.  I have urged all states to use their influence with parties 
to support efforts to end hostilities.  Yesterday, I met the Foreign Minister of Iran, Mr. Zarif.  I 
made the point clearly to him that Iran has a responsibility to use its influence in the Gaza Strip 
to insist on a ceasefire and an ending of violence and the firing of rockets.  EU foreign ministers 
met virtually on Tuesday in an emergency setting�  I called for a clear EU message in support 
of an immediate ceasefire and for humanitarian access to Gaza.  I welcome the clear call from 
the High Representative, Mr� Josep Borrell, for a cessation of violence, for the implementation 
of a ceasefire in order to protect civilians and for full humanitarian access to be given to those 
most in need in Gaza.

Beyond securing a ceasefire and humanitarian access, we must also address the root causes 
of this ongoing cycle of violence.  I was clear about this at the Foreign Affairs Council on 
Tuesday�  The EU has a responsibility to step up�  This is in our neighbourhood and we must 
be a much more influential actor than we are currently.  As I said, this afternoon I will meet 
my French counterpart, Mr� Jean-Yves Le Drian�  We will discuss how we can work together at 
both EU and UN Security Council levels to support all efforts to de-escalate and, looking ahead, 
how we can reinvigorate the international community’s commitment to the Middle East peace 
process and restart badly needed negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians on the basis of 
equality of esteem, which we have not seen for a number of years�

The loss of life, destruction and trauma we have seen in the last week across Israel and 
Palestine have been horrifying, but must be a wake-up call for the international community 
in terms of its responsibilities.  Nowhere is this more evident than in the Gaza Strip, where 2 
million people were already living in acute humanitarian need and suffering the consequences 
of repeated cycles of violence and long-running blockades�  That is why I have announced an 
immediate response of €1�5 million in emergency supports for the deteriorating situation in the 
Gaza Strip.  Irish Aid will support the UN in delivering emergency humanitarian supplies to 
those who most need them�  Some €1 million will be provided to the United Nations Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East, UNRWA, which provides services to 
Palestinian refugees, for emergency food, water and sanitation supplies and health and psycho-
social services for 50,000 people sheltered in UNRWA-run schools�  The United Nations Chil-
dren’s Emergency Fund, UNICEF, will also receive €500,000 for child protection and medical 
and sanitation services for thousands of children in acute need�  This includes emergency psy-
chosocial services to 5,000 children suffering trauma as a result of hostilities.  We will respond 
further to the humanitarian situation in the weeks ahead�  This money is additional to the money 
we already provide to organisations such as UNRWA and other UN actors�

While much of the focus today is rightly on the violence and tension in Gaza, the West Bank 
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and across Israel, we cannot and must not shy away from the enabling factors in this recent 
tragic cycle of violence�  I have to say that they are primarily Israel’s continued strategy of ex-
panding settlements and the discriminatory practices by Israeli authorities against Palestinians, 
with forced relocation, demolition of properties, forced evictions and continuing to expand 
settlements that are not legal in the first place.  Once the immediate hostilities have ended, 
we cannot go back to the status quo of a few weeks ago�  I remain supportive of a two-state 
solution, but it cannot be delivered if Israel’s actions on settlements, demolition and evictions 
continue unabated�  Brutality and dispossession will not lead to a peaceful, secure outcome for 
anyone, either for Palestinians in a future state of their own or for Israelis who want to live in 
peace with their neighbours as well�

Ireland will continue to use its voice at the Security Council to draw attention to these is-
sues�  We will speak up even if it is not comfortable to do so�  We will continue, along with our 
EU partners, to engage in renewed and reinvigorated international and regional efforts, which 
are more necessary now than they have been for many years�

20/05/2021JJ00400Deputy Jennifer Carroll MacNeill: I thank the Minister for sharing his time�  It is not ac-
ceptable to use children and civilians as human shields, and it is not acceptable to harm and kill 
them where they are being so used�  The Israel Defense Forces, IDF, claimed this week that it 
is doing everything it can to avoid civilian casualties but given that nearly half of the casualties 
in Gaza are women and children, their doctors and schools, the IDF is either not doing that or 
is not very good at doing it�

We need an immediate cessation of violence on both sides�  Rocket attacks and air strikes 
must end.  Israel urgently needs to facilitate humanitarian access to Gaza and to stop building 
settlements which this House and the Irish Government have repeatedly criticised as being 
obviously in breach of international law�  I urge the Israeli Attorney General to think this one 
through as he prepares his submission on the Sheikh Jarrah case because this is no ordinary pri-
vate property case and that it could ever have been so described stretches credibility�  We need 
to move towards a political settlement not based on the temporary eradication of the murderous 
capacity of Hamas, but on building a political process on both sides that can offer a sustained 
cessation of hostilities, a recognition of each other’s national legitimacy and the opportunity to 
develop as two functional and independent states�

Xenophobia contributes nothing�  It contributes nothing in Israel, nothing in Palestine and 
it has contributed, and would contribute, nothing in this House�  If the events of the past few 
weeks have taught us anything, it is that everyone, but especially democratic parliamentarians, 
have a duty towards the international legal order, moderation, stability and the protection of hu-
man life as an overwhelming political objective�  I urge the Minister to continue and redouble 
his efforts within the EU and the UN to help achieve this.

20/05/2021KK00200Deputy Mary Lou McDonald: Israel is, of course, a serial violator of international law�  
It is currently in violation of 28 separate UN resolutions�  It is a force of occupation and oper-
ates a system of apartheid�  The world looks on in horror at the bombardment of the Palestinian 
people and the barbaric violation of their basic human rights by the state of Israel�  The aggres-
sive Israeli military onslaught on Gaza has continued for weeks now.  The vicious attacks on the 
Palestinians in the West Bank and terrifying pogroms that have driven Palestinians from their 
homes in East Jerusalem by illegal settlers continue and are facilitated by the so-called forces 
of law and order of the Israeli state.  Gaza has been turned into an open-air prison by Israel’s 
blockade, a siege has been going on for 14 years�  Israel has yet again unleashed the weight of 
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its military might on Gaza and warns Palestinians to get out when the truth is there is nowhere 
for them to go�  Missiles rain down from the sky and they are left as trapped refugees�  One of 
the most sophisticated military forces in the world smashes down on beleaguered, impoverished 
people with devastating consequences on refugee people who have been rendered homeless and 
stateless�  They are a people dispossessed and yet the perpetrators go unchallenged�  To suggest 
that there are two sides to this story is utterly perverse�  To suggest that Israel is simply defend-
ing itself is an obscenity and shame on anyone, any so-called world leader, wherever they are, 
if they repeat such an obscenity�

The truth is that the international community has seen what has happened to the Palestin-
ian people in full view and have stepped back and allowed it to happen�  To the UN Security 
Council and the entire apparatus of the international community, let me say that we see you�  
Your people see you.  The great and the good of the international community find it acceptable 
to step back and make an argument of “on the one hand this and on the other hand that” and 
meanwhile Palestinian refugee children die�  Make no mistake that is not an acceptable posi-
tion to the people of the world.  I feel confident that global citizens are appalled, repulsed and 
enraged, quite frankly, that we are here again and Palestine suffers.

We need a cessation of violence and that needs to happen immediately�  We need a full-scale 
humanitarian effort.  Above all else, let us be clear that we need justice and the rule of law to 
prevail.  We need Palestinian self-determination.  We need the state of Israel to be finally called 
out for what it is: a racist, apartheid regime�  We in Ireland, perhaps more than any other people, 
have a special obligation to act on all of this because we know the colonial experience, the 
experience of dispossession and division�  We know what it is to be left destitute�  We have no 
excuse not to act�

I ask the Minister and the Government when we will recognise the state of Palestine, as 
was agreed in this Parliament years ago?  When will we see the occupied territories legislation 
advanced?  When will we finally insist loudly, clearly and consistently that the law be respected 
and that Palestinian lives matter?

20/05/2021KK00300Deputy John Brady: For approaching two weeks now, day after day, night after night, 
we have been forced to bear witness to a sustained, brutal, and unforgiving assault on the Pal-
estinian people by the apartheid Government of Israel�  It has been torturous, shocking and 
heartbreaking�  Some 230 civilians, including 64 children, have been slaughtered as of today 
in the open-air prison that is the Gaza Strip.  Homes, media offices, libraries, police stations, a 
university, nine primary healthcare centres, six hospitals, the main Covid-19 laboratory and the 
office of the ministry of health have been deliberately destroyed.  Those are all grave breaches 
of the Geneva Convention or, in other words, war crimes�

Like all witnesses, we face the challenge to act under our moral obligation to attempt to put 
an end to this onslaught or to retreat into the role of passive observer�  The Irish Government has 
adopted an approach that perhaps can be best described as straddling the two in its attempt to 
achieve consensus that has no chance of success�  The deck is stacked�  All attempts to achieve 
consensus are doomed to failure when allies of Israel cynically employ their veto at the UN and 
within the EU to prevent anything that could resemble a coherent approach emerging�  Thus, we 
are morally, ethically and justifiably compelled to act unilaterally.

In the dark days of South African apartheid, Ireland, spurred by the passion of the ordinary 
people of Ireland as epitomised by the Dunnes Stores strikers, was proud to act in support of 
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the victims of state oppression and discrimination in South Africa�  What has changed?  Hu-
man Rights Watch, an internationally respected organisation, recently laid the accusation of 
the crime of apartheid against the Israeli state, an allegation backed by the most irrefutable of 
evidence�  The Government of Israel has been engaged in a systematic campaign of absolute 
domination over the Palestinian peoples for decades�  Human Rights Watch, along with reports 
from other human rights groups such as Al-Haq and B’Tselem, have called this out now, which 
is welcome�  However, the reports, in conjunction with the latest round of attacks on the Pales-
tinian people, must be seen as a catalyst for action�

The current violence is not taking place in a vacuum�  It is the product of 54 years of Israeli 
colonisation of Palestine�  Since 1967, 250 illegal Israeli settlements have been created on Pal-
estinian lands, now inhabited by more than 650,000 illegal Israeli settlers�  This is an Israeli 
strategy of remove, fragment and replace, designed to allow Israeli settlers to seize the maxi-
mum amount of Palestinian land for themselves while locking the remaining Palestinian people 
into a patchwork collection of Bantustans�  This is apartheid in practice�

It is a fact that 83% of all demolitions of Palestinian buildings take place within a 2�5 km 
range of Israeli settlements�  When I say buildings, I am describing homes, schools, health cen-
tres and basic critical infrastructure funded by the Irish taxpayer and other donors�

In 2020, 848 Palestinian homes were destroyed, impacting on 6,380 Palestinians, includ-
ing 534 children�  Up to 30 April this year, 316 buildings were destroyed�  This represents an 
increase of 108% on figures from 2020.

The human cost of this is catastrophic�  Thousands are left homeless, hopeless, and destitute�  
Very often, following the destruction of schools, young children are forced to travel 14 to 15 
miles to schools, during which they often have to pass by the illegal Israeli settlements�

It is time for action�  We can issue all the statements we want�  The statements that have been 
issued would plaster the walls of the convention centre but it has zero impact on the illegal ag-
gression by the Israeli state�  We can and must take action�  Ireland must be prepared to act alone 
on this when the international community has failed the Palestinian people�

We must officially recognise the Palestinian state.  We must also move to bring forward the 
occupied territories Bill and recognise the fact that annexation is happening as we speak in East 
Jerusalem and in the occupied West Bank territories�  We must act, and if that means acting 
unilaterally, we must do so, otherwise, we are failing on our human rights and our obligations 
to the Palestinian people�

20/05/2021LL00200Deputy Brendan Howlin: Gaza is a tiny enclave 41 km long and 11 km at its widest point.  
It has endured a military and economic blockade since 2007, effectively imprisoning almost 
two million people in an area the size of 362 sq. km.

For almost two weeks now, this third most densely populated spot in the world has been 
under sustained and shocking bombardment by one of the best armed military forces on the 
planet�  We know that at least 230 Palestinians are dead, including 65 children, which I read as 
I came into the Chamber�  The rockets launched by Hamas against Israel have killed ten people, 
including two children, and two other Israelis have also died in civil unrest�

The scenes emerging on our televisions have horrified all right-thinking people.  We expect 
a ceasefire to be agreed, particularly after the intervention of the US President, Joe Biden, this 
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week.  We also know, however, that actual ceasefire will not come about until the Israeli mili-
tary is satisfied that it has bombed and destroyed every target it wishes to.

As the Minister said, a ceasefire is and must be our first priority.  The first thing we must 
achieve internationally is to stop the killing, but what then?  Do we refocus on other issues until 
the next flare-up of violence or do we seek now to join anyone willing to join us in taking a 
stand?

The international community has an understood settlement for the Israeli-Palestinian dis-
agreement, which is two separate sovereigns states, Israel and Palestine, both with sustainable 
and viable territories and borders, sharing Jerusalem as their capital�  On occasions in the 1990s, 
this objective was thought to be within our grasp�  Now, it has been systematically undermined 
by years of Israeli settlement in Palestinian territories�  It has been undermined to the point that 
many academics and politicians alike have despaired of its implementability�  The viability of a 
Palestinian state is now in question because of the obvious policy of Israel to dismantle it�

The Minister, Deputy Coveney, has sought to build a common position internationally, on 
which I commend him, at the United Nations, where the United States prevents any consensus 
emerging in the Security Council, and in the EU, where countries like Hungary prevent a com-
mon position emerging�  So be it; it is time for Ireland to act�

During last week’s Priority Questions to the Minister for Foreign Affairs, I said there must 
be a consequence for the outrageous actions we see, which assault human rights and all interna-
tional norms, and not the normal verbal condemnations but concrete actions�

Today, Norway’s sovereign wealth fund dropped two companies that were involved in the 
development of Israeli settlements in the occupied West Bank, which are called Shapir Engi-
neering and Industry Ltd� and Mivne Real Estate KD Ltd�

We, too, must take a lead in meaningful economic sanctions aimed at any company, indi-
vidual or state entity that violates international law by supporting or facilitating illegal settle-
ments�  The rights and legal entitlements of an entire nation cannot simply be extinguished by a 
sustained, deliberate and relentless policy of dispossession, eviction and suppression�

The only hope for long-term and sustainable peace, as we in Ireland know only too well, is 
to provide a basis for both communities to coexist, with equal rights, as citizens of two separate 
nations�  The real security rightly sought by the people of Israel can only be guaranteed when 
an acceptable settlement, not one forced by strength of arms, is mutually agreed by both sides�  
I believe the people of Ireland want their Government and their Parliament to act now to build 
the international pressure to bring this about�

20/05/2021LL00300An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Higgins is sharing time with Deputy Cahill�

20/05/2021LL00400Deputy Emer Higgins: I wish to begin by condemning the violence in Palestine and Israel�  
I have stood in the West Bank and in places like Jerusalem, Bethlehem and Ramallah�  I have 
crossed the border at Kulandia and gone through the checkpoint alone in the darkness of night�

I stood in Hebron during Passover when hundreds of heavily armed Israeli soldiers burst 
out from a military zone into a Palestinian town.  I watched helplessly as those Israeli soldiers 
banged on the doors of Palestinian homes, gained entry into people’s houses and illegal access 
onto the roof in order that their snipers could, from afar, police what was going on below�  And 
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why?  To watch over a religious tour to a holy site in a Palestinian town�  We estimated there 
were eight Israeli soldiers for every one of those tourists�

I recall standing on a side street in Hebron under a caged roof that was burned through in 
places by acid thrown down from the settlement�  I remember standing there and counting seven 
snipers who were aimed at me and my cousin, who worked for a NGO in Palestine�  The ten-
sion, fear and intimidation is something I will never forget�

The difference between those Israeli soldiers and soldiers I have come across elsewhere in 
the world is that I knew instinctively they were not there to protect me or the people around me�

3 o’clock

They were there to protect a certain faction of society and to hell with who got caught in 
the crossfire.  It is easy to get caught up in the legalities, the legislation and the big news stories 
about what is going on right now, but this is what is happening in Palestine and, in fact, it is a 
million times worse in Gaza.  People are living in fear and hopelessness and that is absolutely 
wrong�

  There are no simple answers�  If there were, they would have been found by now�  How-
ever, that does mean we can give up.  We must continue to use our position to find a path to a 
peace process and a credible solution�  The Minister, Deputy Coveney, has been very clear that 
much of what is happening in the occupied Palestinian territories is against international law�  
Expanding settlements is illegal�  Demolishing the homes of Bedouins is illegal�  Forced evic-
tions in East Jerusalem are illegal�  All of these actions have contributed to rising tensions in 
an already tense region�  It is up to us and countries like us to stand up for the people who are 
caught in the crossfire.  We must use our platform on the UN Security Council to find a path to 
lasting peace and put an end to people dying needlessly every day, children dying because of 
a war that has been going on since before they were born, families being torn apart and com-
munities being destroyed�

20/05/2021MM00200Deputy Jackie Cahill: Over the past week, the Irish people have shown both their gen-
erosity of spirit and their care for global human rights in their response to the human rights 
violations against the Palestinian people.  Due to our colonial history, we have a strong affinity 
with the Palestinians and the Government must honour that connection�  First, it is important to 
look at recent events not in isolation but as examples of how Palestinians are treated on a daily 
basis�  The current escalation began when the Israeli authorities attempted a forced removal of 
Palestinians from their homes in neighbourhoods of East Jerusalem�  This attempted eviction is 
still ongoing�  It is important to remember that the families at risk of eviction are descendants 
of those who were made refugees when the state of Israel was created in 1948�  They will more 
than likely be made refugees again�

Unfortunately, this is not an isolated incident.  In the first quarter of 2021 alone, the Israeli 
authorities demolished, forced people to demolish or seized at least 292 Palestinian-owned 
structures across the West Bank, including in East Jerusalem, thereby displacing 450 people, 
including 246 children�  According to the UN, this constitutes a 121% increase in the targeting 
of structures and a 126% increase in the number of people displaced, compared with the same 
period in 2020�  As of 2019, the Israeli Committee Against House Demolitions estimated that 
Israel had razed 49,532 Palestinian structures.

These demolitions are further compounded by the increase in Israeli settlements, which 
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have ramped up over the past number of years�  Between the West Bank and East Jerusalem, 
there are now nearly 600,000 settlers�  Settlements are strongly linked to the demolitions that 
have occurred, as each house demolition takes place strategically, with the aim of making way 
for more settlers�  The largest settlement has 80,000 people in it, which is exactly the same 
population as Galway city�  A settler who arrives in the West Bank or East Jerusalem from any 
place around the globe has more rights than a Palestinian who was born and bred there�

We all know the result of Israel’s bombing of Gaza.  At least 65 children are dead, media 
buildings have been destroyed, one of Gaza’s few neurologists was murdered and whole fami-
lies have vanished�  Are we really meant to believe Israel when it says it is only targeting ter-
rorists?  No one here supports the firing of rockets into civilian areas in Israel but the truth is 
the truth and the wider context matters very much�  For a prolonged period, we have witnessed 
a sustained attack on the right of Palestinians to exist�  A Palestinian life seems to be worth less 
than that of most others around the globe�

The people of this country are demanding action�  We have two options before us�  First, 
the Control of Economic Activity (Occupied Territories) Bill 2018 represents a real step that 
we can take�  It would ban exports from arriving into this country from illegal settlements and 
would apply to any occupied territory in the world�  The second option is full recognition of the 
Palestinian state�  That is something for which previous Governments have expressed support 
and we should not be waiting for permission to do it�  It is easy to dismiss either of these mea-
sures as token gestures but the occupied territories Bill received global coverage for its potential 
to act as a model for other nations.  The brutality of Israel’s actions in Gaza has rallied global 
solidarity like never before�  Even in the USA, many Democratic Party politicians have found 
their voice�  We have a decision to make�  Do we want to be on the right side of history and be 
the leader we can be, or do we want to play it safe?  Israel should have a right to safety, but so 
should Palestinians�  I hope we can play our part in ensuring that happens�

20/05/2021MM00300An Ceann Comhairle: The next speaker is Deputy Cronin�

20/05/2021MM00400Deputy Seán Haughey: I understood I was sharing time with Deputy McAuliffe.

20/05/2021MM00500An Ceann Comhairle: There is no time left in that slot, according to my list�  There were 
nine minutes allocated and only 39 seconds left�

20/05/2021MM00600Deputy Seán Haughey: That is okay�

20/05/2021MM00700An Ceann Comhairle: My apologies to Deputy Haughey�  The next speaker is Deputy 
Cronin�

20/05/2021MM00800Deputy Réada Cronin: I appreciate the strong words from the Minister, Deputy Coveney, 
regarding the horror unfolding in Gaza.  They are a dignified change from those of his prede-
cessor during the assault on Gaza in 2014.  Strong words are necessary from Ireland, a country 
that was occupied and knows the cosh of the coloniser.  This week, Gaza is awash with anguish.  
There are reports that 60% of electricity lines are down�  Water pipes have been destroyed by 
Israeli bombing and tens of thousands of people have no access to clean drinking water�  A 
Médecins Sans Frontières clinic has been destroyed, Red Crescent operations are severely dis-
rupted and a Covid testing laboratory was wiped out�  Some 48,000 people are crammed into 
schools, which the UN hopes will be protected this time by the blue flags flying overhead.  That 
is not always the case�
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There are reports of families sleeping together in one room so that, if they are bombed, they 
will die together.  In the rubble of their home, a brother and sister found their pet goldfish.  In 
the rubble of his home, Riyad Eshkuntana was not so lucky�  His wife and four of his children 
were killed.  Only his daughter Suzy was pulled alive from the wreckage of their home, now the 
wreckage of their lives.  Suzy is six years old.  Her younger brother Yehya was four.  Yet Israel 
tells the world it is targeting armed terrorists�  As I wrote this speech, I had to keep updating the 
number for the deaths of children.  In Israel, there were two.  In Gaza, 40 became 50, 50 became 
60 and we are now at 65�  Eleven of those children were receiving trauma counselling when 
they were killed�  Yet Israel claims it is the victim as the normal service of evicting, settling, dis-
placing, degrading, threatening, annexing, arresting, shooting and beating turns with depressing 
regularity to bombing.  In this perverse logic, condemning the razing of Palestine and its people 
is deemed anti-Semitic�  It is not�  Nor is condemning the Israeli Government for its excessive 
force and its murder of children�  Likewise, the descendants of Holocaust survivors protesting 
Israel’s violence against the Palestinians is not anti-Semitic�

The Kildare bard, Christy Moore, sang: “[They] tell us who suffer the tear gas and the tor-
ture that we’re in the wrong�”  The Palestinian people are in the wrong in shelters, on the beach, 
in schools, in trauma counselling and in what they hoped, like Riyad Eshkuntana, were safe 
spaces.  They are in the wrong in childhood.  I say to the terrified people of Gaza today that as 
a country that knows occupation, Ireland is with them in heart, soul and spirit�  Four years ago, 
on the 50th anniversary of the Six-Day War and the capture of Palestinian lands, the Israeli 
conductor and peacemaker, Daniel Barenboim, warned Israel that its occupation had “eroded all 
sense of decency and humanity and morality from people like me, who had been persecuted for 
over 20 centuries”�  The tide is turning and the world is watching�  The Minister should tell his 
partners on the UN Security Council, that, as was said by my leader Deputy McDonald earlier, 
we see them�  We see them�

20/05/2021NN00200Deputy Gary Gannon: In an ideal world there would always be time for diplomacy, a time 
to temper our language and talk of peace�  However, when children are being bombed in their 
homes and in their beds, there should be a time to tell the truth�  The truth is that what is hap-
pening in Gaza at the minute is a massacre.  Diplomacy is failing when children are bombed in 
their homes�  Now is the time for plain speaking, to not equivocate in our condemnation, to not 
equivocate in our language and to not create a false impression of “both sides-ism”�  Now is the 
time to call this for what it is�  This situation, the Israeli annexation of Palestinian lands, is an 
annexation.  There are evictions, there is the bulldozing of homes and there is displacement on a 
massive scale: it is an annexation�  Now is the time to call out the apartheid and the persecution 
of the Palestinian people on their own lands for just that: a form of apartheid and a persecu-
tion of the Palestinian people�  The international organisation Human Rights Watch took that 
decision over the last number of weeks�  It has the full support of many within the international 
community and the Government would do well to follow suit�

Now is the time to call the leaders and the perpetrators of this massacre, this annexation, 
what they are: warlords�  In particular, the Israeli Minister for Defence campaigned in 2019 on 
his warlord credentials, and on what he carried out on the people of Gaza in 2014.  This is an 
old tactic of people who create the idea of an enemy at the gates and present themselves as the 
only one who can fend them off.  They dehumanise, they create an impression of being con-
stantly under attack and then they present themselves as being the only ones who can save the 
populace.  The massacre happening in Gaza as we speak will be used to prop up these warlords 
in elections to come�
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When we hear talk of terrorism, we should remember that terrorism has many forms�  Ter-
rorism, as we know it in the post-9/11 world, comes from terrorists in caves and terrorists firing 
rockets but terrorism has another form too�  I speak of state-sponsored terrorism, state-aided 
terrorism and state-enacted terrorism�  We hear of, and I mentioned, children being bombed in 
their beds in Gaza as if these children were asleep.  These children could not have been asleep, 
they would simply have been too terrified.  As Deputy Cronin mentioned, 11 of the 65 children 
killed were undergoing trauma counselling�  That is a form of state-enacted terrorism against 
children and we should call it what it is�

When we speak of the truth we should also talk about how we act�  The Government has 
a responsibility to take action and the people demand we take action�  We have a number of 
options open to us in that regard�  There is a mandate in this Chamber for the passing of the 
occupied territories Bill�  The Irish people have a proud tradition of boycotts�  Boycott was a 
weapon of the weak used against the strong throughout our traditions and it is something we 
can enact in this Chamber by means of that Bill, to say no more will we trade in or do business 
with the Israeli occupation and annexation of Palestinian lands�  There is legal argument and 
dispute but I argue strongly in favour of having those legal arguments out on Committee Stage�  
Let us bring it through�  Everybody in this Chamber is acting with good intentions, be they in 
the Government or the Opposition, but there is a bulwark in the form of one particular party and 
one particular Minister against bringing the occupied territories Bill to the floor of this Chamber 
and letting it be debated�  Now is the time to act�  We cannot be equivocating in our language; 
we cannot be equivocating in our actions�  Our diplomacy is failing�  Now is the time to recog-
nise the Palestinian state�  Now is the time to recognise we all have a responsibility to be brave�  
We can take actions in this Chamber that will have ramifications around the world.  We did it by 
not handling goods from apartheid-era South Africa and we can do it again�  To not do so would 
be the utmost form of cowardice�  I strongly urge the Minister to bring the occupied territories 
Bill to this Chamber�

20/05/2021NN00300Deputy Patrick Costello: While I agree with most or all of what has been said so far in 
the Chamber, I want to take a small step back and a step forward�  I want to step back and look 
at the root causes of the onslaught we are witnessing on television�  As another Deputy said 
already, the spark that ignited the current flame was the attempt by the Israeli Government to 
confiscate homes and to expel Palestinians living in occupied East Jerusalem.  This was an ac-
tion of annexation.  It was a deliberate action inflicting conditions of life calculated to bring 
about the physical destruction of Palestinians in East Jerusalem�  This is what we have been 
witnessing and what has been going on, not just in East Jerusalem but across the West Bank�  
We are dealing with an occupation and a de facto annexation, and we need to start calling it that�  
When the Minister was here taking a Topical Issue debate the other day, he spoke about Irish 
diplomacy preventing the annexation of the Jordan Valley�  That may be a de jure annexation 
but we are witnessing a de facto annexation in East Jerusalem and across the West Bank, and it 
was the spark that caused the current flame.  That annexation is rooted in the illegal occupation 
that has been going on since 1967�  That occupation has lead to the annexation but also to all 
the other things we have heard about today, including the brutality of the occupying soldiers as 
witnessed by Israeli NGOs like Breaking the Silence, the demolitions, the dispossessions, the 
checkpoints, the ID cards, the restriction on movement, the restriction on access to education, 
the violence and the brutality that is upholding this occupation�  That is the root cause - occupa-
tion and annexation - and that is what we must tackle�  As I have said, when one looks at Israeli 
Government policies, they appear to be deliberately inflicting conditions of life calculated to 
bring about the destruction of Palestinians in large parts of the occupied territories�
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I also want to take as step forward because we are, one hopes, going to have a ceasefire.  
The rockets will stop firing, the bombs will stop dropping and then what do we do?  In 2014 the 
Gaza Reconstruction Mechanism, GRM, was set up to help to rebuild Gaza.  The name GRM is 
Orwellian.  The Gaza Reconstruction Mechanism essentially stops the reconstruction of Gaza 
and prevents humanitarian aid coming in�  All it did was increase the stranglehold of occupa-
tion and control over the Gaza Strip.  We are now in a position at the UN Security Council to be 
engaging in that next round�  The GRM was a tripartite agreement between Israel, Palestine and 
the UN�  We must ensure that if there is another GRM, it should work this time�  Ultimately, we 
should be ending the occupation because that is the only way we are going to reconstruct Gaza 
but in the meantime, before that, we must ensure the GRM works�  We must support the Inter-
national Criminal Court, ICC, to ensure any war crimes committed now actually end up there 
and do not happen with impunity�  We must ensure that if there is going to be another Goldstone 
report, it should be funded and supported properly�  All these things are essential but in the long 
term, the only thing we can really do to end this is to recognise the annexation, call it out and 
work to end the occupation�  All of the things other Deputies have spoken about, including rec-
ognition, the occupied territories Bill and recognition of de facto annexation are the things we 
should be doing to achieve that end�

20/05/2021OO00100Deputy Joe Flaherty: The death toll in the region has surpassed 200 as we look on in hor-
ror at the terrible violence unfolding in the Middle East�  I welcome today’s statement from the 
Minister and our commitment of €1�5 million in aid for the region�  Our nation is no stranger to 
violence and mayhem and we are horrified and repulsed by the unfolding violence.

I was heartened to hear the Minister restate our position and it is very clear�  We call on 
both sides to de-escalate and stop the violence�  The killing of innocent civilians and children 
by Israelis is truly appalling and Israeli air strikes in the heart of Gaza killed at least 26 people 
and destroyed three buildings at the weekend in one of the deadliest attacks since fighting broke 
out�  Ten women and eight children were among those killed in Sunday’s attack, with another 
50 injured.  An Israeli air strike destroyed the offices of the Associated Press and other media 
outlets.  This was an attack on the press itself and the proverbial two fingers to a free press that 
seeks to expose the horrors unfolding in the region�

The Minister has given us the latest death tallies for the Palestinian people�  They are truly 
shocking statistics�  The people of Ireland are repulsed by this violence and are as one in their 
solidarity with the Palestinian people�  It is time for this House to enact the Control of Economic 
Activity (Occupied Territories) Bill 2018, pioneered by Senator Frances Black three years ago 
and supported by Fianna Fáil and other parties�  It seeks a ban on the import of goods from il-
legal settlements in any occupied territory�

We speak of two sides in this region but, in reality, for the past 70 years, Israel has ruthlessly 
driven Palestinian families from the region and it has now set its sights on Gaza itself.  This 
nation took a proud lead in the battle against apartheid in South Africa and it was not without 
significance that the first statue celebrating Nelson Mandela outside South Africa was here in 
Dublin city�

I am pleased the Minister and our Taoiseach are taking a very strong line on this matter 
and our statements and actions are not without significance.  It is important that we continue to 
voice our dissent and question the half-hearted reaction of larger and seemingly more influential 
nations such as the USA�  As a nation we must stand shoulder to shoulder with the Palestinian 
people.  Violence on any side is never acceptable but the current Israeli attacks are an affront to 
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decent society and must be called to task�  We are a small nation but our forefathers 100 years 
ago turned to parliaments across the world for recognition of our then infant State; it is time for 
this House to recognise the Palestinian state�

20/05/2021OO00200Deputy Johnny Guirke: Hundreds of people have been killed by Israeli air strikes on 
Gaza and almost a third of that number are children.  There are 1,000 people wounded while 17 
hospitals and clinics have been damaged or destroyed in the Gaza Strip.  Its only coronavirus 
lab has been wrecked and water pipes serving 800,000 people have been broken�  Sewerage 
systems inside Gaza have also been destroyed, with dozens of schools also damaged or de-
stroyed.  Almost 100,000 Gazans have been forced to flee their homes.  This is a massacre of 
the Palestinian people and a humanitarian crisis, all because Israel wants more Palestinian land�

The leaders of the world have demonstrated inexcusable silence in the face of the slaughter 
of the Palestinian people, which is very sad�  There are 2 million people penned into an area the 
size of County Louth.  The current violence is not taking place in a vacuum and it is the product 
of 54 years of Israeli colonisation of Palestinian lands�

Since 1967, 250 illegal Israeli settlements have been erected, with well over 650,000 il-
legal settlers�  This is based on an Israeli strategy of remove, fragment and replace, which is 
designed to allow Israeli settlers to maximise the amount of Palestinian land for themselves�  
This is apartheid in practice.  In 2020, 848 Palestinian homes were destroyed, affecting 6,380 
Palestinians, including 534 children�  Up to 30 April this year, 316 buildings were destroyed, 
representing an increase of 108% on the rate for 2020�

The human cost of this is catastrophic�  Thousands have been left homeless and very of-
ten following the destruction of schools, young children are forced to travel 15 miles to other 
schools, during which they will often have to pass settlements where they can be subject to 
abuse�

We in Sinn Féin call for the implementation of UN resolutions and the enforcement of in-
ternational law.  We call on the Government to exert its power, influence and moral authority to 
help bring an end to annexation and use its position on the UN Security Council to full effect 
to create the moral impetus required for the international community to act�  We also call on 
the Government to formally recognise the state of Palestine on the basis of the 1967 borders, 
with east Jerusalem as its capital, and give its support to the occupied territories legislation�  We 
further call on the Government to expel the Israeli ambassador to Ireland for crimes against the 
Palestinian people�

20/05/2021OO00300Deputy Paul Murphy: Ten days of terror have been raining down on the people of Gaza.  
We are now on day 11�  More than 200 Palestinians have been killed, including more than 60 
children�  Lynch mobs are roaming the streets of cities within Israel, shouting slogans like 
“Death to Arabs”, backed up by state forces targeting Palestinians�  Ethnic cleansing is continu-
ing in East Jerusalem�

What was the response of the international community, from US President Biden to Europe-
an Commission President von der Leyen?  It was support for the Israeli regime and its actions�  
It took nine days of this horror for US President Biden to even call for a ceasefire, and when he 
did so, he made sure to reiterate what he described as his “firm support” for Israel’s right to de-
fend itself�  How do we translate Israel’s “right to defend itself” in this discourse?  This equates 
to the right to continue to murder Palestinians�
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Of course, Israel should immediately cease fire but the truth is there will be no long-lasting 
peace unless there is justice and an end to the occupation of Palestine�  It will not happen unless 
there is a kicking out of the forces of imperialism and capitalism, which have brought nothing 
but division, racism and exploitation to the Middle East�  On the basis of ordinary working-class 
people being in power, this could ensure a just solution, including the rights to a homeland of 
the Palestinian people as well as the Israeli Jewish people�

Something positive in the horror that has unfolded, which has given a glimpse of how a 
force exists to bring about that sort of just solution, is what we have seen with Palestinians, no 
matter where they are located, rising up together�  It is happening in East Jerusalem, the West 
Bank, within the borders of Israel, in Gaza and in the refugee camps in Jordan and Lebanon.  
We saw the impact of the general strike of Palestinians yesterday shutting down construction 
in large parts of Israel�  With this we get a glimpse of the potential power and the outlines of 
a new third intifada, which if based on the methods of the first intifada of mass struggle and 
democratic control from below holds the key to ending the occupation�

Within the horror of widespread racism in Israeli Jewish society there are small but signifi-
cant indications of rejection�  These are small acts of solidarity of Israeli Jewish workers with 
their Palestinian brothers and sisters, such as the bus workers and some teachers�  There is also 
a global uprising of solidarity, with people demonstrating around the world�  The Ireland Pales-
tine Solidarity Campaign has called on people to mobilise again this Saturday at 2 p�m� at the 
Spire in Dublin�

We need demands on the Government to be to the fore because it is not good enough to just 
have some words of condemnation that go further than those of President von der Leyen�  If the 
Irish Government is serious, it must kick out the Israeli ambassador and send a message around 
the world�  It must pass the occupied territories legislation�

20/05/2021OO00400Deputy Mick Barry: Last week, I asked the Government to pass the Control of Economic 
Activity (Occupied Territories) Bill 2018 and organise the boycott of goods produced in occu-
pied Palestinian territories�  These are goods stained with the blood of the Palestinian people�  
However, the Government has doubled down in opposition to taking such a step�  It falls, 
therefore, to the organised workers’ movement to take the initiative�  I call on them to do so�  
The Irish Congress of Trade Unions should build on the historic example of the Dunnes Stores 
anti-apartheid strike and issue a clear call for the blacking of companies who profit from the 
occupation, including those who export military goods or dual-use goods to Israel�  These are 
companies such as Airbnb, Tripadvisor, JCB, Puma and others�  A workers’ boycott would be a 
tremendous act of solidarity with the Palestinian people whose general strike this week inspired 
trade unionists all over the world�  Nor would it be, in any sense, directed against the interests 
of Israeli Jewish workers, a considerable number of whom engaged in acts of solidarity with 
Palestinian workmates who faced physical threats in recent weeks�

The Minister’s inaction and that of his Government is a disgrace�  It is time now for the 
workers’ movement to act�

20/05/2021PP00200Deputy Seán Haughey: The world is shocked and horrified at the events taking place in 
the Middle East in the last 11 days�  The response of Israel to peaceful protests across the West 
Bank and in East Jerusalem has been confrontational�  It is unacceptable�  The air strikes by Is-
rael on Gaza are brutal and disproportionate.  Many innocent civilians, including children, have 
been killed.  The air strikes by Israeli defence forces on Gaza and the rocket attacks by Hamas 
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from Gaza on Israel have to stop.  There is an urgent need for a ceasefire.  The international 
community must intervene.  Ireland must continue its efforts to restore peace in the short term 
and bring about a long-term political settlement in the region through the UN Security Council, 
the EU Foreign Affairs Council and the Council of the European Union.  So far, the United Na-
tions Security Council has failed in this regard and we know the reasons for that�

Of course, there is a long history to these hostilities�  Israel began to implement its plan to 
occupy and resettle Palestinian territory decades ago, which resulted in oppression and injustice 
being visited on the Palestinian people ever since�  This activity is relentless, and especially 
now in the West bank and East Jerusalem�  It involves home demolitions and forced displace-
ment and transfers�  The appropriation of Palestinian homes, lands and properties continues�  
This expansion of Israeli settlements and the creeping process of annexation has to stop�  These 
actions are fundamentally breaching Palestinians’ human rights and are, in so many ways, a 
breach of international humanitarian law�  Palestinians are being denied equal rights and are be-
ing discriminated against in areas effectively under Israeli control.  By any objective standard, 
this can be called apartheid and should be treated as such by the international community�  A 
long-term political solution is needed to resolve this ongoing cycle of violence�  Strong com-
mitments are given in the programme for Government on this issue, which refers to the need 
for a two-state solution, to recognising the state of Palestine, opposing the annexation of ter-
ritory in the West Bank and opposing the maintenance and expansion of illegal settlements in 
the occupied Palestinian territories�  All of this has to happen�  Israel must be persuaded to the 
existence of a Palestinian state�

The occupied territories Bill did not make the programme for Government, and there are po-
litical reasons for that�  In any event, the Attorney General has stated that it is incompatible with 
EU law�  Next month, however, the European Commission will publish a legislative proposal 
on mandatory EU-wide human rights and environmental due diligence�  I believe this is very 
relevant to the situation in the occupied territories in the Middle East�  I hope that this proposal 
can be agreed and implemented as soon as possible�

I welcome that this debate is taking place in Government time but the Dáil must pass an 
all-party motion dealing with these issues�  The all-party motion would call on the Government 
to take all measures within its power to make sure Israel is held accountable for its annexation 
of Palestinian territory, that it halts all settlement activity and that it ensures equal rights and an 
end to discrimination to all people who are, effectively, under its control.  This would send out 
a powerful message and I hope we can all agree on this�  I also welcome the humanitarian aid 
the Minister announced today for the humanitarian crisis in Palestine�

20/05/2021PP00300Deputy Colm Burke: I thank the Minister for all the work he has done on the UN Security 
Council over the past weeks�  It is also important to acknowledge the work done by Ireland’s 
UN permanent representative, Ms Geraldine Byrne Nason, for her work and the work of her 
staff.

Gaza is a stretch of land the same size as a stretch of land from Cork to Youghal.  Gaza is 
41 km long and 10 km wide, with 2 million people locked into it�  Can one imagine if 2 mil-
lion people were locked into that block of land in Ireland?  The blockade by Israel goes back 
to 2007�  It is in breach and in contravention of international humanitarian law�  In ten days of 
the recent bombardment of Gaza, 184 residential towers, 34 media centres, and 1,335 housing 
units have been destroyed, some 13,000 housing units were partially damaged, 230 people are 
dead, 65 of whom are children, and more than 1,700 people are wounded�  Innocent bystanders 
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such as a man who was disabled, his pregnant wife and their three-year-old daughter all died in 
recent bombings in Gaza.  Currently, more than 80% of the 2 million people in Gaza are depen-
dent on international humanitarian aid�

I visited Gaza in 2009 after the bombardment by Israel between 27 December 2008 and 18 
January 2009�  In that bombardment, 1,440 people were killed, of whom more than 330 were 
children�  Is the same target now being set by the Israeli Government in the current bombard-
ment?  We do not have answers to the question of when this atrocity is going to stop�  When 
will the continuous bombing of the area stop?  Cluster munitions were used in the 2008 and 
2009 bombardment, which are what we would call “nail bombs” in Northern Ireland�  White 
phosphorus was also used, which burns not only the skin but also right into the bone�  No-one 
is held accountable�  That was in 2009�

It is interesting how the US has now vetoed the UN Security Council�  We see too the latest 
arms deal of more than €700 million�  It is interesting that a motion is now going before the US 
Congress looking for that to be stalled�  More than $3�8 billion is given by the US to Israel every 
year�  This is where we should apply the pressure, for the US to stop giving the support so that 
we can stop the atrocities that are currently occurring in this region�

I was in Gaza 12 years ago.  Are we going to have the same debate in another 12 years, with 
no change?  Will it be 20 years when we have the same debate with no change?  It is important 
that the international community would now work together with one voice to make sure Israel 
is called to answer and to stop the atrocities that are currently occurring�

20/05/2021PP00400Deputy Mark Ward: The Government must step up to the plate on the ongoing Israeli 
slaughter of the Palestinian people in East Jerusalem and Gaza.  The scenes witnessed in Pal-
estine recently are horrific and absolutely heart-breaking.  The escalation of Israeli aggression 
against the Palestinian people must stop.  Israeli fighter jets have continued to pummel the Gaza 
Strip, flattening residential buildings and raising the death toll to at least 227.  The dead include 
at least 64 children�  These children’s lives have been wiped out�  Let us call this what it is: 
this is genocide�  It is a systemic and endemic Israeli policy to wipe out the Palestinian people�  
What we are witnessing here is Israel’s illegal policy of colonial expansion into Palestine�

The Palestinians are the victims of a brutal expansionist policy intent on the continuing an-
nexation of Palestinian lands by Israeli settlers�  The UN said this could amount to war crimes�  
I say this is a war crime�  The international community and the Irish Government have a duty 
to step in to help end this crisis and defend the rights of the Palestinian people�  How can the 
Government do this?  It can start by recognising the state of Palestine�  This would send a really 
strong message of solidarity and is the correct path to move forward�  Successive Governments 
have continually dragged their heels on recognising the Palestinian state�  The continued and 
worn out mantra that the time is not right is just an insult�  If the time is not right now, when 
will it ever be right?

The current violence is not taking place in a vacuum�  It is the product of 54 years of Israeli 
colonisation of Palestinian lands�  Since 1967, 250 illegal Israeli settlements have been erected 
with well over 650,000 illegal settlers�  It is based on an Israeli strategy to allow Israeli settlers 
to maximise the amount of Palestinian land for themselves�  This is apartheid in practice�  In 
2020, 848 Palestinian homes were destroyed.  This affected 6,380 Palestinians, including 534 
children�  We can sometimes get lost in statistics but these are real people�  These 534 children 
have hopes and dreams like our own children�  Up to 30 April this year, just over two weeks 
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ago, 316 buildings had been destroyed.  This represents an increase of 108% on the figures from 
2020�  The human cost of this is catastrophic�  Thousands are left homeless�  Very often, fol-
lowing the destruction of schools, young children are forced to travel 14 or 15 miles to schools 
and often on those journeys they have to pass by settled colonies where they are subjected to 
abuse and attacks�

The Minister could also expel the Israeli ambassador�  This would send a very clear message 
from the people of Ireland, who themselves have a history of colonial and genocidal policies 
inflicted on them by a foreign oppressor intent on grabbing land for illegal settlers.  He can also 
immediately support and adopt the occupied territories Bill, in line with Ireland’s obligations 
under international law�  As individuals we can boycott Israeli products when doing our weekly 
shops.  Quite simply, we can check the barcode and if the first 3 digits are 729 leave it on the 
shelf�  I extend my solidarity to the people of Palestine�

20/05/2021QQ00200Deputy Cathal Berry: I thank the Minister for outlining the Irish State’s position on the 
appalling ongoing humanitarian catastrophe in Palestine, and in particular in the Gaza Strip.  I 
acknowledge the Minister’s efforts in New York and his attempt to try to seek consensus and a 
Security Council resolution, and his work at European Union level in trying to shame it into a 
more proactive stance�  I welcome the additional humanitarian aid the Minister announced this 
afternoon and the extra €1 million for UNRWA and the additional €500,000 for UNICEF on top 
of what had already been pledged�

I have spent long enough in the Middle East, and that region in particular, to know there are 
no angels on either side from a combatant point of view�  It is clear from the casualty roll that 
the Israeli defence forces are operating in an indiscriminate, disproportionate and unacceptable 
manner�  While all nations are entitled to self-defence this strays way beyond self-defence, par-
ticularly so because the iron dome missile interceptor system gives the Israeli defence forces 
a distinct and decisive advantage�  A central tenet and principle of international humanitarian 
law is that the side with the greatest power bears the greatest responsibility when it comes to 
civilian casualties�  There is a lot of extra work the Israeli defence forces needs to do from this 
point of view�

Uttering these things in an Irish Parliament outside of Israel does not make anybody anti-Se-
mitic�  If anything, this Parliament is pro-Semitic�  It is pro-Israel, pro-Palestinian, pro-Palestine 
and pro-peace�  We are good friends with the people in the Middle East�  Good friends should be 
able to speak frankly and honestly with each other and tell them what they need to hear and not 
what they want to hear.  I echo the call of the Minister for a ceasefire and guaranteed humanitar-
ian access to Gaza.  I urge the Minister to continue his diplomatic shuttle diplomacy between 
various capitals to try to seek a resolution�

I recognise getting a ceasefire will not be easy and that diplomacy is not easy either.  As 
Victor Hugo once said, not being heard is no reason for silence, so keep up the work from this 
perspective.  Getting a ceasefire from midnight tonight or midnight tomorrow night will not be 
easy�  Perhaps we should consider a more interim phased approach before we get to a complete 
truce to allow the opportunity for a political process to kick in�  Perhaps the Minister might wish 
to consider getting one side in particular, and we all know what side that is, to make a unilateral 
declaration of proportionality at least, and make a unilateral declaration that it will look after 
civilians to the greatest extent possible�

To the Israeli Embassy, which I have no doubt is listening to this exchange and debate, I 
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ask that it convey the sentiment of the Irish Parliament, which is at least a consensus sentiment 
and perhaps a unanimous sentiment, back to the Prime Minister�  Take it from a Parliament and 
a people who understand conflict, we know how to fight it and we know how to resolve it.  I 
hope our views are taken with greater credibility from this point of view because of our history�

20/05/2021QQ00300Deputy Jim O’Callaghan: I welcome this opportunity to speak on the ongoing violence 
that is taking place in the Middle East.  In the past 11 days, we have seen untold suffering being 
inflicted, predominantly on the people of the Gaza Strip.  We need to recognise the violence that 
breaks out in the Middle East seems to follow a standard pattern.  Sometimes rockets are fired 
by Hamas into Israel and inevitably we get a response from the Israeli military and Government 
that is always disproportionate, excessive and indiscriminate�  We see this by looking at the 
numbers of casualties in the region over the past 11 days�  To date, it appears 230 Palestinians 
have been killed in this violence�  Of them, 65 are children�  We also note that ten Israelis have 
died�  None of these lives should have been lost�  None of these people should have died�  The 
comparison between the number of Palestinians killed and the number of Israelis killed indi-
cates the indiscriminate and excessive level of violence being perpetrated on the Palestinians 
by the Israeli Government�

As I said, none of these deaths should have occurred and they could have been avoided if 
there was recognition that what is required in the Middle East is a political resolution�  We have 
seen in our own country the pointlessness of violence for the purpose of trying to achieve one’s 
political gains.  It simply does not work.  We have also seen in our country the benefit of ne-
gotiation and political leadership to resolve political disputes that appear intractable�  Unfortu-
nately, when it comes to political resolution a huge obligation rests on the more powerful party�  
In this instance, the more powerful party is Israel�  Regrettably, we have not seen brave political 
leadership in Israel since the days of Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres back in 1994.  We should 
recall that peace can be achieved in the Middle East because these two men, along with Yasser 
Arafat, won the Nobel Peace Prize for their work on the Oslo Accords in 1994.

What has happened in Israel, and perhaps in Gaza and the Palestinian Authority, is that 
hardliners have assumed too much power�  We need to recognise that this violence will continue 
excessively until such time as there is a political resolution�

It is extraordinary that there is such unanimity coming from this Chamber�  As Deputy Berry 
said earlier, this is a Chamber which usually divides on many political issues, but when it comes 
to what is happening in the Middle East and what has happened there over the past 11 days, this 
legislative assembly speaks with one voice�  It could only be that we speak with one voice be-
cause of the wholly disproportionate actions of the Israeli military and government in response 
to what they say is a threat coming from Hamas�

People ask what can Ireland do�  We have a strong voice�  We are on the Security Council�  
We need to use our voice to ensure the United Nations and, more specifically, the United States 
respond more appropriately to the ongoing inappropriate use of violence by Israel�  Until such 
time as that occurs, I do not believe Israel will regard itself as being bound by rules which bind 
the rest of the world�

We also need to recognise that we have a responsibility when it comes to the European 
Union�  I listened careful to what my colleague, Deputy Haughey, said in respect of that�  We 
should use that opportunity next week in terms of what the European Commission is doing to 
ensure there is a unified response from the European Union to the ongoing actions in the Middle 
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East�

We also need to recognise that what is going on is, in effect, the plantation of settlements 
for the purpose of the annexation of Palestine�  One message we could send out, as in the pro-
gramme for Government, is to recognise the state of Palestine or, indeed, establish a permanent 
embassy in Ramallah�

20/05/2021RR00200Deputy Cormac Devlin: I welcome the Minister’s statement earlier on the ongoing attacks 
and crisis in the Middle East�  In particular, I welcome the announcement of additional humani-
tarian funding from the Irish Government�

The latest escalation in Israel and Palestine has been deplorable�  Reports that more than 200 
Palestinians, including 62 children, and nine Israelis, including two children, have been killed 
are shocking.  I support calls for an immediate de-escalation and ceasefire.

A reported 1,600 rockets have been fired as part of a barrage against Tel Aviv and southern 
Israel�  These indiscriminate rocket attacks by Hamas are completely unacceptable and must 
stop.  The targeting of residential areas in the Gaza Strip by the Israeli Defense Force, IDF, has 
been disproportionate and has resulted in a significant loss of life and has injured thousands.  
This is unacceptable and must stop�

Equally, demonstrations across the West Bank and Israel, which have resulted in the loss of 
life and destruction of property and livelihoods, are completely unacceptable�  We have seen the 
targeting of media outlets and media buildings in those attacks�

Authorities must do more to keep order and protect civilians�  Irish people have been rightly 
appalled by the rapid escalation of violence, which undermines the peace process and, ulti-
mately, the shared objective of a two-state solution�

I join with other Deputies in this House in sending a clear and united message that the cycle 
of violence and bloodshed needs to end now�  Tentative reports this afternoon that there has 
been a lull in violence and that a ceasefire may be approaching are welcome.  I hope all sides 
will use their influence to end the conflict and recommit to developing a peaceful settlement.

I, along with my colleagues, would say that the UN Security Council has a role to play here�  
It is important that we collectively use our voice in this Chamber to say that we want to see a 
peaceful resolution in the Middle East as quickly as possible for the people of the Middle East�

20/05/2021RR00300An Ceann Comhairle: We will swap around the final two slots and call Deputy Connolly 
first.

20/05/2021RR00400Deputy Catherine Connolly: I thank Deputy McGrath for swapping around and giving me 
additional time�

I acknowledge the Minister’s speech here today�  There is an overlap with the speech he 
gave to the UN meeting on Sunday�  In that, the Minister said:

We cannot return to business as usual after this�  That is simply no longer an option in 
my view�

The Minister said many other very significant things in that speech.  He said:

[T]wo million people living in the Gaza Strip cannot endure another war.  They have 
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suffered far too much for far too long already.

The Minister pointed out that civilians in Gaza have nowhere to go and he made many other 
statements�  The weakest statement he made was that “Israel must abide by the provisions of 
International Humanitarian Law ��� �”  They are not abiding by it, and have not for a very long 
time�  The Minister said at the end that, “We have a collective responsibility here ��� to say that 
with one strong voice�”  The United Nations, unfortunately, does not have a strong voice�  It is 
divided and it has failed to act�  Therefore, there is an extra responsibility on the Minister and 
on the Government to speak out and lead the way�

Indeed, in an interesting article in The Irish Times, a gentleman with dual Irish-Palestinian 
citizenship acknowledges what Ireland has done in the past in relation to human rights and 
acknowledges that we have been more vocal than our European counterparts in our defence of 
Palestinians and their right to exist�  The following captures it�  Of Ireland, he said that “though 
it is a tiny nation, it is a ��� moral giant in today’s world of fake news, doublespeak and injustice” 
and he begged us to use that voice to speak out and to rethink our policy on Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict by upgrading at the very least the status of our office in Ramallah to an embassy.  I say 
that in the context of the programme for Government which commits to recognising the state 
of Palestine in due course when it furthers peace but, significantly, before that, to protect the 
integrity of Palestinian territory�  If this is not a time to stand up and protect the integrity of 
Palestine, I do not know when that time will come�

The Minister has given figures today.  They are actually out of date.  Unfortunately, as 
soon as figures are given, they are out of date.  More than 200 Palestinians are dead and over 
have been 1,000 seriously wounded�  There are, I am embarrassed to say as a woman, 60 plus 
children dead and the number is rising�  At what stage or at what number of children do we use 
language to mean something, as women, as female Deputies and as a Dáil, and say, “No”?  We 
have a voice now on the UN Security Council and we will use it�

Another speech caught my attention, in addition to the Minister’s to the UN, and that was 
the speech from the Minister of Foreign Affairs and Expatriates of the State of Palestine on 16 
May�  He said:

Mr� President,

There are no words that can describe the horrors our people are enduring� ���

When you embrace your children and grandchildren tonight, think of our children 
and of how you can honour those killed and [that important little part of the sentence] 
spare those still alive�  ��� each time Israel hears a foreign leader speak of its right to de-
fend itself, it is further emboldened to continue murdering entire families in their sleep�

Israel is killing Palestinians in Gaza, one family at a time.  Israel is trying to uproot 
Palestinians from Jerusalem, expelling families, one home, one neighbourhood at a time�  
Israel is persecuting our people, committing war crimes and crimes against humanity�  
[It] is unapologetic ���

  I am absolutely supportive of Palestine�  I am absolutely supportive of Israel in its right to 
live peacefully as well�  I absolutely condemn the violence of Hamas, but the violence by Israel 
is out of all proportion�  It is barbaric and it is illegal�  It is not complying with its international 
obligations and is killing innocent children, men and women�  It is targeting infrastructure and 
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hospitals�  It has taken away the one laboratory for Covid and yet we are still semi-silent, trying 
to be diplomatic�

In that speech, the ambassador said:

Israel keeps telling you “put yourself in our shoes?”  But Israel is not wearing shoes, it 
is wearing military boots� ���

How many Palestinian civilians killed is enough for a condemnation?

I appeal to the Minister of State, Deputy Madigan, who I am glad is here�  There comes a 
point where a small country, which suffered so much in the past from colonisation, stands up 
and shows absolute solidarity with Palestine.  The people in Gaza are living in an open prison 
and being bombarded from the air with nowhere to flee to.  It is barbaric and unacceptable.

20/05/2021RR00500An Ceann Comhairle: Deputy Mattie McGrath is sharing with Deputy Pringle in whatever 
order�

20/05/2021RR00600Deputy Thomas Pringle: I despair but am probably not surprised at the latest genocide be-
ing perpetrated by the Israeli regime against the Palestinian people�

4 o’clock

I am sick to my core at the cowardly response of the President of the European Commission, 
Ursula von der Leyen, who seeks to blame Hamas rockets with no reference to the instigators 
of this violence�  We cannot look away while Palestine is decimated�  The “both sides” narrative 
for the last week and a half has been absolutely shocking�  Hamas is throwing rockets while 
Israel is carrying out airstrikes on residential buildings�  News reports describe death tolls in 
Palestine in the hundreds with many more injured and children killed�  Children are now speak-
ing out in Palestine�  The power of social media is bringing us their stories and the stark realities 
of their lives�

  I unequivocally condemn the state of Israel’s apartheid aggression and the US and EU that 
turn their eyes away from this genocide�  The inappropriate responses from President Biden and 
President von der Leyen and others about both sides and the comments that Israel has the right 
to defend itself against Hamas rockets while completely ignoring the rising number of chil-
dren’s deaths is the worst of international politics�  It is not anti-Semitic to speak out against the 
murder of innocent children, to boycott goods from occupied territories or to call out genocide�  

  Once again, the Tortoise Shack podcast has brought us harrowing on-the-ground news�  A 
recent recording included a short podcast with Gaza-based journalist Hana Salah when loud 
explosions could be heard very close to her location�  The short episode ended with her saying 
that she had to leave the building and get to safety�

  The Twitter feed of the Israel defence forces is just bizarre.  They are tweeting in English 
and have 1�4 million followers�  The Twitter feed of the state of Israel has been tweeting rocket 
emojis�  That is the state of its defence�  A thread of tweets was full of rocket emojis�

  On 9 December last, I moved the motion that restored Senator Frances Black’s Control of 
Economic Activity (Occupied Territories) Bill to the Order Paper of the Dáil for this term after 
others had refused to do so�  It is time to urgently progress this Bill, which is constitutional de-
spite the advice of the Attorney General�  The Government should move it forward right away�
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  Ireland should also expel the Israeli ambassador�  The Ceann Comhairle will remember 
when we expelled a Russian diplomat in a show of solidarity with the UK in 2018�  The Ceann 
Comhairle should immediately disband the Ireland-Israel parliamentary friendship committee�  
It is something we as Members of this House can do right away�  It is completely fair for Mem-
bers of the House to say that we do not extend friendship to those who kill innocent children 
and civilians�  Let us show Palestine that Ireland stands in full solidarity by doing the things we 
can do now�

20/05/2021SS00200Deputy Mattie McGrath: On behalf of the Rural Independent Group, I want to add my 
voice to the unanimity of the House in pleading with the Government and the Minister for For-
eign Affairs to act.  We had great respect all over the world as a neutral and peaceful country.  
We now seem to be beholden to greater powers in Europe and the United States�  We need to 
send an unequivocal message to the world, and especially Israel, that we will not stand idly by, 
to use a 1969 phrase from a former Taoiseach�  It is probably the wrong phrase to use�  I refer 
to the genocide, the murder and slaughter of innocent children and the demolition of houses�  
We have talked about homes in Ireland and how hard it is to create a home�  Homes are being 
knocked down by rockets and bombardments in front of our eyes�  Families are being wiped 
out�

There is a genocide and a plantation going on in Gaza.  It is happening incrementally.  We 
have the numbers�  We have seen the might of Israel�  I do not condone Hamas throwing rockets 
into Israel�  It is being provocative�  Quite simply, it is like a lion against a mouse�  The response 
is shattering.  Israel can flex its muscles.  The arms industry and the amount invested in arma-
ments are frightening�  It was interesting to listen to Deputy Berry’s contribution because he 
knows the area from his Army experience�

We have to send a message out�  I support Deputy Pringle’s call to put forward Senator 
Black’s Bill�  We regularly hear excuses involving the Attorney General�  I have no disrespect 
for him, but it is one view of a legal situation�  Deputy O’Callaghan made a contribution to this 
debate�  One could get another view from another senior counsel as to legality�  We need to 
be independent and to have the best and fairest examination possible of Senator Black’s Bill�  
We need to do something�  Standing idly by is not an option for the Government and the Irish 
people� 

I plead with the Government to challenge the President of the European Commission to do 
more and push for more.  We want a ceasefire and we want peace.  That is not easily achieved.  
We could look at our own situation in the North and what we got in the Good Friday Agreement 
in 1998�  It was a remarkable feat involving a number of former taoisigh, Fr� Alec Reid, Dr� 
Martin Mansergh and many others�  Where there is a will there is a way�

The tweets being sent by Israel are teasing the rest of the world�  We have to send a clear 
message that we do not support or condone it�  I agree that we must re-examine the Ireland-
Israel friendship group.  We have no truck for it at the moment.  That would be a first step.  It 
would be a píosa beag�  It would tell Israel that we do not appreciate its actions�  It might not 
respect us, but a lot of countries around the world had, and continue to have, great respect for 
us and our diaspora�

We need to act, and we must act now to stop the slaughter�  Imagine what it would be like 
going home tonight to my family, including eight grandchildren, and having three generations 
wiped out by one rocket launch or bomb.  It is so horrific that one cannot conjure up such im-
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ages and words are not strong enough to condemn it�  On behalf of the six Rural Independent 
Group Deputies, I call on the Government to act in a forthright and very firm manner, condemn 
this for what it is and call it out�

20/05/2021SS00300Minister of State at the Department of Education (Deputy Josepha Madigan): I thank 
Deputies for their statements on this issue�  I would like to restate the Government’s deep con-
cern at the intensification of violence in Gaza, the West Bank and Israel over the past week.  We 
are all in agreement that now is the time for de-escalation and we must encourage all efforts to 
reach a ceasefire.  We cannot ignore the fact that these events are terrifying for Palestinian and 
Israeli civilians�  The number of child casualties, over a quarter of all fatalities, is particularly 
shocking�  The protection of all civilians is of paramount importance and, indeed, it is an obliga-
tion under international humanitarian law�

Israel has a right to defend itself.  The deaths of Israeli citizens are unacceptable and the 
Minister, Deputy Coveney, has rightly called on all factions in Gaza to halt indiscriminate at-
tacks on Israel immediately.  However, the impact of Israeli strikes on civilians in the Gaza 
Strip is disproportionate, a fact to which many Deputies alluded�  The impact on children in an 
already difficult humanitarian situation is especially worrying.

I would like to address some of the points raised regarding these civilian impacts�  As Min-
ister of State at the Department of Education, it is especially shocking to read reports of damage 
and destruction to schools and educational facilities�  The UN reports that 45 schools, two kin-
dergartens and a vocational training centre have been damaged in the Gaza Strip since the start 
of the escalation.  Education, as we know, is a lifeline for the 2 million people of Gaza.  It is an 
opportunity to escape the daily realities of the blockade which has left them forcibly isolated 
from the rest of the world for over 13 years�

The repeated cycles of violence and bloodshed, as well as living in fear of the next air strike, 
have a strong effect on the emotional and psychosocial well-being of students, teachers, and 
their communities�  I welcome the Minister’s announcement of €500,000 for UNICEF’s emer-
gency appeal, which will include emergency psychosocial services for 5,000 children suffering 
trauma as a result of the hostilities�

The damage to hospitals and the knock-on impact on the provision of healthcare in the Gaza 
Strip is deeply worrying�  Six hospitals and 11 primary healthcare centres have been damaged, 
with one centre suffering severe damage.  In addition, damage to vital infrastructure and insuf-
ficient fuel supplies have affected water, sanitation and hygiene services for hundreds of thou-
sands of people.  Electrical power shortages hinder healthcare provision throughout Gaza and 
one hospital is not functioning due to the lack of electricity�

The latest hostilities have displaced over 58,000 Palestinians, many of whom are seeking 
refuge in UNRWA schools across Gaza.  There is, of course, the added concern at this time 
around the transmission of Covid-19 between vulnerable people huddled in crowded shelters 
and the inability of the healthcare system to cope.  As the Minister for Foreign Affairs refer-
enced in his statement, this is why we have announced funding of €1�5 million to enable UN 
agencies carry out vital work in support of these vulnerable civilians�  

While the focus today is rightly on the intensification of violence, we cannot, and must not, 
shy away from the fact that the overall human rights situation in the occupied Palestinian ter-
ritories remains a matter of serious concern�  The protection and promotion of human rights is 
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an integral part of Ireland’s foreign policy and we consistently seek to raise our concerns on 
human rights issues through the most appropriate and effective channels.  

Our active participation at the UN Human Rights Council is particularly important in that 
regard�  Ireland is a consistent and strong contributor in interactive dialogues with the UN 
special rapporteur for human rights in the occupied Palestinian territories at the council and, 
indeed, at the UN General Assembly�  At the most recent session of the Human Rights Council 
in March, Ireland made a statement under No� 7 during the general debate, which restated our 
commitment to principles of accountability and emphasised that Ireland will continue to speak 
out against unilateral actions that are in breach of international humanitarian law�  We regularly 
convey our concerns on human rights issues to the Israeli authorities, both directly and through 
the EU.  The Minister for Foreign Affairs raised these concerns with the Israeli ambassador last 
week.  We also provide financial support to Israeli and Palestinian NGOs working on human 
rights issues�

The events of the past week have not happened in isolation�  They come after settlement ex-
pansion, threats of evictions and violence against Palestinians.  Ireland remains firmly commit-
ted to a negotiated two-state solution based on international law, relevant UN Security Council 
resolutions and agreed parameters�

A number of Deputies raised a few issues, one of which was the occupied territories Bill�  
As previously stated, the Bill would not be compatible with EU law and would not be imple-
mentable�  The Government will not, therefore, take it forward�  We acknowledge that support 
for the Bill is a sign of very deep concern about settlements�  Ireland has consistently and 
strongly opposed settlements and will continue to so�  The Government’s position on settle-
ments is that we are absolutely opposed to them�  

With respect to calls to expel the Israeli ambassador, Ireland’s bilateral relationship with 
Israel is important as it is a means for us to directly communicate our concerns about actions 
such as those we witnessed in the past week�  On 11 May, the Minister called in the Israeli 
ambassador and underlined that Israel’s actions in Gaza, which are causing significant civilian 
casualties, are unacceptable and Israel must act responsibly and comply with its obligations 
under international humanitarian law�  These messages matter�  By expelling an ambassador, we 
would close down our channel of communication with the Israeli Government�  

Furthermore, some Deputies asked whether Ireland will recognise Palestine�  As some Dep-
uties pointed out, the programme for Government states that the Government will honour its 
commitment to recognise the state of Palestine as part of a lasting settlement of the conflict, or, 
in advance of that, when we believe doing so will progress efforts to reach a two-state solution 
or protect the integrity of Palestinian territory�  The Minister has been clear that, in the absence 
of progress towards a two-state solution, he would be prepared to recommend to Government 
early recognition by Ireland of a state of Palestine, if and when it might be helpful�  It is a matter 
that is also being discussed with EU colleagues�  Recognition by Ireland, outside the context of 
an overall peace agreement would, however, be likely to affect Ireland’s influence on the Israel-
Palestine conflict at EU and international level.

20/05/2021TT00200Nursing Home Support Scheme (Amendment) Bill 2021: Second Stage (Resumed)

Question again proposed: “That the Bill be now read a Second Time�” 
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20/05/2021TT00400An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: Deputy Carthy was in possession�

20/05/2021TT00500Deputy Darren O’Rourke: I was in possession�

20/05/2021TT00600An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: The Deputy is correct�  There were a number of speakers 
before him but they are not here�  We are making sure we have not overlooked anybody�

20/05/2021TT00700Deputy Darren O’Rourke: I am sharing time with Deputies Ó Murchú, Cronin and Don-
nelly�  I welcome the opportunity to speak on this Bill�  It has been some time coming�  Many 
people are interested in the issue and would have liked to see the Bill being brought forward 
sooner.  Its provisions will be important for those affected, particularly small family farmers 
and small business owners�  It will provide them with some solace and protection and will also 
ensure, in some part, that their businesses and farms are sustainable and viable�  That is a really 
important point for our rural communities, in particular, and is to be welcomed�

It also speaks to the greater point about models of care and the nursing homes support 
scheme.  There are very significant challenges.  Those of us interested in the demographics and 
the nature of our health services know that we have a very particular challenge in Ireland in sus-
taining nursing home support and care of the elderly�  We all want to see a model that provides 
for people living at home for as long as possible�  That is an important element�  Nursing homes 
have an important role to play, but much needs to be done to ensure that older people can live 
at home for as long as possible�  

Regarding the role of carers and the need to support them to care for people in their homes, 
my colleague, Deputy Claire Kerrane, brought forward a charter for carers�  A number of im-
portant measures would be of significant benefit in terms of practical supports for carers, such 
as talk therapy and expanding GP visit cards, in addition to increasing and expanding carer’s 
allowance, carer’s benefit and support grants.  The introduction of a discretionary grant for 
carers would be another important measure that would be a significant positive.  I know many 
who are struggling to pay their heating and electricity bills, such is the nature of their work and, 
unfortunately, the way in which they are valued by this State�  It is well recognised that carers 
play a major role in providing care, which is not valued in the way it should be�  That issue 
needs to be addressed�

The greater point about the role of the nursing homes scheme is that it has developed in a 
largely uncontrolled way�  I see it in my county of Meath, where there was much speculation, 
general tax breaks and incentives for people to build nursing homes�  People have ended up in 
that sector for reasons other than having a traditional background in healthcare provision and 
delivery�  That, in and of itself, raises the real need for a strong role for HIQA, but also for en-
suring maintenance of high standards, which includes the terms and conditions of employment� 

The Covid-19 pandemic highlighted, certainly in its first wave, many of the weaknesses 
within the system�  We will have an opportunity to address that�  Many people working in the 
sector are dedicated and tremendously hard-working.  It would be to everybody’s benefit to put 
in place robust standards and protections for staff, workers and the residents themselves.  That 
will be important going forward as the growing ageing population puts pressure on those ser-
vices�  I welcome the opportunity to speak on the Bill and there will be further opportunities to 
develop it as well�

20/05/2021UU00200Deputy Ruairí Ó Murchú: I concur with Deputy O’Rourke�  We are glad to see this leg-
islation.  The nursing home support scheme, or fair deal scheme, needs significant tweaking.  
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More widely, we need not only to support people in nursing homes but ensure we are not im-
pacting on the sustainability of small businesses and small family farms�  That is something that 
has to be dealt with�

The pandemic period has made us look at how we deal with elder care�  There have been 
a number of reports in the last while, including those from the expert panel and HIQA, which 
stated that nursing homes should not be the only option for older people in need of enhanced 
care�  We are going to need an entire package�  We all know that home care packages can be 
lacking and that has been mentioned in this House from time to time�  Multidisciplinary sup-
ports are required to facilitate people in later life�  Our demographics are going to change and 
we will have a greater number of older people�  They should be able to stay living within their 
own homes, which is possibly better for them and their families�

Both HIQA and the expert panel agreed that we need reform of nursing home care�  We need 
to look at the way we do it, how we audit systems and the way we situate, organise and con-
struct buildings�  We have to look at public versus private provision�  As Deputy O’Rourke said, 
some of our system was not necessarily designed but was the result of unintended consequences 
from tax breaks�  Money went in a particular direction and we ended up in the situation we are 
now in�  A number of nursing homes operated as separate businesses and outside the wider con-
trols of the State or did not have the relationship with the HSE and the healthcare system that we 
would have wanted.  That led to difficulties, particularly at the beginning of the pandemic.  That 
is why a major part of the report of the Covid committee was on the requirement for an inquiry 
into how we dealt with that period.  There needs to be significant emphasis within this House 
on ensuring draft terms of reference are provided because they are required and we are behind 
time�  That was meant to have been done already�  There have been discussions and Government 
sources have said in the papers that we are moving towards an overall inquiry into elder care, 
and particularly into how it was dealt with at the beginning of this pandemic�  That is absolutely 
required�  We also need a committee to look at the guidance that has been given to us by these 
reports on how to deal holistically with elder care and produce a system that will deliver for all 
of us, especially our older people�

We all remember the significant tragedies that occurred in nursing homes a year ago and we 
had a repeat of that in January�  A number of families who have gone through deep trauma and 
hurt are looking for answers�  They will require these inquiries�  I have spoken previously to 
both the Minister for Health and the Minister of State about the terrible tragedy that occurred 
in Dealgan House, with the loss of 22 residents.  That had a significant impact on their families 
and I commend them for the considerable work they have done in looking for answers�  The 
Minister and Minister of State have met with them and there have been discussions about creat-
ing a mechanism to provide them with answers�  As much as there needs to be a wider inquiry 
into the nursing home sector, how we dealt with the pandemic and how we deal with elder care 
in to the future, we also need a specific public inquiry into what went wrong in Dealgan House 
and what the lessons are for the future�  Everyone needs that�  The families are also experienc-
ing difficulties in accessing information from the HSE.  I understand that we are in a difficult 
period due to the recent ransomware attack but this is something I will continue to bring up�  I 
will have conversations with the Minister and the Minister of State about this matter because 
we have to provide for these families.  Beyond that, we need to deliver a fit-for-purpose system 
and scheme for our elderly across the board�  I commend this legislation� 

20/05/2021UU00300Deputy Réada Cronin: This Bill has merit as regards the fair deal scheme and family farms 
and businesses�  I am sure there is great regret in homes across the State that funds that went 
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out cannot be recouped�  The care of their elderly is preoccupying many families at the moment 
and it never stops, because true as night follows day, we are all getting older�  There is just no 
way out of that�

While the fair deal aspect of the Bill has merit, I regret that it takes no proper account of 
the ongoing privatisation and commodification of the nursing home sector, where personal and 
State money is increasingly going to global wealth funds�  We should be asking questions about 
this in our Parliament, here in the Dáil, and in public, because it is degrading and diminish-
ing for our older people that their needs as they age are the subject of international profit and 
speculation�  We learned last week that French healthcare giant Orpea is to become the biggest 
provider in the nursing home market�  Orpea was reported as having a half-year revenue to June 
2019 of €1�9 billion�  That is almost €2 billion revenue in six months alone�  This is serious 
business news with equally serious social consequences�  We are talking about wealth fund bil-
lions for the essential care of our own people, who worked hard, raised their families, bought 
their homes and paid their taxes all their lives�  I do not see anything in this Bill at this stage 
addressing how the care of our older people is being increasingly profitised and commodified.  
That is everyone’s business because if we are lucky, we will all live to be old and the care being 
speculated on as a market commodity will be our own�

I know I speak for vast numbers of my constituents when I say we would like to age under 
our own steam and in our own communities wherever possible�  That is why in government, 
Sinn Féin will establish a statutory home care scheme, in order that our care is based around 
our needs, as opposed to our experience of ageing being made to fit the preferred care model.  
A model that favours private profit over public service is just not acceptable.  I am not refer-
ring to the small, family-run private nursing homes�  I am referring to the huge investors and 
wealth funds�  We have been talking about these funds coming into our housing market but 
they are taking over our nursing homes as well�  We have to see elder care as a necessity and a 
right�  We would rather have supports for community living than the elevation of the nursing 
home model, and the private nursing home model at that�  However, it is inevitable that some 
of us will require nursing home care and we favour the public model in that necessary instance�  
It can come as quite a shock to people to find out that only 20% of our nursing homes are in 
public ownership.  Just as with housing and childcare, elder care should never be commodified, 
because these are not options or luxuries.  These are essentials of living in which we, as citizens 
of this State, should not be placed at the mercy of profit and the market.  It should be the same 
as in housing and childcare and in the care of older persons�  I believe it is fair to say that in the 
social contract, there is no deal, fair or otherwise, about that� 

20/05/2021VV00200An Leas-Cheann Comhairle: With the agreement of the House, I am going back to Deputy 
Flaherty, who is now in the Chamber�  Deputies Ó Cuív and Michael Moynihan are also here, 
and they will be next after him�  I call Deputy Flaherty�

20/05/2021VV00300Deputy Joe Flaherty: I apologise for not being here earlier�  I pay special tribute to the 
Minister of State for her work on this Bill�  It is an area she has been extremely passionate about 
for several years.  She identified the many inequalities in this sector early in her political life 
and resolved to put them right�  It is fair to say we have a great champion for our older, and often 
most marginalised, people�  I digress somewhat, but I also take this chance to commend her on 
her hands-on role in the administration and management of the home vaccine programme�  It 
was, arguably, one of the most difficult strands of the vaccine programme, but the Minister of 
State realised that it was one we had to get right�  Working with the National Ambulance Ser-
vice, she made it her personal mission�
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I take this opportunity to thank the staff who have worked in our nursing homes and care 
facilities throughout what has arguably been the most difficult 14 months of their lives.  I 
think especially of St� Joseph’s care centre and Laurel Lodge nursing home in Longford town, 
Thomond Lodge nursing home in Ballymahon, Our Lady’s Manor nursing home in Edgeworth-
stown, and Costello’s care home and Innis Ree Lodge nursing home in Ballyleague, which, 
although they might be over the bridge in Connacht, we still regard as part of Longford�  

In all these locations, staff have gone above and beyond the call of duty over the past 14 
months, and often in the most trying of circumstances.  It has been a terribly difficult time for 
the residents of these facilities, while for their family members who have been unable to see 
and visit them, it has been truly agonising�  Again, however, it was the Minister of State who 
campaigned week after week for greater access and visitation rights for family members�  As 
our vaccination programme rolls out with momentum, we are finally nearing a return to normal 
visiting access for these and many other care facilities�

Rural Ireland has waited a long time for this Bill, as many speakers said�  Every constitu-
ency office has tales of despair and disappointment concerning the existing fair deal scheme.  
Finally, we have the long-sought scheme to provide greater protections for farm families and 
family-owned businesses.  I am very proud Fianna Fail’s fingerprints are evident on this Bill.  
It was a firm commitment from our party, north, south east and west, that we address these 
inequalities, and thanks to the Minister of State and her team in the Department we are able to 
stand over that commitment today�  After three years, the value of family-owned farms or busi-
nesses will no longer be factored in when calculating the cost of a person’s nursing home care�  
This will be the case where a family successor intends to continue working the farm or running 
the business�  It is a necessary change if we want to sustain and protect the family farm and the 
many related small businesses, all of which, when combined, are the bedrock of rural Ireland�

We are incredibly proud in this House of rural Ireland and the stellar international appeal 
and reputation which it enjoys�  Rural Ireland looks green, spectacular and incredibly inviting, 
and that is thanks to the many farm families and small family businesses�  The farm family is 
not a business, an institution or some legal entity�  It is a family treasure, burnished over genera-
tions, and protecting it and its dependents is sacrosanct for any Government�  I am extremely 
pleased to see that this Bill has almost universal support�  There is a message here and it is a 
simple one.  When ideological differences and agendas are parked, solutions can and will al-
ways be found�  Too often in this House, debates and problems are battled out on ideological  
grounds�  Rather than arriving at solutions, we are allowing and, in many cases, forcing issues 
to fester and deteriorate further as the House loses itself in acrimony and the recycling of past 
failings and future fears�

The Minister of State and all the parties listened to the public, to the families affected, to 
the farm organisations and to the many owners of small family-run businesses and realised that 
change was needed�  The nursing home support scheme has operated for more than a decade 
and in a political world that is a lifetime�  We all readily agree that it has been a success and a 
mechanism through which families have been able to access the care and supports for loved 
ones which would otherwise have eluded them�  Up to the end of  2020, 22,755 people were 
participating in the scheme at an annual cost of more than €1 billion�

Participants in the scheme contribute up to 80% of their assessable income and a maximum 
of 7�5% per annum of the value of assets held�  In the case of a couple, the applicant’s means are 
assessed as 50% of the couple’s combined income and assets�  The overall aim of the scheme 
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is that participants contribute to the cost of their care according to their means, while the State 
pays the balance of the cost�  The capital value of people’s principal private residences is only 
included in the financial assessment for the scheme for the first three years of their time in care.  
This is known as the three-year cap.  Currently, this unqualified three-year cap does not apply to 
productive assets, such as farms and businesses, except in the case where a farmer or business 
owner suffers a sudden illness or disability and as a result requires nursing home care.

This Bill seeks to address this issue by introducing additional safeguards to the scheme to 
further protect the viability and sustainability of family farms and businesses that will be passed 
on to the next generation of many families.  The proposed change is to cap the financial contri-
butions based on farm and business assets at three years, where a nominated family successor 
commits to working with the productive asset within the first three years of the resident’s time 
in care.  Sadly, this Government struggles to find favour as we are caught in a maelstrom of pub-
lic discontent and frustration in the face of Covid-19 and crises in health and housing�  Today is 
a good day for the Government, however�  It is a great day for the Minister of State and also a 
great day for our colleagues in Fianna Fail, Fine Gael and the Green Party who were involved 
in talks on the formation of a Government�  We can all say that this is one they did get right�  

I am conscious that I have a few minutes left, so I have two key questions for the Minister of 
State to respond to, if she is able to do so�  First, regarding the case of a family member who has 
been in a nursing home for two and a half years, will that time count towards the three years?  
Will only six months remain in that case?  Finally, it is important that the Minister of State and 
her Department can today give the House commitment regarding the implementation of these 
changes, because this Bill has been in gestation for a long time, as many speakers have said�  
We are beholden to the Irish people, and particularly the many families who have struggled with 
the fair deal scheme, to give a clear and distinct timeline concerning when this legislation will 
come into effect.

20/05/2021VV00400Deputy Éamon Ó Cuív: I welcome this Bill�  I did not get a chance today to count all 
the parliamentary questions I submitted over the years concerning when this Bill would be 
introduced�  It was promised and promised, and yet, like many things, it never happened�  The 
Minister of State is less than a year in government and she has already brought this Bill before 
the House�  I congratulate her on doing that�  Promises never fed anybody or solved a problem�  
Action is what was needed here, and action is what we are getting�

In this State, we need to look holistically at our care of the elderly�  We have not done that 
for many years�  Many policies impact on care provision�  Covid-19 made one thing very clear 
in that regard�  It was interesting that a statement made at the height of the pandemic crisis by 
then Taoiseach, and now the Tánaiste and Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment, 
Deputy Varadkar, remarked that it was not a great policy to put people into nursing homes who, 
if better arrangements were put in place by the State, communities and society, could have lived 
independently or with intensive support within the community�  In looking at this, the issue 
of physical planning has to be taken into account�  Looking at our rural areas, all of the plans 
and designs of the great experts in planning seem to be designed to stop people living in the 
area from which they come and near their parents, particularly in rural Ireland�  I have argued 
repeatedly that the free choice of people to live in the community from which they come and to 
live near their parents should be facilitated�  There are two very obvious human consequences 
from that, which professional planners and academics, in particular, seem to overlook.  The first 
is that in the earlier years, parents often become grandparents and become a very big support 
within the family network in terms of babysitting, nurturing, supporting and educating, doing 
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all the things that grandparents can do and can do in a special way�  As the years go by, the 
grandparents are often looked after and cared for by the next generation�  In those situations it 
is often possible to continue living in one’s own home, which I believe is the wish of most older 
people�

Therefore, we should think this out again post Covid�  It does not matter what mistakes we 
have made in the past�  Just because we may have got it wrong, there is no need to avoid put-
ting our hands up and admitting that is the case�  We can admit that we did not think about a 
particular element and revise our thoughts on the matter�

The second option is the provision of dedicated housing for the elderly in small clusters�  
There is a perfect example of the provision of such housing in my parish�  It is a community-
operated social housing scheme�  It is built around an old convent which is now a day care 
centre and a health centre.  It is located beside the church, the shops and the post office.  There 
are eight houses in the development�  In my parish, the vast majority of older people choose to 
stay in their own homes, but there is a minority for whom that is not a viable option�  They move 
into these houses where the services are all near-by�  There should be one such scheme in every 
parish, so that support and meals can be provided easily�  However, meals-on-wheels should be 
available pervasively throughout the community�

There are also models which provide even higher levels of support that are not nursing home 
care�  Therefore, in many cases nursing home care should be the last option�  However, it is one 
that is absolutely vital and for which there will always be a demand�  Some people choose to 
go into a nursing home for reasons that are good to themselves�  For others, there is no choice 
because of the level of disability and the support that they need�  All of these must be facilitated�

When we look at our model for nursing home care, the one good thing is that I can always 
reassure people that those of very little means will go into the same nursing home as those of 
significant means.  They will get the same care and they will only pay according to their ability 
to pay�  According to the scheme, 80% of the person’s income is assessed, and he or she gets 
to keep 20%�  However, assets are taken into account�  That is the issue that we are addressing�

Normally, a couple’s assets are divided into two in the means test�  In the case of a single 
person, all the assets are taken into account�  There is a disregard of €36,000 for a single person 
and €72,000 in the case of a couple�  The house or principal residency is taken into account 
and 7�5% of that value is included in the assessment each year for three years�  Therefore, the 
maximum amount that is taken out of the estate by means of a charge is €22,500, because the 
collection of this money can be deferred�  However, there was a problem with the scheme�  The 
value of family farms and small businesses could be assessed continuously, with no cap, at a 
rate of 7�5% per annum�

The average stay in a nursing home is less than three years, but there are many people in 
respect of whom it is longer�  I recall the case of a neighbour of mine, who went into a nursing 
home�  I visited that neighbour two years later�  I did not think that person would survive as 
long�  It was a great thing that the person did survive for years as a single person who had been 
living alone in the nursing home�  If that person had a farm or a business, the amount included in 
the assessment would have increased until virtually the whole farm or business would be taken 
away.  For many families, a family business or farm is something that they have effectively 
inherited on trust, which they pass on to the next generation�  They hope to pass it on intact�
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The other rule that catches people out is illustrated by the following example�  If an elderly 
parent had a son or daughter working on the farm with him or her, unless he or she transferred 
the farm to the son or daughter five years or more before going into the nursing home, except in 
exceptional circumstances, the assessment would include the total value of the farm�  So, if he 
or she transferred it three years before going into the nursing home and did not own the farm on 
going into the nursing home, he or she would still be assessed as owning the farm�  Of course, 
that rule has placed a huge burden on people�  I have often pointed to what I refer to as the 
double lock system in rural Ireland, whereby parents are reluctant to hand over the ownership 
of their property at times and they will it to their children�  For one reason or another, they keep 
their name on the deeds of the property as they get older�

There are many reasons, which I do not need to into, why this might happen�  By introduc-
ing the rule whereby if the successor has worked on the farm in three of the previous five years 
and undertakes to continue to devote a reasonable amount of time to the farm in the following 
years - I believe it is six years - the value of the property will only be included in the assessment 
for three and a half years�  This means it will be treated on the same basis as the family home�  
What that means is that if the person lives in the nursing home for three years, 22�5% of the as-
set will have a burden on it that will have to be repaid to the State�  That is a far cry from what 
can happen if somebody lives, for one reason or another, in a nursing home for ten years�  The 
inclusion of 7�5% of value of the property in the assessment would amount to 75% of its value�  
That does happen in some cases involving various conditions that we can fully understand and 
that we have all come across�

There are many other issues, but I will run out of time before I can cover all the issues I 
would like to cover�  I would like to raise an issue that I think needs addressing�  I refer to the 
example in which a couple or a single person goes into a nursing home and they have a private 
principal residence which is empty�  They are in the nursing home for one, two, three, four 
years and so forth�  After three years the clock stops, but the house is empty�  However, if at any 
time one liquidates the asset and ensures that somebody can occupy the house, in other words, 
one sells the house, one then becomes liable for the cash one received on a continuous basis 
in the fourth, fifth, sixth and seventh years.  There is no doubt that at a time of huge housing 
shortage there are houses in this country that are owned by people in nursing homes�  They are 
either afraid that if they cash out now that after the third year, if the people in the nursing home 
survive, they will keep having to pay, or where they have already spent the three years in the 
nursing home, they would certainly be levied indefinitely on the capital they would realise.  
Therefore they do not sell and make the house available�  This is a pity because, as I said, hous-
ing is in short supply�  We should consider a provision whereby if a vacant house belonging to 
somebody in a nursing home is sold after the person goes into the nursing home, the proceeds 
of that sale, whether it happened within the three-year period or afterwards, would be treated as 
if they were the house�  If we made that change, we could do away with the scandal of vacant 
houses around the country at a time so many people are screaming out for housing�

Reference was made to the model of private versus public nursing home care�  First, HIQA 
does a very thorough job�  One of the good decisions was to bring HIQA into the equation�  
The authority was set up during the Taoiseach’s time as Minister for Health�  It certainly was 
proposed at that time�  It is very important that such a service exists to monitor, on our behalf, 
the human and physical standards adhered to in the many health facilities, particularly in the 
nursing home sector, because ultimately we do not know which service, be it private or public, 
might leave a little or a lot to be desired in how it operates�
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The argument regarding the private and public sectors is old, and one I do not find easy to 
resolve�  Public care is very good and there is a number of the facilities in my constituency�  
They earn universal praise�  Most of the private nursing homes in my constituency appear to 
be owner-run�  They, too, provide top-class services�  If we had relied on the public service to 
provide all the nursing homes we needed with a burgeoning older population, I am not sure that 
we would have met the demand in time in the way the private sector did.  There were flaws and 
difficulties with that, but in the greater scheme of things, the private sector delivered in great 
measure to meet a rapidly increasing demand, brought capital into the process and delivered 
projects�  As I said, there is a very strict regime in terms of scrutiny by HIQA�  The other issue 
is that because people have a choice in nursing homes, it is fair to say that there is fairly fast 
migration away from the nursing homes that are not providing a high standard of care�

That said, as in so many facets of life, I do not like the corporatisation of businesses by big 
players�  I would much prefer the small operator dedicated to the task�  I do not know if there is 
any way to try to incentivise that approach, particularly in line with EU rules that can often be 
a barrier by favouring one thing rather than another�  I would prefer that because personal atten-
tion is very good�  I recall reading a document about the 1940s when the question was asked of 
Fianna Fáil as to what its policy was on private property�  A very interesting answer was given�  
It was that Fianna Fáil was in favour of private property, but, and this was vital, in as diffuse 
an ownership of private property as possible�  The party was making it quite clear that many 
people owning a little was a great deal better than the few owning a lot�  Unfortunately, modern 
trends are going the other way and it appears that small operators of every type in social and 
commercial services and in so many facets of life are being swallowed up by the might of the 
euro, and those who have a large number of them�  Whether it is private housing, social care, 
nursing home care or ordinary private business, I am not sure that this is a good model�  It is not 
just confined to this sector, and it is something on which we need a wider debate on another day.

20/05/2021XX00200Deputy Michael Moynihan: I welcome the opportunity to contribute to this much prom-
ised debate�  I congratulate the Minister of State, Deputy Butler, on steering this through the 
Department and the Government�  I know the tenacious way she applied herself to the job, to 
ensure the Bill was brought to the Dáil and, hopefully, through the Seanad and onto the Stat-
ute Book as soon as possible�  I wish to ensure that it be done as soon as possible�  It is a very 
important legislative measure.  No constituency office, rural or urban, unaffected by this or is 
not having discussions with family members about small businesses and farms, trying to do 
the right thing for them and trying to ensure the future viability of small businesses and family 
farms into the next generation�  It has been a discussion for many years between farming or-
ganisations, business organisations and the Department�  However, it took the Minister of State 
to ensure that this came through, and I congratulate her on the way she did it�  She should keep 
up the good work she is doing in the Department�

Before I discuss the substance of the Bill, I should point out that nursing home care is a mas-
sively important part of the care of the elderly in our society�  For decades, community hospitals 
provided nursing home care�

5 o’clock

It was, by and large, done in the public sector and in community hospitals up to 20 or 25 
years ago�  Going back decades, the acute services in those hospitals, of which there may have 
been some, were withdrawn and they became hospitals providing care for the elderly�  The 
debate on refurbishment enters at that point�  I am glad to say that the Department of Health 
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and the HSE are moving to advance the refurbishment of Macroom, Kanturk and Millstreet 
community hospitals.  Those hospitals have provided vital services over the years.  The staff 
and management of those hospitals must be commended for the excellent way in which they 
have cared for the people, particularly in the Kanturk and Millstreet hospitals�  They have cared 
for the people of Duhallow in their most vulnerable time of need�  There is not a family within 
our communities that has not had a loved one in those hospitals for some time�  Many have 
spent their final days in either Millstreet or Kanturk hospital.  The workmanship and standard 
of care provided by the nurses, care assistants and all who are inside those hospitals need to be 
applauded and they should be thanked for their dedication and work�  Any time that one goes 
into those hospitals, one can see the commitment of the staff and the compassion they have for 
those whose care they are charged with�  It is important that we acknowledge and accept that, 
and applaud it in every way we can�

  Over the past number of years, HIQA has come on board�  HIQA was initiated approxi-
mately 20 years ago and it has done various reports into the community hospitals and residential 
settings and has been critical of the antiquated buildings�  The Department and the HSE have 
worked at a slow pace to bring those community hospitals up to standard�  It was clearly evi-
dent many years ago that these hospitals would not meet the correct standard required today�  
The bed numbers were reduced because of HIQA reports�  The capacity was reduced�  While 
nursing homes would take up the long-term care, many people would require acute hospital and 
medical care�  Such people were predominantly being cared for in the community hospitals�  It 
is important that the HSE and the Department of Health come up with the money to ensure that 
any community hospitals which receive a critical report, stating they are not up to standard, are 
brought up to standard and their capacity is maintained�  I am glad that the hospitals are work-
ing at pace to get the foundations laid and work started�  Tenders, documents and so forth are 
in place�  It is important that we keep an eye on it and ensure that the work on those hospitals 
starts�  It is long-awaited and long-promised but it will happen at last�

  An amount of work is being done by the private nursing homes�  In some past instances, 
families have started nursing homes�  There is regulation in respect of nursing homes nowadays, 
guidance for care and instruction as to what is needed and expected of someone who starts up 
a nursing home�  In some of the instances where nursing homes were started, the dedicated 
people involved understood people’s care needs and built nursing homes with little or no help or 
guidance�  We must applaud them�  They have continued to maintain those nursing homes�  The 
people who work in those institutions have committed their lives to caring and are dedicated�  

  It would be remiss of me while speaking on this topic not to refer to the recent report of 
the Ombudsman about young people who require long-term care, whether they have a capac-
ity issue, in terms of disability, or have been the victims of a road traffic accident or any other 
issue�  Such people are sometimes committed to long-term nursing homes because no other 
residential setting is available for them�  We as a country need to take that head-on�  It is vital 
that we ensure it is no longer acceptable that nursing homes or community hospitals are settings 
for young people with long-term care needs�  Some people in their 30s or 40s, or younger in 
some instances, with care needs have been left without alternatives�  We as a State need to be 
mindful of that�  We need to take head-on the report that was published a couple of weeks ago�  
We need to try to challenge what is in that report and ensure it is corrected in the shortest pos-
sible period of time�

  This Bill is predominantly to ensure a fairer deal for people with small businesses and 
farms, and to ensure a nursing home set-up is there for them�  I know that the Minister of State 
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has been a champion of keeping people at home and in their own communities as long as pos-
sible�  That must be an extremely strong arm of the State�  It must be strong in the context of 
public health nurses, home help co-ordinators, the people who provide help at home and home 
care assistants, who were once called “home help”�  They have been doing invaluable work�  
Our family has benefited enormously from the professionalism of the public health nurses and 
the home care team and we are deeply indebted to what they did for our family when we needed 
them�  We will be indebted to them for the rest of our lives for the work they did in our setting�  
Many other families are in the same position and understand this too�

  We must further empower the sector and ensure that it is stronger, better and more robust�  
Some people are looking for extra hours of home help and, depending on a family’s circum-
stance, they may need help in the evening to get an elderly person to bed and so forth�  We need 
to accommodate the needs of people, including the families and the people who require care�  
People will try to manage for as long as they possibly can but when they go looking for help, 
we need to be more robust in ensuring help is out there�  Much of the time, the challenges relate 
to getting home help professionals and people to do the work in different parts of the country.  
We need to take a fundamental look at the whole home care package to ensure that people are 
kept in their homes as long as possible.  It is far more beneficial for society, whatever way you 
look at it, to have people in their homes for as long as is humanly possible.  It benefits every-
body, including the patient, the family and the State�  We should be looking at it in a critical 
way and examining how we can improve the position as we go forward�  Those services have 
been invaluable to many families but there are gaps that need to be addressed and we need to 
be mindful of that�  We must be at the forefront in ensuring the continuation of those services�

  I pay the utmost tribute to those who are on the front line and providing those services in 
people’s homes on a daily basis�  They have showed professionalism, particularly over the past 
12 months�  They dealt with the situation and stepped up to the plate, showing courage and com-
mitment in everything they did�  I am referring to public health nurses and care assistants, and I 
say “well done” to everybody for what they have done over the past while�

  Some nursing homes have added different services and extra charges.  That is unfair.  A 
family with somebody in a nursing home are depending on their means and circumstances�  
They are paying so much towards nursing home care that we need to be mindful there is not 
much more that family can give�

Some people have paid extraordinary fees over the years, in particular, as I said, the family 
farm units�  They do not have very big farms but because it is on paper, it is valued for a huge 
amount of money, which causes an awful lot of difficulty.

As we are debating it, the discussion must acknowledge that our population will grow older 
over the next number of years�  We have to be mindful that the policies being discussed by the 
HSE, the Department of Health and the Government, which we should discuss on a regular 
basis, will impact on society for the next 25 years�

We must recognise the direction in which the demographics are going and what is coming 
down the tracks in terms of what we need regarding care�  We also need to make sure we are not 
just doing it the cost-effective way.  The State is always looking at the cost-effective way and 
how much it will cost but what is best for the greater good of society?

The previous speaker, Deputy Ó Cuív, spoke about the role of planning�  It might be very 
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far away from this Bill but it is fundamentally right�  If one can ensure the support is intergen-
erational, then a couple of generations of people who live in close communities will support 
themselves.  The older families would support the younger families in the first instance and, as 
time goes by, the younger families would support the older families�  That has always been the 
case going back over the decades�

There was this notion that we should urbanise the entire country and have nothing in rural 
communities�  Covid-19 has  shown without any shadow doubt that this was a wrong policy�  
We need to reverse that and recognise the greater good in terms of providing the intergenera-
tional support that was there in decades past�  It can be recreated if we have the mind to chal-
lenge some of the rhetoric or policies�

There is much we could talk about�  I welcome the Bill and congratulate the Minister of 
State on the way she has brought it forward�  It is important this Bill becomes law as soon as 
possible�  Will the Minister of State in her closing remarks give us an idea of when she envis-
ages that it will be on the Statute Book?  Will it accommodate people who are going into nurs-
ing homes today and tomorrow?  Will it ensure the family farms or small businesses will not be 
affected if people are going into nursing homes on the last week of May 2021.  The Minister of 
State might refer to that issue�

I also pay an enormous tribute to all those who worked on the front line during the last 14 
months in community hospitals and nursing homes given the challenges they faced and the suf-
fering and heartache they saw among the elderly people who died as a result of Covid-19�  As 
a result of that pain and suffering, it will be two or three generations before the heartache those 
workers saw in the families who lost loved ones to Covid will be erased from memory�  The 
way they had to part with their loved ones, particularly in the earlier part of the pandemic, will 
resonate for a long time�

I thank all those who have put their lives on hold for their professionalism in how they deal 
with people who are at the end of their days�  It is important we treat the elderly with respect�

I also want to ensure the Minister of State takes on board the Ombudsman’s report on people 
with intellectual and physical disabilities who are in long-term nursing homes or community 
hospitals�  It is not a setting for them, certainly not in 21st century Ireland, and it needs to be 
looked at�

We must bear planning in mind in every discussion we have with regard to the next genera-
tion and the ageing of our population�  We have to bear in mind that a huge swathe of the coun-
tryside needs to be repopulated, where people have family support�  That feeds into a whole raft 
of other issues in terms of housing and everything else�  That is a scéal eile�

The other issue is sheltered houses and the sheltered housing model in terms of people who 
are moving into towns or villages�  The sheltered housing model that was in place comprised 
the small community groups, which were set up as section 39 housing organisations, did such 
great work right throughout the country�  We should be encouraging this more, and encouraging 
those who have it done it in the past to perhaps add another number of units onto their facility, 
because they are doing excellent work�

As the Minister of State will be aware, there is a huge appetite for daycare centres, which 
provided massive services to elderly people in their own homes, and to reopen them as soon as 
possible�  Sage Advocacy has issued statements over the last few days in that regard and I sup-
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port what it is doing�  I thank the Ceann Comhairle very much for the opportunity to contribute 
to the debate this evening�

20/05/2021ZZ00200An Ceann Comhairle: The Solidarity slot is next but I do not believe anyone from that 
group is present�  The following slot is a Government one�  Deputy Calleary is sharing time with 
Deputy Devlin in whichever order they choose�

20/05/2021ZZ00300Deputy Dara Calleary: I thank the Ceann Comhairle.  I will go first because I am probably 
closer to benefitting from the legislation than Deputy Devlin.  I commend the Minister of State, 
Deputy Butler, on this legislation, although not just this legislation but on her work over the last 
number of years as Opposition spokesperson on older people in pioneering this legislation and 
delivering it within ten months of the lifetime of the Government�  I commend her persistence 
and commitment in a very challenging time to ensuring we will get there�

I have some concerns about the legislation, particularly where a direct successor may not 
be available to a person or may not be in a position to carry on the business�  The Minister of 
State is taking those concerns on board, otherwise there would not be the same benefit for the 
legislation�  I acknowledge her interaction around that issue�

I also commend her on the vaccine roll-out in nursing homes.  It is very difficult to think 
back even a year ago, let alone last January and February, on the pressure and horrendous ex-
periences that were seen daily in nursing homes�  They are now in a much better place because 
of the vaccine programme, even though many people have lost their lives�  Our thoughts are 
with their families�  The vaccine programme and the roll-out in nursing homes, in particular, is 
a tribute to the Minister of State and her work�  I commend her on that�

There is no doubt that despite its challenges, the fair deal scheme has given people many 
options and opportunities.  I acknowledge the various offices around the country which run the 
scheme and their professionalism and fairness in dealing with it�  It has given opportunities and 
options to families which may not otherwise have been there�  It depends a lot on the private 
nursing home sector to make it functional and to give those options�  I join with previous speak-
ers in acknowledging the role of the private nursing home sector�

All nursing homes, public and private, play a very important role.  They are all staffed by 
people who care deeply for those who live with them�  In the last number of months, however, 
the private nursing homes sector has faced particular pressures�  I hope that as we catch a breath 
at some stage in the coming months, we will reflect on the challenges facing the sector, particu-
larly the owner-occupied and owner-managed parts of it, which have to deal with unequal fund-
ing from the National Treatment Purchase Fund, NTPF�  They have to deal with the challenge 
of trying to keep staff in competition with the HSE, which can offer higher rates, or with other 
care companies�  They are an important component and they need support�  I know the Minister 
of State will try to level the playing pitch for them in view of that�

I want to come back to a point made by Deputy Moynihan, and Deputy Ó Cuív before him, 
about community generally�  Nursing home care is an important part of community�  Care in the 
home is even more important and it should be facilitated and made easier where it can be done�  
We are lucky to have extraordinary people providing home help throughout the country�  The 
role played by home help providers, carers and palliative care nurses, co-ordinated by an amaz-
ing team of public health nurses and district nurses, is vital�  However, many families are left 
trying to put together the jigsaw of publicly funded supports while also trying to source private 
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help�  That puts a huge strain and burden on families and often on one family member in par-
ticular�  It would be worthwhile to consider setting up a home care hub in each area that would 
assist families to identify people who provide home help and home care services�  Families are 
told to do that online but it is hard to do so when people are working and trying to juggle many 
responsibilities�  A home care hub in each locality would help to promote and encourage the 
concept of keeping people in the home�

To pick up on a point made by Deputy Michael Moynihan, it is important that sheltered 
housing schemes are not forgotten�  As a huge investment goes into responding to the housing 
challenge, which needs to be done, we must keep in mind that older people may decide to stay 
in their community if there is sheltered housing available, along with the appropriate healthcare 
supports�  For many older people, faith-based supports are important and they can be provided 
in a sheltered home care setting�  That type of provision keeps communities alive�  All over 
the country, local community organisations have developed sheltered housing that has enabled 
older people, in particular, to stay in their communities�  Sheltered housing is often built near, 
or adjacent to, a community centre, where people can get meals, have interactions with neigh-
bours and attend religious services�  It is a model that keeps rural communities alive and allows 
individuals to stay among their own people rather than going into a nursing home as the first op-
tion�  I hope the Minister of State will consider providing an increased investment in sheltered 
housing for older people in communities�

I join colleagues in paying tribute to everybody who has served on the front line over the 
past 14 months, particularly in the nursing home sector�  It is extraordinary that just as the suc-
cess of the vaccine programme had allowed us to begin to take a little breath, we got hit last 
Friday by the cyberattack on the health service.  The service has, once again, shown an amazing 
capacity to respond quickly and flexibly and the sacrifices being asked of the staff this week are 
phenomenal�  It is absolutely despicable that somebody would think that a health service is ripe 
to be attacked in this manner, that it could be subject to a ransom note and that the concerns, 
illnesses and lives of people are worth the ransom note�  It is an absolutely sad indictment of 
our world that there are people who see an industry in that�  It is an even sadder indictment that 
people see opportunities in it for legal challenges and promoting legal services when the focus 
should be on protecting the information that was compromised and the individuals affected.  We 
saw during the week a rush to judgment in that regard�  I wish the HSE and the Department of 
Health well in dealing with the issue�

The Ombudsman’s report on the nursing home sector declared very clearly that younger 
people in nursing homes are being forgotten�  That needs to be addressed�  The nursing homes 
commission report last year laid out the future options for the sector�  The lessons of the past 14 
months in terms of the experience of nursing homes during the pandemic must be learned and 
changes enacted without delay�  We cannot wait any longer�  There must be supports and backup 
for owner-run nursing homes to enable them to rebuild their staff complement and give them a 
chance to take a break after a very intensive 14 months.  Similarly, staff across our public home 
care sector will need breaks and time to take stock of what they have had to deal with for more 
than a year�

I ask the Minister of State, with her mental health hat on, to put in place a specific pro-
gramme of mental health supports for nursing home staff and service providers throughout the 
country, as well as for nursing home residents, to help them come to terms with what they have 
witnessed and lived on a daily basis for the past 14 months�  After the Covid pandemic, many 
nursing homes will find that the heart of their community has been taken away.  Many of the 
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residents who made up that heart and were part of their nursing home community for many 
years were taken by Covid.  Staff and owners will need support to rebuild their communities 
and allow staff and residents to grieve, in the same way that communities all over the country, 
separate from nursing home settings, will need the same support�  As the Minister of State be-
gins the process in the next few weeks of planning for budget 2022, I ask that she focus in the 
mental health side of her brief on rebuilding communities and giving supports to communities 
to deal with the legacy of Covid�

Is Bille an-tábhachtach é seo mar déanann sé cúrsaí féaráilte le haghaidh feirmeoirí agus 
daoine le gnóthaí beaga�  Déanaim comhghairdeas leis an Aire Stáit as ucht na hoibre atá déanta 
aici�  Maith thú�  Mar a dúirt sí, is tús maith leath na hoibre ach níl ann ach tús maith�  It is a 
good start and I have absolutely no doubt she will finish the job of providing a much fairer deal, 
not just for those in nursing homes but for older people throughout the country�

20/05/2021AAA00200Deputy Cormac Devlin: I begin by clarifying for Deputy Calleary that just because I am 
from Dublin does not mean there is no benefit for me from this legislation.  There are farms in 
Dublin too�

20/05/2021AAA00300An Ceann Comhairle: I understood Deputy Calleary was making a reference to age when 
he said the legislation might be more relevant to him than to Deputy Devlin�

20/05/2021AAA00400Deputy Cormac Devlin: Perhaps he was�  I welcome the Nursing Home Support Scheme 
(Amendment) Bill 2021, which updates the fair deal scheme to give greater protections for farm 
families and small business owners�  I commend the Minister of State, Deputy Butler, on her 
work in bringing the legislation forward in such a short period�  Since her election to the House 
in 2016, the fair deal scheme has been in her focus�  Now, after only ten months of being in of-
fice, she has brought it to fruition.  I thank her for that.  It has always been a priority for her and 
the update to the policy is very welcome.  I also take this opportunity to thank her for her efforts 
on the vaccine roll-out programme�  She has always been very available to Deputies on all sides 
of the House in dealing with individual queries, which is greatly appreciated by all of us�

The nursing home support scheme has been in operation since 2009�  As of 31 December 
2020, there were 22,755 people participating in the scheme, at an annual cost of just more than 
€1 billion�  Participants contribute up to 80% of their assessable income and a maximum of 
7�5% per annum of the value of assets held�  In the case of a couple, the applicant’s means are 
assessed as 50% of the couple’s combined income and assets.  The first €36,000 of an individ-
ual’s assets, or €72,000 in the case of a couple, is not counted at all in the financial assessment.

The overall aim of the scheme is that participants contribute to the cost of their care accord-
ing to their means, while the State pays the balance of the cost�  Where an individual’s assessed 
weekly contribution is greater than the cost of care, he or she does not qualify for financial 
support�  Therefore, applicants with substantial assets or incomes are unlikely to qualify for 
financial support.  The capital value of individuals’ principal private residence is only included 
in the financial assessment for the scheme for the first three years of their time in care.  This is 
known as the three-year cap.  Currently, this unqualified cap does not apply to productive assets 
such as farms and businesses, except where a farmer or business owner suffers a sudden illness 
or disability and requires nursing home care as a result�  The Bill seeks to address this issue by 
introducing additional safeguards into the scheme to protect further the viability and sustain-
ability of family farms and businesses that will be passed down to the next generation�
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Reforming the fair deal scheme to support farm families and entrepreneurs was a firm com-
mitment in the Fianna Fáil manifesto in the last general election�  I am delighted to see progress 
being made in this regard�  The change to the scheme, which Fianna Fáil has long sought, will 
mean that after a period of three years, the value of family-owned farms and businesses will no 
longer be taken into account when calculating the cost of a person’s nursing home care�  This 
will happen when a family successor commits to working the farm or taking on the business�  
This change is essential to the viability and sustainability of family farms and businesses, allow-
ing them to be passed down to the next generation�  This will ensure that the fair deal scheme 
is fair, more accessible and more affordable for farm and business-owning families.  This has 
been a hugely emotive issue for farm families and business owners in communities right across 
Ireland and one the Minister of State has acted on as promised�

The Covid-19 pandemic has brought into sharp focus the vulnerabilities of many older 
people, especially those living in long-term residential care�  It is absolutely critical that pub-
lic investment in long-term care services is maintained for those who need it and it should be 
increased as our population ages�  We must see more capital investment in facilities for older 
people to allow them stay in their homes as long as possible - particularly the construction of 
more dedicated sheltered accommodation�  I am thinking of the ones in my constituency such 
as Rochestown House in Sallynoggin, Beaufort day centre in Glasthule, Glasthule Buildings, 
Kilbegnet Close in Dalkey, Ailt and Óir in Glenageary and the list goes on�  We are very fortu-
nate in our urban area to have a number of different types of residential accommodation for our 
elderly which have been built up over time�  However, that is not to say there is enough such 
accommodation�  Not everybody wants to go into long-term residential care�  The vast major-
ity of older people want to live independently, as the Minister of State knows from her own 
engagement with the organisations and services for older people�  However, it is essential that 
not only the private sector but the State looks to plan over the long term for residential care and 
residential settings.  If we look at the financial contribution, Dublin City Council, for example, 
has used that quite successfully, although it must be said it was limited�  I would like to see it 
used in other local authority areas, where people in private accommodation can, if they choose, 
sell that accommodation and look to step down into accommodation that is council-owned, 
provided through an associated housing body or through other agencies�  It is very important 
that we look at this and plan now�  Arguably, not enough planning has gone into it over the last 
number of years but it is essential we look not only at reforming fair deal, as we are doing today, 
but also at reform of accommodation and sheltered accommodation for those who may need it 
over the next number of years�  I hope the Bill will receive cross-party support to ensure these 
welcome and necessary changes are introduced without delay�

In the time I have left, I have a query for the Minister of State which she might come back to 
me on�  I know she may not have the information to hand but I am wondering whether there is 
an inbuilt review of the fair deal system with this particular change�  If the Minister of State has 
time she might come back to me on that�  I am thinking of an automatic review in, perhaps, three 
years because while these changes are welcome, other changes may come to light over the next 
little while.  I do not expect the Minister of State to have any answer to my final question today 
but her office might reply to me in writing.  It concerns the promotion and better understand-
ing in the public domain of the power of attorney�  It is really important that knowledge and 
understanding of that system is out there�  It is not only about, as I said, planning for people’s 
accommodation needs into the future but so people can actually plan for their future if anything 
happens with their mental or physical needs into the future�
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20/05/2021BBB00200Deputy Matt Shanahan: I congratulate the Minister of State for progressing this legisla-
tion which was a commitment in the programme for Government�  It is very welcome, particu-
larly for rural communities, farm families and people with businesses�  The fair deal scheme has 
been successful, very important and vital in providing community care settings for people�  As 
the Minister of State knows, the scheme has been criticised in the past for the difficulties with 
qualifying and the numbers that are on it�

It is a sad demographic fact that our country’s population is ageing and the care burden is 
going to increase.  What is also salutary for all of us to consider is that family sizes are getting 
smaller�  It would traditionally have been recognised that the care for elderly parents would 
have fallen to sons and daughters�  They might have shared that burden and indeed do every day 
but there are fewer of those coming through and the burden of care is getting greater�  Also we 
are living longer, thankfully, but that means we have different needs at different stages and later 
in life�  Therefore, we must look to try to enhance community care, elderly care and residential 
care�  That also extends right across the other spectrums of population that are implicated in 
that, particularly the disability sector�

As I said, I welcome this legislation and hope it will go on to improve things but it cannot 
go far enough in trying to expand it�  It is also the case that every sector of the economy, par-
ticularly every sector providing a public service, is looking for more money, and there is not 
endless money�  We therefore need to prioritise where money should be spent�  We must also 
create efficiencies in public service spending.  That is an area where we have probably taken 
our eye off the ball in this last year of crisis.  Certainly, at the end of this crisis we will face very 
significant challenges to the Exchequer and public payroll.  We are going to have to really get 
down to the minutiae of how we are spending our money and what we are getting for that spend�

It is also the case that people would like to stay living at home for longer, where possible�  
I hope the Minister of State will look at this again and particularly at new technologies�  There 
are a lot of new technologies that are allowing people to carry on living at home for as long as 
possible�  I know of very few people who would be rushing into nursing homes if their quality 
of life was such that they could remain in their own place�  Most of us would like to remain in 
our own place as long as we possibly can�  We can see now where technological advancement 
is going, particularly with home monitoring systems, which have revolutionised the care of 
people at home�  I am aware of this in rural areas of County Waterford�  Relatives of mine have 
been facilitated to spend longer in their homes because of home monitoring systems and these 
should be looked at�  I know there are grants available for those who are challenged but again, 
we should look at spending more money in this area rather than trying to divert people into 
community settings, where their care costs much more�

In the context of Covid, I raise the reaction of both the public and private sectors with 
respect to community care of the elderly and people with disabilities�  When it came into the 
country, the main danger of Covid was that it was targeting the elderly�  I will not rehash the 
problems we had with elderly people perhaps finding themselves in settings where they were at 
risk�  I want to give a special shout-out to the health service in general, and those in residential 
care settings in particular, for the Trojan work they have done over the past 12 months and that 
they continue to do�  With that in mind, last year the Government announced it would give a 
temporary assistance scheme to nursing homes, particularly private ones - nearly 80% of the 
burden falls on them - to support them with costs�  That was done at the outset to provide, in 
the main, for PPE�  It also went into creating isolation space and also with recruitment�  Those 
challenges have probably abated somewhat but the money is very much required�  At present 
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we are operating visiting guidelines within the nursing homes and they are being facilitated by 
the temporary payments because people have been brought on to act as visiting co-ordinators�  
This is because we are trying to check whether visitors are vaccinated and to determine what 
setting the residents are going to see them in, be it in the resident’s room as per the protocol, or 
perhaps outdoors.  We need people to manage all that.  I understand this scheme is due to finish.  
Has the Government thought about that or how it is going to support nursing homes to continue 
these protocols without that money?

The other thing that has been going on for quite some time is the HSE and Health and Safety 
Authority, HSA, were doing screening testing where outbreaks occurred�  Again, I understand 
that is to be stood down soon.  Essentially, the HSE has taken a position that where 80% of staff 
are vaccinated, this testing will finish.  We must be mindful that we have vulnerable people 
there�  Happily, we have done very well on the vaccination front, especially with the elderly�  
Everybody in those settings should now be vaccinated but one imagines there may still be a 
risk, perhaps with temporary staff cycling through those settings, where someone may carry an 
infection from one facility to another�  I ask the Minister of State to look again at that money�

Beyond that I will mention the existing supports�  I was a member of the Special Commit-
tee on Covid-19 Response and the question of nursing homes and congregated settings came 
up quite a bit�  There was a massive bias on the committee at times in favour of public nursing 
homes as opposed to private operations�  Private nursing homes were often presented as being 
purely for profit, which is not a fair representation.  I know many people in the private nursing 
home business and they are excellent carers of elderly people�

In the private care setting there are people who get €1,000 per week in support but in public 
settings those supports can go up to €1,500, €1,700 or €2,000 per week�  In providing exactly 
the same care, there is a difference in the country as we support public costs more than private.  
As I stated, nearly 80% of the care in the sector is provided by private operations�  That does 
not make sense to me and tells me there is inequity that should be looked at�  It is very hard to 
stomach talking about the lack of adequate care in the private sector if we are going to pay them 
50% less for doing the same job�  That is something that must be considered�

The Minister of State is aware of the expert review panel convened to look at concerns in 
nursing care�  There were 84 recommendations made in that report and perhaps the Minister of 
State will return to the House at some point to provide an update on where those recommenda-
tions are now and on the number that have been implemented?

Another matter topical in the media for some time is rapid testing�  I am on record as say-
ing I brought the idea of rapid antigen testing to the National Public Health Emergency Team, 
NPHET, in May 2020 but to date we still have not implemented antigen testing�  A recent de-
bacle saw a senior person in NPHET describing rapid antigen testing, which is approved by the 
US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, as “snake oil”�  That is more than regrettable 
and it also demonstrates a medical bias�

In the past 14 months of the Covid-19 pandemic, I have engaged with senior specialists, 
some of whom were using antigen testing informally in hospitals to try to guide Covid-19 path-
ways in their hospitals because there were not sufficient beds.  Those doctors were more than 
happy to use the test and reported 100% success in identifying people in danger of transmitting 
the disease�  Nonetheless, the HSE still appears, under NPHET guidance, to have taken advice 
that it will not use antigen testing, or it is at least very slow in adopting it�
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I know the Minister, Deputy Donnelly, when he participated in the proceedings of the Co-
vid-19 committee, supported rapid testing�  He has probably moved base slightly in the past 
few weeks�  I heard Dr� Holohan describing the Cochrane report as saying antigen tests are ef-
fective only 50% of the time but that is absolutely not the case and it depends on what is being 
measured.  They are effective 100% of the time when detecting transmission levels or when a 
person is in danger of transmitting Covid-19�

In this country we are now trying to figure out how to open the economy and get aviation 
operating in some way in the country�  We have a proven test, and in America testing has been 
done on more than 300,000 antigen processes, with the rate of false positives at one in 10,000�  
The rate of not detecting virus at a high load was zero.  Nonetheless, we are still trying to figure 
out how we are going to do this�

Professor Mark Ferguson from Science Foundation Ireland undertook a report on antigen 
testing at the behest of the Tánaiste and the request for such a process to be introduced�  He 
was asked how many Departments engaged with him but only one did so, which was the De-
partment of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science�  The Minister, 
Deputy Simon Harris, was looking at the possibility of using antigen testing for the back end 
of the year and the reconvening of universities�  On top of this legislation I ask the Minister of 
State to go back to the Department and consider the matter again�

Another question raised recently at the health committee was vitamin D supplementation�  
There is a large body of international evidence suggesting the major benefits that can be found 
by supplementing vitamin D, but this does not happen overnight�  Most of us in this country 
are low in vitamin D levels because we live in northern latitudes and none of is outside enough�  
Perhaps from now on we might get adequate sunshine to generate vitamin D but we have not 
had that up to now so we should have this supplement.  It is a very cheap fix for many problems 
and it is well regarded and known to benefit immune supports over years.

I have spoken with a number of doctors who have used vitamin D deficiency as a marker 
in determining patients who could have adverse outcomes from Covid-19�  Some of those doc-
tors gave a presentation to the health committee and, to be fair, that committee produced a very 
substantial report on the benefits of vitamin D.  Despite that, we cannot get NPHET to make any 
public pronouncements that people in general in the country should have these supplements�  It 
is a cheap process and it is a small number of people in different patient cohorts who need to 
watch their vitamin D levels�  They can do that in conjunction with GPs�  The levels being spo-
ken about for the majority of the population are in no way dangerous and could be beneficial.

Not alone has the message not got out but it has been obstructed, like the message on antigen 
testing�  That has been obstructed by NPHET and I do not know why�  I have said many times 
before on record in this House and in committee rooms that the test is used widely everywhere�  
We must seriously consider how to revive the economy�  I am thankful we are making good 
progress on the vaccination front but we will still need rapid testing and ways to test in case of 
future outbreaks, potentially of variants�  Antigen tests will play a part in that�  Will the Minister 
of State take back that message to the senior health officials, including those in NPHET?  They 
are not listening to me and do not seem to be listening to the wide body of science or other med-
ical opinion outside of what is in their own think tank�  That has been a problem for some time�

I congratulate and say “well done” to the Minister of State on the legislation�  I welcome it�
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20/05/2021CCC00200Deputy Jackie Cahill: It gives me great pleasure to speak to this Bill, which amends the 
nursing home support scheme�  Like others, I compliment the Minister of State on her dog-
gedness and determination to get this Bill before the House.  It has been a difficult year for the 
Department of Health and great recognition and praise is due to the Minister of State that in the 
space of 12 months, she has managed to get this Bill to the floor of the Oireachtas.

I was president of a farm organisation when the fair deal scheme was introduced in 2009�  
At that time we saw the unfairness in the fair deal scheme, and unfortunately it has taken from 
2009 to now to get amending legislation to take that unfairness out of the process�  As Deputy 
Calleary has said, there are still some matters we would like to discuss to ensure there are no 
anomalies in this new legislation.  I am nonetheless thankful this will take away the major fi-
nancial hardship that farm families and small business owners have had to endure over a long 
period since the fair deal scheme was introduced�

I have seen farm families being brought to their knees financially in trying to meet the con-
tribution to fund the fair deal scheme�  It brought hardship on them when a farm is just an ability 
to make a living for farming families�  The main wish of the majority of farmers is to pass that 
farm, intact or improved, to the next generation�  Unfortunately, when ill health strikes and a 
person must go into a nursing homes, for example, the initial contribution is 7�5% per annum 
with no cap and this puts huge pressure on the family farm structure�  This Bill, as a result, is 
most welcome and many people will breathe much easier with the introduction of this cap�

A significant contribution must still be made but that is only right.  Where an asset exists, a 
contribution should be made, and this will be done over three years�  The continuous drain with 
no end is being taken out by this legislation being brought forward by the Minister of State�  I 
cannot give her enough credit for the haste with which she has brought the legislation before the 
Dáil�  We were both elected in February 2016 and we pressed a former Minister of State, former 
Deputy Jim Daly, when he held the relevant position in the previous Government�  There were 
many false dawns but it is great day for the Government that it is now on the floor of the Dáil.  
I praise it highly�

I will make another few points to the Minister of State when I have the opportunity to speak 
about care for the elderly�  As other speakers have said, people’s main aspiration is to be able to 
stay in their own home as long as possible�  With regard to home care and extending home care, 
I am aware it is a solid ambition of the Minister of State, Deputy Butler, to improve the home 
care system currently in place�

On the package that is there and the home care workers and support teams that go around to 
individuals to help them stay in their family residence for as long as possible, a point was made 
to me about the shortness of the visit being imposed�  This needs to be looked at�  The duration 
of the home care visit by the home care worker in the home must be a reasonable level�  This is 
not just to make sure the person can get all the work done�  To attract home care support work-
ers into the scheme we also must have consideration that the person has to be able to make a 
reasonable income from it�  To expect the support worker to come in and have half an hour or 
three quarters of an hour at one location and then to rush to the next location does not make 
sense with regard to getting the work done from the perspective of job satisfaction and from 
an economic and practical point of view, such as allowing people to earn a reasonable income�  
These workers are going to be a key part of our healthcare going forward�  I am aware that the 
Minister of State is fully committed to home care support and that she will take these observa-
tions on board.  It can really benefit a family.  Everyone has a lot of commitments, we live in a 
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rat race of a world and we have financial commitments to meet.  To be able to devote the time to 
look after the elderly in the family can be very taxing�  This support from home support teams 
can make the complete difference between trying to keep an elderly relative in their home or 
having, regrettably, to put them into a nursing home�

During Covid we saw the excellent care delivered by nursing homes and the huge pressure 
they came under�  Unfortunately there were cases of clusters in nursing homes but the precau-
tions and care taken by nursing homes with their patients during Covid must be commended to 
the highest degree�

Members have all been lobbied by private nursing homes�  The contribution they get from 
the State per patient needs to be looked at�  The public bed costs roughly 170% to 180% what a 
private care bed gets from the HSE�  This must be examined going forward to make sure there 
is a level playing field and to make sure the private nursing homes, which are a key part of our 
health system, are able to continue and do so viably�  In the days when we had pre-budget sub-
missions and pre-budget lobbying these nursing homes had lobbied us all intensively�  In my 
view, they made a very solid case for themselves�  I ask the Minister of State to look at this to 
see if the contribution paid by the HSE to private nursing homes could be increased to make 
sure their viability is not threatened�

The roll-out of the vaccine for the elderly has been excellent�  I commend the Minister of 
State on it�  I made representations to the Minister of State about some people who were house-
bound and she really got her shoulder to the wheel to make sure it happened�  The National Am-
bulance Service got involved and there was a very speedy delivery of what was a very tedious 
process to visit people in their homes to make sure those people, who were probably the most 
vulnerable in our society, got the vaccine.  It was done with great speed and great efficiency.  We 
had a few outliers for a couple of weeks, but when representations were made they were taken 
care of very quickly�  Again, it was a job extremely well done�

Thankfully, the vaccine roll-out is going exceptionally well�  We have a lot of critics in this 
House but not a lot of them are standing up to praise the vaccine and the way the Department of 
Health has handled the roll-out.  It has exceeded all expectations with the level of efficiency and 
the amount of people per week who are getting vaccinated�  Hopefully, we are over the hump 
with the roll-out and we are coming down now into the younger age groups�  This will greatly 
benefit the opening up of our economy, for which we all yearn.

This Bill has taken an awful lot of pressure off a lot of families around the country.  It will 
stand as a testament to this Government�  It was in our programme for Government and we have 
delivered on it within a year�  It is most welcome legislation�  I am delighted to be able to speak 
to it.  When the Bill was introduced I was wearing a different hat, but I saw the unfairness of the 
system�  It is great to be part of the Government that is taking that unfairness out of the system�

20/05/2021DDD00200Deputy Michael McNamara: Like previous speakers I commend the Minister of State for 
bringing this legislation before the House�  Sometimes one marvels at how resistant the system 
is to change and how long it takes to achieve change�  When someone does bring a measure 
before the Dáil that changes the system, albeit long argued for and long promised, they are to 
be commended�  I commend the Minister of State, Deputy Butler, on that�  As Deputy Cahill has 
pointed out, it removes a potential unfairness from the fair deal scheme�  The scheme is excel-
lent and is availed of by many�
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This Bill removes a potential unfairness in the scheme�  Where there is an asset, and where 
people have to pay something towards the support of their family member, it is not unfair�  It is 
unfair, however, if the entire asset is dissipated, especially in circumstances where it is a work-
ing asset and where a family member is willing to take it on to farm it or work in the business�  
Just because a person became unwell or aged more rapidly than he or she had anticipated and 
did not have time to transfer their assets, it should not be a reason the entire asset is dissipated 
or that the person should somehow be disadvantaged�

The five-year rule, by which anything that has transferred within the previous five years is 
looked at, does seem a little unfair�  I can, however, appreciate why it is there�  We do not want 
somebody on the eve of going into a nursing home dissipating all of his or her assets and some-
how frustrating any attempt to have to pay.  I understand why the five-year rule is there but it 
does seem a little bit unfair.  I am aware that the Minister of State has officials in the Chamber 
who would say that the line has to be drawn somewhere�  I accept that a line must be drawn 
somewhere and I will come back to this drawing of the line towards the end of my contribution�

Like many previous speakers I wish to talk about the need to resource home care packages 
adequately�  In fairness, the Minister of State is well aware of this and I know it is something 
she intends to move towards�  I do not want to seem churlish in any way by pointing to that or 
to diminish the achievements of the Bill�  They are an achievement of this Government and of 
the Government I have at times been highly critical of�  It is a particular achievement of the 
Minister of State, Deputy Butler�  I would take the credit when it comes because, as she well 
knows, it does not come very often in politics�

The Minister of State was a member of the committee for Covid-19�  Deputy Shanahan said 
there was a bias in the committee against private nursing homes�  I am not entirely sure I agree 
with that�  There was certainly a strong bias by some members of the committee against private 
nursing homes, but I am not entirely sure that this was a bias of the committee as a whole�  I 
rather think it was not�  Many committee members realised that private nursing homes exist to 
fill a lack of capacity by the State, which the State has not managed to fill.  The State certainly 
should provide more nursing home care�

A new site, St� Joseph’s, is one of the things that have been pledged and I look forward to 
it being delivered.  I was delighted that Raheen District Hospital, which was effectively slated 
for closure when I was first elected to the Dáil in 2011, is certainly flourishing now.  It is a huge 
asset to the community and one that is very close to my own heart�  It means a lot to people to 
know that their family members are looked after.  One cannot put a financial value on that.

6 o’clock

This is equally true of private nursing homes as it is of State nursing homes�  The one my 
family member was in is a public home�  I have been critical of the visiting regime and I endorse 
what Deputy Shanahan said about antigen testing and anything that enables visiting to take 
place safely�  I am not saying that we should abandon our duty of care to the residents because 
it is their home and it has to be protected but anything that can make it safe should be looked at�

  I very much agree with what Deputy Shanahan had to say in respect of vitamin D�  NPHET’s 
attitude to antigen testing and vitamin D is inexplicable�  I have spoken to doctors who are re-
spected in their profession and communities and who hold very senior positions of responsibil-
ity in our hospitals�  I am not a doctor, and I do not ever wish to pretend I have any medical 
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expertise�  However, these doctors convinced me that there is a correlation between vitamin D 
inadequacy and the ill-effects suffered when people contract Covid-19.  This attitude to vitamin 
D and antigen testing is inexplicable and is almost dogmatic�  Of course, dogma is the polar 
opposite to empirical science�  We are told we are being led by science in this regard�  I digress 
slightly and I will return to the issue�

  The Oireachtas Committee on Covid-19 made a number of recommendations�  I see Dep-
uty Durkan, who was also a member of the committee, in the Chamber�  The report of the com-
mittee stated:

The State is over reliant on institutional care for our vulnerable population�  This issue 
was starkly highlighted by the Expert Panel report and was also a central theme of the Com-
mittee’s Interim Report on Covid-19 in Nursing Homes in July 2020�  The Committee is 
grateful to Professor Kelleher and the Expert Panel for providing a blueprint for the further 
care of the elderly and will make recommendations accordingly�  The Committee is of the 
strong view that future moves to support the older people at home must have, as a priority, 
a publicly funded and publicly provided model of care that is underpinned by community 
intervention teams from the HSE�

I know this is not something the Minister of State has forgotten about but I fear it has the po-
tential to be forgotten�  The committee recommended that an implementation plan be drawn up 
in respect of the recommendations contained in the report of the Covid-19 nursing home expert 
panel, which was the panel chaired by Professor Kelleher, with a requirement to provide six-
monthly progress reports to the Houses of the Oireachtas�  The committee also recommended 
that standards regarding staffing and staff ratios in nursing homes be developed by HIQA.

  This goes back to the idea of home care�  I am not unique in believing that the latter is 
essential�  I was not here for all of the debate, and I appreciate the fact the Minister of State is 
here to listen to all of it�  That shows a certain attitude to the Parliament and it is one I respect 
and I am grateful for it�  I heard Deputies Cahill, Calleary, Moynihan and Ó Cuív referring to 
this idea�  This view is broadly held across the House and it is something that I hope we will see 
some movement towards in due course�

  While we are all grateful for the fact nursing homes exist, I do not know how I would react 
if and when I am put in one�  I would say the same of the Minister of State�  It may become an 
inevitability some day but if it is an inevitability, it is one we all want to put off for as long as 
possible in the context of ourselves and our loved ones�  I have seen that our loved ones will put 
it off for as long as possible, and understandably so.  We need to move towards care in the home 
and in the community even from a humane and societal perspective�  If the past 12 months have 
taught us anything from a disease control and infection control perspective, it is that we have 
a further reason to move towards care in the community�  I want to draw the attention of the 
Minister of State to this because it needs to be highlighted�

  The alternative to care in the home is a risk of institutionalisation, and I appreciate that 
some nursing homes are far more institutionalised than others�  Two very recent HIQA reports 
happen to pertain�  One, in respect of an unannounced visit to Cahercalla Community Hospital 
and Hospice, was published on 9 April 2021�  The visit took place on 20 January 2021�  It has 
to be said it was in the midst of the Covid outbreak and in fairness to Cahercalla this has to be 
borne in mind�  HIQA stated:
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A system of communication was in place throughout the centre that included loud speak-
ers on every unit.  This was used to call members of staff to different areas of the centre.  In-
spectors found this system to be intrusive distracting and incongruent with an environment 
that is meant to be a residents home�

Inspectors observed some residents watching television or listening to the radio to pass 
the day�  However, over the three days of inspection there was limited social engagement 
observed between residents and staff.  One resident explained that she had not had access to 
a newspaper for a couple of weeks and that while she had a radio and access to television, 
a read of the newspaper everyday kept her going�  Limited access to meaningful activities 
and little opportunity for social engagement are repeat findings from the inspection last 
September�

These are the two passages I wish to highlight from the report in respect of Cahercalla�  A 
report on St� Joseph’s Hospital was published on 11 May, the unannounced inspection having 
taken place on 10 March.  Again, this was during a Covid outbreak, in fairness to the staff and 
management of St� Joseph’s Hospital, and it should be borne in mind�

During conversations inspectors were told by residents that they were not allowed to 
have showers as a result of the COVID-19 outbreak�  Residents spoken with were of the 
understanding that if assistance was required this meant that the option of a shower was not 
available for them.  Inspectors reviewed the care records and spoke with care staff.  Records 
evidenced that there were periods of months where residents did not have a shower�  This 
was discussed with the nursing management who took immediate action and on day two of 
the inspection all residents that chose to have a shower were facilitated to have one�

  I do not draw this to the attention of the Minister of State to beat her up over it or to beat 
up the HSE or the management teams at Cahercalla or St� Joseph’s�  All of us, the Minister of 
State included, would accept it is not acceptable as, I am sure, would the management of St� 
Joseph’s and Cahercalla�  We need to move away from this�  It is not enough to accept that it is 
unacceptable�  We need to move forward�  We need to move towards care in the home and in 
the community�  If anything, not being able to choose when to eat or what to watch on televi-
sion, or whether to watch television, and not being able to choose what newspaper, if any to 
read, shows how important this is�  There was a time in my house the Irish Press had to be read 
every day, and it had to be the Irish Press�  To some younger Members of the House, this is of 
no consequence but Deputy Durkan has a certain understanding�  I am making the point that 
autonomy is hugely important�  It is part of what gives us dignity as human beings�  It is better 
served by care in the community if and when possible�  I urge the Minister of State to move, if 
possible, in this direction�

  Another point I want to bring to the attention of the Minister of State is a slight unfairness 
that has emerged in the existing system�  As the Minister of State is aware, the nursing home 
support scheme, which she is reforming - I congratulate her on doing so - essentially means that 
a person who is a resident of a nursing home is able to borrow money that pays for his or her 
care against an asset�  He or she borrows this money from the HSE and it is repayable to the 
HSE�  It is against an asset and is capped at 7% a year and now will be capped at three years�  All 
of this is excellent�  Rightly, this money has to be repaid and it is set out in the primary legisla-
tion that the interest shall start to accrue following the person’s death�

That is all dealt with by way of statutory instrument and it could be changed at the stroke of 
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a pen�  The way it is set out is as follows�  There is an interest rate set out�  It is 0�02% per day 
payable on the overall amount until it is repaid�  That is entirely fair�  The rate is 8% a year�  I 
suppose 8% a year seems high because interest rates are so low�  When the statutory instrument 
was introduced in 2009, however, interest rates were probably a bit higher, and were certainly a 
higher than they are now�  When the nursing homes support scheme was introduced way back, 
interest rates were much higher�  As a result, 8% a year seems low�  Interest is not payable where 
the money is repaid within a year of the person’s death�  If they do not pay, however, it all be-
comes payable thereafter and payable from the moment of death�

The point I would make, and I think the Minister of State will agree, is that this has not 
been an ordinary year for regulating affairs in terms, for example, of selling part of a farm - if 
it is a farm that is involved - if that is what is required�  Obviously, the vast majority of people 
will do a lot rather than sell a piece of a farm.  To repay the money, they will try to refinance 
and get a loan, as Deputy Cahill said, in order to keep the farm together and pass it on to the 
next generation�  It has not been an ordinary year in terms of going to solicitors, banks and, 
where necessary, auctioneers�  The statutory instrument states: “Interest shall not be payable on 
a repayable amount which arises from a relevant event or a deferred relevant event where the 
repayable amount is paid within the period of time specified in Regulation 3(2)(a) or (b), as 
the case may be�”  It also refers to “the period of 12 months from the date of the relevant event 
or deferred relevant event, as the case may be ��� �”  What I would urge the Minister of State to 
do, by way of a further statutory instrument, is merely to say, “the period of 12 months from 
which can be deducted any time that we were in a level 5 lockdown�”  That is not unfair�  I am 
not suggesting that people should not have to repay the money�  Of course, they should have to 
repay it�  I am not saying that there should not be an interest rate�  Of course, there should�  It is 
merely the period of 12 months about which I am concerned�  Interest does not start to accrue 
after the 12-month period; it starts to accrue from the moment of death�  It is quite punitive in 
that regard�  I urge the Minister of State, in light of the year that we have had and given the 
unfairness to which this can give rise for some people, to look at whether that period could be 
extended by, for example, including the wording, “In the context of Covid-19, periods of level 
5 restrictions shall not be taken into account�”  It is a few of words but it would bring a great 
deal of fairness to bear�

I appreciate that this is not something the Minister of State can decide here and now, but it 
is something I would urge her to look at in the interests of fairness�  Like Deputy Cahill, I who 
was brought up on a farm family�  Deputy Cahill, unlike me, was chairman of a national farm-
ing association�  Fair is fair�  If one has an asset, one has to repay the money�  However, the 
timeline that is provided for in the relevant statutory instrument is something that I would urge 
the Minister of State to look at in the context of the year we have had�  In terms of contacting 
professional people, I think the Minister of State will agree that it was all quite difficult.  Even 
contacting the Department was quite difficult.  People were working from home.  That was, of 
course, true of any of the professionals that one would need to go to in order to regulate affairs 
after somebody’s death�

I commend the Minister of State on bringing this Bill before the House�  It introduces a de-
gree of fairness�  If a person has an asset and he or she is availing of a service, that asset should 
be used to pay for the service but there should be a cap on that where it is something like a fam-
ily business or a farm that is being farmed by the next generation�  I am aware that the idea of 
a designated successor is slightly controversial and has the potential to be unfair�  The Minister 
of State has agreed to look into that to see what can be done�  I again congratulate the Minister 
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of State for having brought some small bit of change to an institution that sometimes looks 
completely impervious to change�

20/05/2021FFF00200Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): I cannot see anybody else offering so I 
call the Minister of State to reply�

20/05/2021FFF00300Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Mary Butler): I thank all the 
Deputies for their valuable contributions�  I greatly appreciate the positive words and the cross-
party support for the Bill�  We have heard many contributions over the past three days�  I under-
stand that the Bill is technical and complex in nature and that there will be some further work 
required to refine it as it passes through the Houses.  I look forward to working constructively 
with the House to achieve the best possible outcome for families with farms and businesses�  
We will work through the details of the Bill on Committee Stage and consider any amendments 
tabled by Deputies�  As I already indicated, I will also have a small number of Government 
amendments�  It is my sincere hope to progress this Bill through the Houses as quickly as pos-
sible in order that this long-awaited measure can begin to have a positive impact on the lives of 
families with farms and businesses across the country�  Indeed, I am already in talks with the 
select committee to have Committee Stage taken next month�

This is a complex Bill, as I have said, involving many legal considerations, but its core aims 
are straightforward: to ensure fair treatment for farm and business-owning families without 
impacting negatively on the future sustainability of the scheme, thereby preserving access to 
care for those who need it�  The Government recognises and acknowledges the real concerns 
that farm and business families have had for many years regarding the fair deal scheme�  This 
legislative change will address the uncertainty faced by family successors to a farm or business 
as they will now be able to operate that business or farm in the knowledge that the maximum 
charge on the property for the person receiving care services will be 22�5% of its value, provid-
ed all of the conditions of the scheme are met�  This will assist in protecting the future viability 
and sustainability of these productive assets for many families�

Farms are traditionally passed down by families through generations and it is important for 
rural communities that farms can continue to operate within the family unit and be maintained 
as sustainable productive assets�  Small farms, in particular, play an important role in supporting 
rural employment and maintaining the social fabric of rural areas�  This amendment will help 
sustain rural communities by encouraging the orderly succession of farms to family successors, 
encouraging young farmers to remain farming, and potentially encouraging family members 
who had changed occupation or emigrated to return to the family farm�

I acknowledge the important contribution of the business community, particularly small, 
family-run businesses, to Irish society�  As someone who worked in a small family business for 
many years, and sold both the Irish Press and the Irish Independent, I know how important it 
is that we recognise and value the investment of time and effort that business-owning families 
have made, and their equally strong desire to pass down their livelihoods to the next generation�  
The preservation of smaller family-owned businesses is a priority for the Government and has 
been a key focus of the supports we have provided throughout the pandemic�

I again thank all the Deputies who spoke on the Bill and raised important questions�  I will 
address some of their points now, although there will be more time to discuss them in detail on 
Committee Stage.  I will first address the matters that were raised in respect of the provisions 
of Bill�
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Several Deputies asked whether retrospective payments will be considered for contribu-
tions to the cost of care already paid by nursing home residents with farm or business assets�  
This matter was examined in detail and, unfortunately, retrospective payments will not be pos-
sible�  Retrospective application of the proposed legislative changes would create a challenging 
precedent, involving high legal and administrative costs and risks, in attempting to apply ret-
rospectively a complex set of conditions�  Following the contributions by Deputies Harkin and 
Fitzmaurice, however, I wish to make clear that the absence of retrospective payments does not 
prevent a person who is already in the scheme from availing of the three-year cap�  The time that 
a person has already spent in care counts when making up the three years to quality for the cap�  
If, therefore, a person has spent five years in care, he or she can qualify for the relief from fur-
ther contributions straight away once he or she appoints a family successor and meets the other 
conditions of the relief�  Similarly, if a person has spent two and a half years in care, he or she 
can avail of the cap after he or she has paid contributions for the final six months and has met all 
the other relevant conditions, including the appointment of the family successor�  However, the 
family successor must still be committed to working the farm or business for six years from the 
date he or she is appointed�  Deputy Pringle raised a number of issues regarding the operation of 
the scheme, including when the three-year cap will apply�  The three-year cap will always apply 
after three years have been completed within fair deal, provided that the family successor has 
been appointed at some point in those first three years.  However, applicants would be advised 
to appoint their family successor as soon as possible after they enter care services, so that the 
six-year period which the family successor must commit to can begin�

Deputy Pringle also mentioned the situation where an identified family successor who may 
have been working abroad returns to run a farm or business when a parent needs care services�  
When applying to appoint a family successor, the applicant must declare, by way of statutory 
declaration, that the farm or business asset had been actively worked for at least three of the 
five years before he or she entered care services.  The family successor does not have to have 
worked the farm in that period as long as it was being actively worked for at least three of the 
five years by the person in care or his or her partner.  One point to note is that the family succes-
sor does not need to provide proof of income or having worked the farm at this point�

The review process was also mentioned by Deputy Pringle�  Although it is expected that 
most applicants will only appoint one family successor, this amendment allows a person in care 
to appoint multiple family successors to multiple different assets, although only one family suc-
cessor can be appointed to any given asset�  Once the three-year cap applies, the HSE will re-
view each appointed family successor to ensure compliance with the conditions of the scheme�  
There will be an appeals process for all decisions made by the HSE�

I continue to hold the view that the scheme should not be extended to change the method of 
assessing income from productive assets that are subject to a lease agreement�  The policy intent 
of this amendment is to protect family farms and businesses that will remain within the family 
as a source of employment and income into the future�  This policy would not be advanced if 
income from leasing arrangements was included in the cap�

I would also like to thank Deputies for their contributions on matters that extend well be-
yond the scope of this amending legislation�  It is heartening to hear the commitment across all 
parties to the improvement of older people’s care in Ireland�  I am particularly encouraged by 
Deputies’ support of existing Government policy, which is to support people to live in their own 
homes and communities for as long as possible with the correct wraparound supports�
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As Deputies are aware, the programme for Government commits to the introduction of a 
statutory scheme to support people to live in their own homes which will provide equitable ac-
cess to high quality, regulated home care�  To advance this, I am committed to establishing a 
statutory scheme for the financing and regulation of home support services.  Work is ongoing 
in my Department to determine the optimal approach to the development of the new scheme 
within the broader context of the ongoing reform of the health and social care system, as envis-
aged in the Sláintecare report�

This work encompasses the development of the regulatory framework for the new scheme, 
the examination of the options for the financing model for the scheme and the development of 
a reformed model of service-delivery�  Regarding the development of a regulatory framework 
for home support services, I am pleased to say that the Government gave approval on 27 April 
to draft a general scheme and heads of a Bill to establish a licensing framework for publicly 
funded for-profit and not-for-profit home support providers.  I intend to progress this general 
scheme and heads of Bill as a priority with a view to bringing it through the Houses at the earli-
est opportunity�

In the meantime, real progress is being made that will enable us to put the scheme in place�  
I expect the national home support office in the HSE to be established this year and sanction has 
been provided for the appointment of 128 assessors to roll out the use of the standardised tool 
for the assessment of care needs�  I have championed the single assessment tool in opposition 
and in government as I know it will be a vital part of improving how care is delivered for older 
people�  I look forward to bringing this legislation to Government and anticipate strong cross-
party support for it�

In the interim, 2021 saw unprecedented levels of investment in home support, with an ad-
ditional 5 million hours provided to support older people to remain in their own homes for as 
long as possible�  This means that 23 million home support hours will be available this year to 
support people to live well and age well at home�

Deputies also emphasised the need for broader reform of services for older people, includ-
ing the development of new models of housing to support older people to age in place�  Expe-
riences over the past year have provided us with clear indications of where and how services 
need to be improved�  The work of the Covid-19 nursing homes expert panel is a very important 
element of this and I am fully committed to its ongoing implementation�  I also fully support the 
collaborative working that is ongoing under the joint policy statement, Housing Options for Our 
Aging Population�  We must ensure that these and other strategies and plans deliver real change 
for the older people of Ireland�

Several Deputies highlighted the impact in communities where homes are left vacant for a 
period of time as a result of residents being in long-term care�  It has been proposed that rental 
of these homes might alleviate the housing crisis�  However, this brings with it real challenges 
and high risks of unintended consequences�  There is no other exemption of rental or other busi-
ness income from assessment in the scheme and care needs to be taken to ensure that incentives 
do not incentivise premature entry to care or create financial abuse or other safeguarding risks.  
It is also important to note that there would be complex legal and other impacts and responsi-
bilities arising for residents and their families, including eligibility for reliefs and benefits they 
may currently be entitled to� 

Throughout their contributions, Deputies emphasised the critical importance of ensuring 
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that the fair deal is fair�  Therefore, we must ensure that any incentives do not undermine the 
principle of fairness at the heart of the scheme or create precedents that would undermine its 
financial sustainability into the future.  These challenges are not, however, wholly without 
solution and I believe that working constructively with Government colleagues on this matter 
will bring results�  My Department is actively working with the Department of Housing, Local 
Government and Heritage on this issue�  I am certain that we can work together to devise and 
bring forward policies in this area that are targeted, equitable, safeguarded and based on robust 
evidence�

My priority at this time is to bring forward the legislation for farmers and small business 
owners without delay�  In the meantime, I am committed to working towards bringing forward 
an amendment on Committee Stage on extending the three-year cap to the proceeds of the sale 
of a principal private residence�  This proposed amendment relating to the three-year cap, which 
is the subject of this Bill, is grounded in the principle of fairness that is fundamental to the fair 
deal scheme and seeks to remove a disincentive to those who would otherwise choose to sell 
their home�  It is also targeted at bringing into use those homes that would otherwise be vacant 
for many years�

I also thank Deputies for their contributions that relate to wider questions of the financial 
model of the scheme and the balance between public and private provision�  These are impor-
tant questions that the Department is actively considering and will be an integral component of 
the overall reform of services for older people�

Finally, I would like to emphasise the extensive range of supports provided to all nursing 
homes throughout the pandemic�  These have included serial testing, the provision of free PPE, 
infection prevention and control supports, training, financial supports, the availability of 23 Co-
vid-19 response teams and temporary accommodation for staff.  Under the temporary assistance 
payment scheme, up to €92 million was made available in 2020 for nursing homes, with up to 
€42 million available for 2021�

The last 14 months have been an incredibly challenging and difficult time for people liv-
ing in nursing homes, their families and nursing home staff.  However, the advanced stage of 
the vaccination programme across nursing homes has had a considerable impact to date with 
the current positivity rate at 0.11% and the number of outbreaks reduced to five.  To put this in 
context, there are currently 571 registered nursing homes operating across the country�  I would 
like to join with each and every one of my colleagues who have over the past three days com-
plimented and paid tribute to the incredible work that has been done in the nursing home sector, 
including private, public and voluntary services, over the past 14 or 15 months�  It has been an 
extremely difficult and challenging time for all. 

To conclude, as a Minister of State from a rural constituency, and based on my own expe-
rience in family business, I am fully aware that family farms and small businesses form the 
backbone of our economy�  They perform a vital role in providing employment and enhancing 
the future development of rural Ireland�  I am also aware that farmers and small business owners 
often do not see their farm or business as an asset, but rather as something they are taking care 
of for the next generation�  It is, therefore, essential that these farms and businesses are pro-
tected so that they remain viable and sustainable assets for families long into the future�  This 
legislation will deliver a fair deal for these families, enhancing protections and improving the 
accessibility and affordability of long-term care for farm families and small business owners.  I 
welcome the Deputies’ support for the Bill as we move to Committee Stage�
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Question put and agreed to�

20/05/2021HHH00300Nursing Home Support Scheme (Amendment) Bill 2021: Referral to Select Commit-
tee

20/05/2021HHH00400Minister of State at the Department of Health (Deputy Mary Butler): I move:

That the Bill be referred to the Select Committee on Health pursuant to Standing Orders 
95 and 181�

Question put and agreed to�

20/05/2021HHH00600Ábhair Shaincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Matters

20/05/2021HHH00700Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): I wish to advise the House of the follow-
ing matters in respect of which notice has been given under Standing Order 37 and the name of 
the Member in each case: (1) Deputy Jennifer Whitmore - to discuss concern regarding a “Do 
not consume” water notice in Barndarrig, County Wicklow; (2) Deputy Alan Farrell - to discuss 
the quicker than expected growth in the renewable electricity sector within Europe; (3) Deputy 
Jennifer Murnane O’Connor - to discuss engagement with SOLAS and the Higher Education 
Authority, HEA, to facilitate additional apprenticeship places across the system; (4) Deputy 
Dara Calleary - to discuss the design funding and operation of the defective concrete blocks, 
pyrite or mica scheme; (5) Deputies Louise O’Reilly, Darren O’Rourke, Kieran O’Donnell and 
Sean Sherlock - to discuss job losses at Aer Lingus and the urgent need for a survival and recov-
ery plan for the aviation sector; (6) Deputy Christopher O’Sullivan - to discuss theory test and 
driver tests; and (7) Deputy Neasa Hourigan - to discuss the steps the Government will take to 
curb the amount of planning being allocated to build-to-rent developments�

The matters raised by Deputy Jennifer Whitmore; Deputy Neasa Hourigan; Deputy Jennifer 
Murnane O’Connor; and Deputies Louise O’Reilly, Darren O’Rourke, Kieran O’Donnell and 
Sean Sherlock have been selected for discussion�

20/05/2021HHH00800Saincheisteanna Tráthúla - Topical Issue Debate

20/05/2021HHH00900Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): The Minister is present for the first Topi-
cal Issue matter raised by Deputy Whitmore�

20/05/2021HHH01000Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: The Minister is not here�

20/05/2021HHH01100Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): I think he is�

20/05/2021HHH01200Deputy Eamon Ryan: I am here to take a later Topical Issue matter�  I do not have a re-
sponse for Deputy Whitmore�  Does the Acting Chairman want to take my Topical Issue matter, 
after which I hope the other Minister will be here?

20/05/2021HHH01300Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): We have to wait until the appropriate 
Minister is here to answer�  The Minister, Deputy Ryan, will not take this matter�



Dáil Éireann

610

20/05/2021HHH01400Deputy Eamon Ryan: I do not have the information�

20/05/2021HHH01500Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I am happy if the Acting Chairman wants to take the Topical 
Issue matter raised with the Minister, Deputy Ryan, before mine so we are not holding people 
up�  We can swap�

20/05/2021HHH01600Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): We will adjourn for a minute to give 
everybody a chance to get their information ready�

  Sitting suspended at 6.33 p.m. and resumed at 6.34 p.m.

20/05/2021HHH01750Water Quality

20/05/2021HHH01800Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I want to raise the issue of the drinking water supply for the 
people of Barndarrig in County Wicklow�  On 9 February this year, a “do not consume” notice 
was issued as a result of high nitrate levels in the water supply�  It has since been reissued, just 
this week.  A “Do not consume” notice is particularly difficult to deal with during a pandemic, 
but the residents of Barndarrig have been patient�  They have been waiting for Irish Water and 
Wicklow County Council to deal with this issue, but there is still not clarity on when the “Do 
not consume” notice will be lifted and what solutions Irish Water is looking at to ensure it can 
be lifted and that it will not happen again and on why the nitrate levels were so high in the first 
place�

There are a couple of immediate issues for the community in Barndarrig�  The water which 
is being left for them is in 5 l bottles�  It is being left outside in plastic bottles in the sunshine�  
There are huge littering issues as a result and the bottles are not handy to use, particularly for 
elderly residents, because they are quite heavy and cumbersome�

There is also an issue with that water in that it has quite a high mineral content�  Numerous 
people have been saying their kettles are being destroyed by the content of the water�  I have 
asked Irish Water to put in a tanker in combination with the water bottles and I am hoping the 
Minister of State will be able to let me know tonight it will happen�

There are also issues in terms of the communication�  The “Do not consume” notice was 
issued three times over the past number of months, but the residents in Barndarrig have said 
they have not received much communication from Irish Water on this issue�  They would like 
clarity on what is happening�  I ask the Minister of State for an update on what Irish Water is 
doing, whether it has a timeline and endpoint for this “Do not consume” notice, whether there 
is any indication of what has happened to cause those high nitrate levels and what Irish Water’s 
solutions are�

20/05/2021HHH01900Minister of State at the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage 
(Deputy Peter Burke): I thank Deputy Whitmore for raising this important issue�  My priority 
in these situations is always to ensure that people’s health is protected�  The Deputy will appre-
ciate the operation of the Barndarrig public water supply is a matter for Irish Water which, since 
1 January 2014, has statutory responsibility for all aspects of water services planning, delivery 
and operation at national, regional and local level�  The Environmental Protection Agency, EPA, 
as environmental regulator, is responsible for setting quality standards and enforcing compli-
ance with EU directives and national regulations for the provision of drinking water�
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However, from inquiries which my Department has made with Irish Water, I understand the 
“Do not consume” notice currently in place for the area supplied by the Barndarrig water treat-
ment plant was issued on 9 February 2021�  This followed consultation between Irish Water, 
Wicklow County Council and the Health Service Executive, HSE, to protect approximately 213 
customers in this area, due to elevated levels of nitrates in the water supply�  

It is important to note this is not a boil water notice as boiling the water would not reduce 
nitrite levels and is, therefore, not a suitable measure to make the water safe to consume�  How-
ever, the water can still be used for sanitation and hygiene purposes, including hand washing 
which is critical during the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic�

Irish Water, together with Wicklow County Council, continues to arrange an alternative 
water supply by providing bottled water at a location in Barndarrig to support impacted custom-
ers, in accordance with current Covid-19 restrictions�  Delivery of water supplies are also being 
arranged for vulnerable customers who are registered on this supply�  However, as the Deputy 
requested in her opening remarks, I will raise this issue with Irish Water in terms of the tanker 
to which she referred�

Irish Water is installing additional equipment at the water treatment plant, which will treat 
the water to reduce nitrate compounds and this will help safeguard the water supply at Barndar-
rig�  The Irish Water team is working to install and calibrate this equipment, which will take a 
few weeks to complete�  Once this work is completed, Irish Water will consult with the HSE 
with a view to lifting the “Do not consume” notice�

My Department’s priority is to ensure people’s health is protected and that adequate water 
is available for personal hygiene and the washing of hands during the Covid-19 pandemic�  We 
all want to see this notice lifted without undue delay, but only when the HSE and the EPA have 
confirmed the water supply is safe.  Additional information and advice is available on Irish Wa-
ter’s website or by calling Irish Water’s 24-hour customer care line�

Both our water and waste water systems require substantial and sustained investment to 
bring the systems up to the quality and resilience standards required of a modern service, pro-
vide for population growth and build resilience in the face of climate change�

As part of budget 2021, I secured funding of more than €1�4 billion to support water ser-
vices�  This includes €1�3 billion in respect of domestic water services provision by Irish Water�  
The overall investment will deliver significant improvements in our public water and waste 
water services, support improved water supplies throughout Ireland, including rural Ireland, 
and support a range of programmes delivering improved water quality in our rivers, lakes and 
marine area�

20/05/2021HHH02000Deputy Jennifer Whitmore: I thank the Minister of State for his response and for saying 
he will look into the issue of the tanker�  It is a small thing but it would make quite a bit of dif-
ference for the people in Barndarrig�  I am also pleased to see it looks as though it could be just 
a matter of weeks before the notice can be lifted�  That is a positive statement�

A continuous biochemistry monitor was to be put on the system�  Does the Minister of State 
know when that will happen, or is that equipment part of what is going on at present?  The issue 
of communication is a simple one but it is important to the people of Barndarrig�  Irish Water 
has notified local media about matters and puts information up on its website but in a small rural 
community like Barndarrig putting information in the local shop is also a good way to reach 
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people�  We are only talking about 213 houses so it might be possible for Irish Water to write 
directly to those residents if there is significant news.  That would be appreciated.

The other issue I wish to raise is that while Irish Water has put in place drinking water sup-
ply plans, Barndarrig has not been prioritised�  Due to the vulnerability of this system, I ask that 
Irish Water reprioritise it and ensure that a plan is put in place for Barndarrig because there have 
been many periods of vulnerability and water supply issues in the area�  From a more long-term 
perspective, we need to look at why there are such high levels of nitrite in that water supply, 
and see where it is coming from and what remediation measures can be put in place to ensure 
this does not occur again in the future�  We need to make that community’s water supply more 
robust and sustainable�

20/05/2021JJJ00200Deputy Peter Burke: I again thank the Deputy for raising this very important issue�  I ac-
knowledge the patience and co-operation of the residents of Barndarrig, particularly the very 
vulnerable people and businesses that have been affected by this notice.  As already stated, my 
concern is that people’s health is protected�  I want these notices lifted without delay but only 
when the water is again safe to drink�  Irish Water is working closely with the authorities and 
monitoring the situation to ensure that happens as quickly as possible�  Irish Water’s primary 
function is to provide safe, clean drinking water to customers, treat waste water and return wa-
ter safely to the environment�  In providing these critical services, Irish Water plays a role in 
enabling social and economic growth and protecting the environment as well as the health and 
safety of the public�

As a single national utility, Irish Water is taking a strategic and nationwide approach to 
asset planning, investment and meeting customer requirements�  However, our entire water 
system will need substantial and sustained investment over a number of investment cycles to 
fully improve performance and resilience�  Investment will also be needed to deliver new water 
capacity for our growing population and to deal with the increasing impacts of climate change�  
Prioritising the order of the work and the associated investment will require ongoing engage-
ment between Irish Water and its regulators, the EPA and the Commission for Regulation of 
Utilities, to ensure the effective and efficient delivery of necessary water outcomes and to im-
prove overall water system resilience�  As Deputy Whitmore requested, I will ask Irish Water 
about the nitrates monitor and I will also raise the issue of communication�  She made a very 
good suggestion about utilising the local shop, considering the number of residents impacted�  
We hope the issue will be resolved within a few weeks�  I will also raise the matter of the water 
deliveries with Irish Water and will revert to the Deputy as soon as possible�

20/05/2021JJJ00300Acting Chairman (Deputy Bernard J. Durkan): As Deputy Hourigan and the Minister 
for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science are not here, with the 
permission of the House we will move on to the next matter and someone might make contact 
with the Minister’s Department while we do so�  Is that agreed?  Agreed�  We will revert to the 
two matters we have passed over and I ask that someone make contact with the Deputy and the 
Minister in the interim�

20/05/2021JJJ00400Aviation Industry

20/05/2021JJJ00500Deputy Louise O’Reilly: The aviation sector has been decimated by the pandemic�  Work-
ers across the State are on reduced hours, reduced pay, the pandemic unemployment payment, 
PUP, and the employment wage subsidy scheme, EWSS�  Some have lost their jobs�  This week, 
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we heard the devastating news that Aer Lingus has announced further job losses and base clo-
sures�  More than 140,000 jobs depends on us getting this right and ensuring the sector comes 
through but the Minister’s hands-off attitude to date has made the situation much worse.  Our 
connectivity has to be protected�  It has to be front and centre, as do the jobs�  Dealing with 
social welfare for Aer Lingus workers has been a battle a day and we now learn that their short-
term work supports will be cut off.  Will the Minister please intervene to ensure that, at the very 
least, they are kept on the minimum payments until the Government publishes the plan for the 
survival and recovery of the aviation sector, which is desperately needed?

20/05/2021JJJ00600Deputy Darren O’Rourke: From the outset of the pandemic, workers and unions in the 
aviation sector have called for two things: supports and a plan�  The Government has a respon-
sibility to protect strategic connectivity�  The levels of support for workers, airlines and airports 
are a fraction of what is needed, based on international comparisons�  The fact that there have 
been no conditions for the protection of jobs and strategic connectivity is simply a disgrace�  
Where is the plan and what is it?  The Joint Committee on Transport and Communications 
Networks, the aviation recovery task force, the National Civil Aviation Development Forum, 
NCADF and Professor Mark Ferguson have all made submissions on this matter�  We all ap-
preciate that the reopening of travel will have to be done safely but there are major concerns 
that we will not be able to avail of the opportunity that the digital green certificate and other 
developments present�  We need to be prepared for that�

20/05/2021JJJ00700Deputy Kieran O’Donnell: I am here to speak specifically about the Aer Lingus cabin 
crew base closure at Shannon Airport�  It has been devastating for the workers and their fami-
lies�  As well as that, having a base at Shannon is critical for connectivity because of the early 
morning and early afternoon Heathrow slots and because it provides transatlantic connectivity 
to Aer Lingus�  I have two questions�  I know the Minister has had discussions with Aer Lingus 
so I ask that follow-up discussions be held now�  We had a meeting with the Taoiseach earlier 
in that regard�

The plan that will allow aviation to reopen in a safe way is to be launched next week and the 
digital green certificate has been announced for the end of June.  I ask that this be front-loaded.  
My main concern is that Aer Lingus must reverse its decision and re-establish its cabin crew 
base at Shannon Airport.  The State is paying the PUP to staff who have been temporarily laid 
off.  That payment is in place to bring the staff and the airline through so they can resume the 
Heathrow and transatlantic routes�  I understand the airline has committed to connectivity but 
we must have that base to ensure absolute security in that area�

20/05/2021JJJ00800Deputy Sean Sherlock: I rise to support Aer Lingus workers�  The Minister will tell us that 
the Government has an €80 million aviation plan and that €120 million was given to Aer Lin-
gus by Ireland Strategic Investment Fund, ISIF�  What are needed now are direct supports for 
workers to stave off and stop those job losses in Cork and Shannon airports.  The Government 
must start subventing those jobs, keep the employees on the payroll and ensure they can get 
through this period of turmoil�  It must enable us to retain those jobs in future and save our Aer 
Lingus airline�  That is the important point to be made�  I ask the Minister to please not come 
with the response that he has already given €80 million to the aviation industry, because noth-
ing specifically has been given to the airline sector.  People will tell us that schemes, such as the 
employee wage support scheme, EWSS, and the Covid-19 restrictions support scheme, CRSS, 
were devised for other sectors�  What we want now, though, is to preserve these jobs, keep these 
people in their uniforms and ensure they can support and sustain their families in the short term 
until we have the recovery plan� 



Dáil Éireann

614

The other aspect which must be addressed is the report on Covid-19 rapid testing�  We must 
have an honest debate on what the digital green certificate is going to look like.  A distinction 
must be made between what is a PCR test and what is an antigen test�  We need to have an hon-
est debate in that context about what antigen testing means�  We cannot hide behind the National 
Public Health Emergency Team, NPHET, in this respect�  We must ensure that the best epide-
miological advice, as determined globally, is used in respect of travel�  

20/05/2021KKK00200Minister for Transport (Deputy Eamon Ryan): As has been articulated by the Deputies, 
Aer Lingus unfortunately announced several cost-cutting measures on Tuesday, 18 May�  These 
included the temporary closure of its base in Cork Airport from September to November this 
year and the permanent closure of the cabin crew base in Shannon Airport�  The Minister of 
State, Deputy Naughton, and I met the CEO of Aer Lingus yesterday�  Among other things, we 
discussed yesterday’s announcement, which is deeply regrettable.  I acknowledge the difficult 
and unprecedented challenges being faced by Aer Lingus and its staff and the cost pressures 
leading to the ultimate decision to restructure the company�

The continued international crisis in aviation is increasing the pressure on all firms in the 
industry�  All airlines have variously issued capital, raised further borrowing, drawn on Govern-
ment supports or taken measures to reduce their cost bases or both�  Major European airlines, 
such as Lufthansa, Air France, KLM, and IAG, have announced many thousands of job cuts�  
I assure Aer Lingus and the wider aviation sector that the Government is fully committed to 
supporting the industry and we acknowledge the importance of providing clarity on the extent 
and duration of the employment supports before the end of June�  We recognise as well that 
the critical issue for the industry is a roadmap for the restoration of international travel�  The 
Government intends to set out a pathway for the gradual reopening of international travel at its 
meeting next week�  I hope there will be an extensive Dáil debate and statements on the issue 
next Tuesday, which will enable Deputies to set out their thinking in that regard�  

We also met yesterday with the CEO of Shannon Group and the managing director of Cork 
Airport to brief them on the situation and to reiterate Government support for the airports 
and their important role in regional development�  Similar engagements occurred between the 
Minister of State, Deputy Naughton, and the unions and employer representative groups in her 
capacity as chair of the Labour Employer Economic Forum, LEEF, and its aviation subgroup, 
at its meeting this week�  The Government is acutely aware of the devastating impact Covid-19 
restrictions are having on the aviation sector nationally and across the world�  We are commit-
ted to ensuring that the aviation sector will be in a position to rebound quickly when the public 
health situation allows�  

Government supports continue to be used to aid companies and their staff throughout this 
crisis.  Throughout the pandemic, the Government has made significant funding available to 
Aer Lingus and other aviation enterprises through a range of business supports�  It is estimated 
that by the end of June 2021, the sector will have received approximately €300 million in such 
supports�  The bulk of those supports was in the form of the temporary wage subsidy scheme, 
TWSS, and the employment wage subsidy scheme, EWSS, programmes, which were specifi-
cally designed to maintain the link between employers and employees�  An additional €32�1 
million is also being provided in respect of support for Cork and Shannon airports this year�  My 
Department is also assessing applications for funding to the State airports under the auspices 
of the €20 million Covid-19 supplementary support scheme, and the Minister of State expects 
to be in a position to provide funding to Cork and Shannon airports under this scheme shortly�  
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All our thoughts today are with those impacted by the announcement by Aer Lingus yes-
terday and with all those in the aviation industry who continue to be impacted by the biggest 
crisis this sector has ever faced�  I assure workers and all those involved in the aviation industry 
that the Government will continue to support the industry and to review the supports which 
may be required in the months to come�  While we are not yet able to permit the restoration of 
international travel, work is under way to ensure that we are prepared for exactly that situation�  
Until then, the Government will continue to provide supports to the aviation sector, as we do 
to all sectors of the economy�  Aviation has been particularly badly hit�  It, along with tourism 
and hospitality, are the areas which deserve our greatest help, support and attention and those 
elements will be provided in every way we can�  

20/05/2021KKK00300Deputy Louise O’Reilly: Sinn Féin vigorously opposed the privatisation of Aer Lingus 
in 2015 by Fine Gael and the Labour Party�  We said at that time that it would cost jobs�  Un-
fortunately, that decision has left the Government severely weakened in its position and that 
is obvious�  I ask the Minister to engage proactively with Aer Lingus, and to not come in here 
and list the supports every sector is getting�  The aviation sector has been hit harder than most�  
Surely, the Minister must acknowledge that�  Can the Minister please advise us regarding when 
we are going to see a recovery plan for aviation, because Sinn Féin has been requesting that for 
months?

That recovery plan must include antigen testing and the digital green certificate.  We need 
a roadmap out of this situation, because, at the very least, that will give Aer Lingus confidence 
that it will be able to retain those bases because business will be coming back�  The Minister is 
not giving the airline that confidence now.  From talking to people in the sector, I know they are 
deeply disappointed at his hands-off attitude.  They do not believe the Minister is committed 
to aviation and the retention of these jobs�  He must step up to the plate and demonstrate such 
commitment�  

20/05/2021KKK00400Deputy Darren O’Rourke: Regarding the scale of the supports, the Minister mentioned 
€300 million by the end of June�  Other countries are providing many times that level of sup-
port�  In addition, with that €300 million, we have no commitment regarding strategic connec-
tivity or the protection of jobs�  That is completely inexcusable�  The aviation sector will have to 
recover, and we will need it to be strong and robust in future�  The supports must be continued 
and significantly increased immediately.  A clear plan is also required, and, as Deputy O’Reilly 
outlined, it must involve the digital green certificate, be detailed clearly and involve the pros-
pect of antigen testing to deal with the quarantine restrictions, which we all hope to relax when 
it is safe to do so�

20/05/2021KKK00500Deputy Kieran O’Donnell: I am a Deputy from the constituency of Limerick City in the 
mid-west�  Connectivity through Shannon Airport is vital�  It is a key component of our eco-
nomic and tourism model�  Crucial in that respect is the need to have an Aer Lingus cabin crew 
base located at Shannon Airport to ensure it is possible to provide flights at times which suit 
business people in the region and tourists�  In that regard, I have two requests�  First, I under-
stand from the Taoiseach that the Government will continue to engage with Aer Lingus to seek 
to reverse the closure of the cabin crew base�  Second, whatever supports are needed should be 
provided to ensure we can retain that base in Shannon�

Finally, regarding the reopening, and we look forward to that announcement of the plan next 
week, I ask that it be done in a way that will enable us to be ready when the full resumption of 
air travel occurs and the digital green certificate comes in at the end of June.  That would en-
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able us to have the Common Travel Area operational and the Heathrow route up and running 
as quickly as possible, as well as transatlantic flights.  Aer Lingus is a key part of making that 
happen, and, in turn, an essential component in that regard is the retention of the cabin crew 
base�  That is an important aspect, in addition to the jobs themselves�  

20/05/2021KKK00600Deputy Sean Sherlock: Mention was made of the common travel area, transatlantic flights, 
the digital green certificate, antigen testing, maintaining people in uniforms and protecting jobs.  
In that context, the base in Cork Airport is closing for three months�  When the reopening plan 
is unveiled, will it enable people who work for Aer Lingus in Cork Airport to be confident that 
their jobs will be protected and restored and the temporary lay-off will be reversed?  That is 
what those people are looking to the Government to do�  I ask the Minister please to think of 
the people of Cork�

7 o’clock

20/05/2021LLL00100Deputy Eamon Ryan: We absolutely think of the people of Cork, Limerick and Shannon�  
I have spoken to representatives of Aer Lingus and Cork and Shannon airports�  The answer to 
the Deputy’s question is “Yes”�  The decision to shut Cork Airport to upgrade the runway to en-
sure the long-term success of the airport was a strategic decision made by the airport authority�  
When I spoke to representatives of Aer Lingus yesterday, I asked them specifically whether the 
possibility of the airport remaining closed had any influence on the decision or if there is any 
sense that the airport will not open again after the runway is rebuilt�  The answer was “No”�  I 
was told that it was an appropriate decision to take to use this period of very limited air travel 
to upgrade the runway�

In answer to Deputy O’Donnell’s question, connectivity will absolutely return to Shan-
non Airport�  It is vital�  In fact, I expect that as Cork Airport shuts down in September for the 
runway to be upgraded, we will see an immediate return of flights from Shannon to make sure 
that the south-western region has connectivity�  However, it cannot be just that�  There must be 
connectivity with the US and other new areas�  It will take time, but those airports will return 
and the jobs will return with them.  Our attention is firmly fixed on this issue.

When I am in discussions with representatives of the airports and the airlines, they are more 
concerned about, and desire more than anything, an understanding of the timeline in respect of 
the reopening of international travel�  As a Government, we committed to providing that time-
line by the end of this month, which we will�  Statements on aviation due to be made in the Dáil 
next week will be a most useful opportunity for the members of the Opposition to set out their 
views as to what that plan and timeline should be�  I look forward to hearing what every Mem-
ber has to say�  There will be plenty of time during statements to go into the detail of the matter�

In reflecting upon what we have heard here, we need to be ambitious and get our aviation 
sector back�  We must heed public health advice, but with the roll-out of the vaccination pro-
gramme, there is the possibility of a return to travel�  I have not heard many experts in the area 
or people in the international sector, or indeed domestically, cite the fact that antigen testing 
will be key or critical in that regard.  I have heard that in respect of the digital green certificate.  
Antigen testing will have a role to play in widespread screening to enable the return to offices 
and colleges�  I am happy, by all means, for a Deputy to show me an example of international 
efforts where antigen testing is being used to provide widespread screening to enable air travel.  
However, and from what I hear and see, it is not the key issue�  The key issue is the application 
of the digital green certificate and the extension, in effect, of the traffic light system that we have 
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introduced�  This will enable a return to travel and ensure that we can get connectivity back with 
our colleagues in the UK, US and Europe, in particular�  In truth, in the start-back phase, it is 
most likely that we will see a return of air travel with those countries that are vaccinating their 
populations at the same rate and following the same timelines as us�  Indeed, some of them may 
even be ahead of us�  It will take time, but we will recover as a country�  Our sole focus is to 
get the aviation sector, and the tourism, hospitality and business sectors that depend on it, back�

20/05/2021LLL00200Apprenticeship Programmes

20/05/2021LLL00300Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: I thank the Ceann Comhairle for the opportunity to 
discuss the important issue of apprenticeships�

I was very welcoming of the launch of the new five-year apprenticeship action plan.  The 
action plan aims to deliver 10,000 apprentice programme registrations per year by 2025�  Ev-
eryone learns in different ways.  The plan to provide a roadmap to a single apprenticeship sys-
tem and new supports for both employees and apprentices are great, but we are currently facing 
serious difficulties in respect of apprenticeships because of the pandemic and the delays in the 
programmes�

I have been contacted by several constituents in Carlow who have highlighted the delays 
that apprentices are currently facing�  Basically, what should have been a four-year apprentice-
ship is looking like it will be six or seven years�  These are hard-working young people who 
will be here to pay taxes for many years to come, hopefully�  However, these delays are going 
to hinder their opportunities to travel and see the world.  They have been held back significantly 
as a result of the Covid pandemic�

This age group have suffered so much.  Many of them worked right the way through the 
pandemic in essential services�  Apprenticeship courses did not provide the same remote learn-
ing options as many other courses�  One constituent of mine started their apprenticeship in Oc-
tober 2019 and should be qualified and finished in 2023.  Their first college phase should have 
started in September 2020, but it has been postponed until October 2022, two years later than 
expected�

Taking an apprentice electrician as an example, it normally takes four years to complete the 
programme�  Phase 1 lasts three months; phase 2, 22 weeks; phase 3, a minimum of six months; 
phase 4, ten to 11 weeks; phase 5, six months; phase 6, ten to 11 weeks; and phase 7, a minimum 
of three months�  Phases 2, 4 and 6 are college-based, and for those apprentices who were due 
to complete these phases in the past 14 months, there has been a major issue�  It must be ad-
dressed.  I am most concerned that this delay will have a knock-on effect on additional college 
places.  One of my greatest concerns is whether there will be sufficient college places available.  

What is the plan to address this issue and what is the solution?  We will be crying out for 
fully-qualified tradespeople as older qualified people retire, and they will not be finished their 
apprenticeships.  That is without mentioning the domino effect it will have.  We know that we 
will badly need tradespeople in the years ahead due to the housing supply issue�  This is the 
sector that is most reliant on apprentices in the workforce�  

Having equal access to an apprenticeship irrespective of background, gender or age should 
be an option for all�  However, if a person signs up for an apprenticeship, he or she should be 
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able to complete the required phases of learning properly�

I wish to stress how hard everyone has worked during this pandemic�  People have made 
sacrifices.  I know that the Minister understands that, given that he has responsibility for third 
level education�  We have seen students trying to work from home and having to tackle prob-
lems with broadband and other issues.  The pandemic has had a major effect on them.  In respect 
of apprenticeships, some apprentices will face a two-year delay in completing their courses�  
That is unacceptable�

Apprenticeship programmes should be an option within the national education and training 
system, transforming them from a well established route to a career in niche areas such as the 
crafts sector, to a well established route to a broad range of careers that are attractive to both 
employers and learners.  If we do not address this backlog, we will have difficulty meeting that 
goal�  I look forward to hearing about the work the Minister has done in this area to address the 
issue, particularly in respect of my own area of Carlow�

I have received several phone calls about this issue�  It is a concern and a worry�  Some of 
the apprentices who have approached me about the issue are paying bills and are finding it very 
hard�  They had a plan that they would qualify by a certain date and now that has been extended�  
I want to know what work has been done on this issue�  I  look forward to hearing the Minister’s 
response�

20/05/2021LLL00400Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (Depu-
ty Simon Harris): I thank the Deputy for tabling this important topical issue�  Indeed, it is most 
timely because I spent the afternoon in a training centre in Glasnevin with our electrical and 
plumbing apprentices�  I engaged very directly with the apprentices, talked to them about their 
experiences and heard their insights in respect of the Covid pandemic�

As the Deputy mentioned in her contribution, apprenticeships sit at the very heart of plans 
by the Government and myself to build a genuine third-level education and training system, one 
that recognises that we all learn in different ways.  Sometimes the earning and learning model 
can be a very useful one�  We want to ensure that we have an apprenticeship system that crosses 
the further and higher education sector, and one that brings together employers, education and 
training providers and our national skills infrastructure�

It has a crucial role to play in taking us out of the Covid-19 crisis, as apprenticeship pro-
grammes also provide a rapid route to economic recovery�  There are currently 61 apprentice-
ship programmes in our country, 25 of which are what are referred to as craft or traditional 
apprenticeships�  They have a largely standardised seven-phase programme of on-the-job and 
off-the-job training.  Off-the-job training is delivered in phases 2, 4 and 6 of a craft apprentice-
ship in ETB training centres, institutes of technology and technological universities�  

Unfortunately, as the Deputy has alluded to and as we all know, the Covid-19 related sus-
pension of face-to-face training in the education and training sector has had a significant impact 
on the ability of craft apprentices to access off-the-job training.  The public health advice was 
that some of these measures could not proceed in the interests of safety for a period�  When per-
missible, face-to-face training is operating at approximately 50% of normal capacity to ensure 
adherence to public health guidance�  That training is now back, but operators must adhere to 
social distancing rules and follow the public health guidance�  This has also exacerbated the in-
creasing pressure on training facilities, which had been growing as a result of the 90% increase 
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in the apprentice population over the past six years�  Indeed, we had great success as a country 
in growing the apprentice population�  The combined impact of all of these factors has resulted 
in what the Deputy correctly referred to as a backlog in electrical, plumbing, carpentry and 
joinery and motor mechanics apprenticeship programmes, in particular�  The combined impact 
of all this has led to what the Deputy correctly refers to as a backlog, particularly in electrical, 
plumbing, carpentry and joinery and motor mechanic apprenticeship programmes�  Remote 
training was introduced for craft apprenticeships assigned to off-the-job training phases from 
January 2021 and great credit is owed to all the staff, trainers and apprentices for this.  They 
managed to put in place online learning for craft apprenticeship programmes, something that 
had never been done previously�  That at least allowed them to progress with the theoretical 
parts of their courses�  However, the core of a craft apprenticeship is not theory�  It is a practical 
programme, and the practical nature requires apprentices to attend on site to be able to access 
equipment and to demonstrate their competency at practical tasks�  As such, the Government 
has prioritised craft apprentices for a return to face-to-face learning�  A phased return has been 
allowed since April, so that is the good news�  They are now back as part of a phased return�

Simply returning to current Covid levels of delivery or, indeed, to pre-Covid levels will 
not be enough, for all the reasons the Deputy outlined�  I have taken some immediate actions 
to support the expansion of the craft apprenticeship training infrastructure�  I am delighted to 
inform the House that I have secured €20 million in additional capital expenditure, which I 
have allocated to SOLAS and the HEA to facilitate an additional 4,000 craft apprenticeship 
places across the system to deal with the backlog and the concern voiced by the Deputy�  This 
is in addition to the €12 million which has already been allocated to support additional classes 
and to put in place additional teaching capacity to ameliorate the Covid-19 measures�  SOLAS 
and the HEA are working intensively with the education and training providers to identify ad-
ditional solutions to address the backlog for the off-the-job element.  The Government will not 
be found wanting in providing any resources that are required to help in this.  I am satisfied that 
with the extra €20 million and the fact that apprentices are now back in the practical classes, we 
will eat into this backlog in the coming months and get on with the delivery of the action plan 
on apprenticeships�

20/05/2021MMM00200Deputy Jennifer Murnane O’Connor: That is very good to know�  Communication is the 
key here so perhaps the Minister could give us more information�  I very much welcome the €20 
million�  It is very important�  Apprenticeships have been part of our culture over the years, but 
we need them now more than ever�  It is great to have that apprenticeship programme�  It can 
offer so much to students.  I strongly welcome this.  In addition, it is important to welcome the 
technological university for the south east�  I have been working very hard with the Minister on 
this for Carlow�  It is great news for Carlow, which has two excellent third level colleges�

I am glad to hear there is only a backlog for a few months�  At least I will be able to tell 
people the Minister is working on the backlog, there is €20 million extra available and, it is 
hoped, within the next few months there will no longer be a backlog�  That is important�  For 
me, communication is key with regard to all the different apprenticeships and courses.  The 
Minister referred to the 61 programmes�  That is excellent�  It is very good for our country and 
it is important for us�  I know the Minister has been working very hard on apprenticeships�  For 
years it has been an issue I believed we should address, and we are addressing it now�  I under-
stand Covid-19 has been a big factor in the delays, but with people getting vaccinated, we are 
getting back on track.  It is important for these students.  They want to be qualified and to work 
full-time, so it is important we get this resolved as soon as possible�  I thank the Minister for 
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his reply�

20/05/2021MMM00300Deputy Simon Harris: I could not agree more with the Deputy�  The Government is go-
ing to do two specific things.  We are allocating the €20 million to provide extra supports, and 
if we need to do more we will do it�  We have given it to the HEA and to SOLAS and they are 
examining what practical measures they can put in place to reduce the backlog�  Second, and 
importantly, we have prioritised getting the apprentices back to their practical face-to-face pro-
vision�  That is in place since last month�

As regards the technological university for the south east, I thank the Deputy for her sup-
port for this project�  I am delighted to tell her that, before I came to the Chamber this evening, 
I wrote to the HEA about the appointment of the international independent panel, the advisory 
panel�  That is the next solid step�  I am not pre-empting that but, subject to things going well, 
we will deliver on the date and get the doors of the technological university for the south east 
open on 1 January 2022�  It will be a major day for Carlow and the south east�  We will keep 
talking about Carlow College as well, and I know we have work to do on that�

Apprenticeships are very much at the core of the Government’s education policy and the 
economic recovery policy.  We want to do five things.  We want to get more apprentices - 10,000 
each year by 2025�  We want to ensure there are more diverse people involved in apprentice-
ships, especially more women�  We want to make sure there is a broader range of apprentice-
ships�  I am delighted with the roll-out of a new apprenticeship programme in hairdressing, for 
example, in recent weeks�  There are 17 more apprenticeship programmes in the pipeline�  We 
want the public sector not to just lecture people but to step up and play its part�  We want it to 
hire 750 apprentices every year by 2025�  Every county council, State agency and Department 
has a role to play�  We also realise we cannot deliver on this agenda without businesses, so we 
want to provide more supports for businesses, including financial supports.

The Government is prioritising apprenticeships and will continue to do so�  We must end 
the narrow, elitist and sometimes, sadly, snobby attitude we have to third level education in this 
country.  We must recognise everybody learns in different ways.  There is no right way or wrong 
way, just many different ways.  Apprenticeships will be at the core of that.

20/05/2021MMM00400Planning Issues

20/05/2021MMM00500Deputy Neasa Hourigan: I wish to discuss build-to-rent construction�  I will begin by be-
ing honest in saying I do not like it�  I do not like it as a model and it did not exist when I was 
working in architecture.  I do not like the fact there is a two-tier standard of housing that differ-
entiates between what you might need when you are renting and what you might need when you 
own a building�  I do not like the lower standards it engenders and that apply to build-to-rent 
versus owner-occupier units, and I do not like that Irish residents will be paying rent in perpe-
tuity, mainly to foreign funds, for the pleasure of living in what I consider to be substandard 
housing, especially since the rents are often unsustainable at present�

However, even if I did like build-to-rent, I would still be concerned�  The increasing preva-
lence of any typology in a particular area is a problem, especially in Dublin�  It is an emerging 
issue in my constituency of Dublin Central�  The Dublin Inquirer recently published an article 
which stated that between 2018 and 2020 as much as 70% of housing units granted permission 
in Dublin City Council were build-to-rent�  My own review of strategic housing developments 
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and their applications to An Bord Pleanála in the past year in the Dublin City Council area in-
dicates a similar number, with approximately 65% of units being build-to-rent�  In my constitu-
ency there is a single forthcoming development in Clonliffe College of more than 1,600 units, 
and 1,300 of those will be build-to-rent.  That is the size of a small town.

There will always be a need for rental accommodation�  People will need it for the short 
term, the medium term, the long term or for a particular life stage�  They might need it for a cer-
tain type of employment or for financial reasons.  They might need it just because some people 
like to rent and do not want to buy�  We must have rental housing stock, but we do not need low-
quality housing stock�  Build-to-rent units have no requirement for cross-ventilation, minimal 
requirements for storage and minimal requirements for community amenity�  They have a 5% 
variation, which means that there can be units that are smaller than the minimum requirement�  
They have relaxed fire safety regulations so there are no lobbies to kitchens and there are lower 
ceiling heights.  There is a variation for sprinklers.  That does not engender confidence in build-
to-rent as a typology�

I am not sure that, when the then Minister with responsibility for housing introduced build-
to-rent guidelines, he envisaged the level of uptake we see at present�  I hear a great deal about 
social mix from other parties when we are developing sites�  I believe we need a balance with 
build-to-rent developments.  We limit the amount of social and affordable housing in develop-
ments�  We should now, at a minimum, have a percentage cap on the build-to-rent element of 
any site, if not an outright ban�  That balance is needed for sustainable communities so they do 
not become dominated by transient housing models�  Those housing models are not transient 
because of the people in them, but because people do not want to live in them for long as they 
are not up to standard�

In November last year, the Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage pro-
duced a welcome report on co-living developments�  On foot of that report, the Minister took 
the view that the number of applications and permissions was too high and decided, effectively, 
to ban co-living�  That was the correct decision in my view�  I ask that the Department com-
mence a similar review of what is happening with build-to-rent and the impact it is having on 
the market in inner city areas�  We must make a conscious decision about the appropriate levels 
and locations for this type of development because every community deserves to have quality 
housing�

20/05/2021NNN00100Deputy Peter Burke: I thank the Deputy for raising this important matter�  Members will 
be aware that what happened in Maynooth is not acceptable, as the Government moves quickly 
to address this issue�  The Taoiseach was clear from the outset that the Government does “not 
want institutional investors competing with first-time buyers”.  He went on to say that, “Our 
priority is first-time buyers.”

The actions taken yesterday by the Government are evidence of the priority we have given 
this matter and our commitment to levelling the playing field for ordinary people who rightfully 
aspire to owning their own home.  I will return to this in a moment but in the first instance, I 
want to clear up any confusion that may exist between buy-to-rent and the recent bulk-buying 
of houses in Maynooth by institutional investors�  For absolute clarity, let me state that the de-
velopment in Maynooth did not go through the planning system as a build-to-rent development 
and, therefore, was not designed or planned as such�  Concern around planning permission be-
ing allocated to build-to-rent is, therefore, not entirely accurate in this case�  
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The Maynooth issue has arisen as a result not of the build-to-rent application or planning 
permission but, rather, the standard-type planning permission with which we are all familiar�  It 
was only after the planning process had concluded that the developer chose to sell all remaining 
units to an institutional investor whose intention to rent those units was not part of the original 
planning process.  Prior to 20 May, if applicants or developers did not seek permission specifi-
cally for a build-to-rent development, they were still free to sell or rent any or all of the units, 
which included selling the units to anyone who wished to rent either one or all of the units�  This 
is what gave rise to the issue of concern in the context of the Maynooth development�

I will summarise the issue and the way we addressed it�  Yesterday, 19 May, saw the issu-
ance of new ministerial guidelines under section 28 of the Planning and Development Act 2000, 
as amended, to address the regularisation of commercial institutional investment and regula-
tions in certain housing developments�  These guidelines will ensure new own-door houses 
and duplex units in housing developments are not bulk purchased by commercial institutional 
investors in a way that would cause the displacement of individual purchasers and-or social, af-
fordable and cost rental units�  The Minister, Deputy Darragh O’Brien, intends to bring further 
changes through in the Affordable Housing Bull 2021, which is currently before the Oireachtas, 
to enable local authorities specify a minimum percentage of these houses and duplexes solely 
for the purchase of owner-occupiers.  Specific proposals will emerge in the coming weeks.  

It is important for me to clarify the actions taken and that the reasons they were taken were 
different than those suggested by the Deputy in the question she posed.  In that regard,  I want 
to directly address the question posed and explain that the planning is not allocated�  It is up 
to applicants or developers to seek planning permission specifically for build-to-rents, which 
permission has particular conditions and requirements attached.  I will briefly summarise them.  
Chapter 5 of the Design Standards for New Apartments Guidelines for Planning Authorities 
addressed the relatively new and emerging build-to-rent sector and set out a number of key 
and distinct characteristics of this type of accommodation and relevant planning requirements�  
Build-to-rent projects are usually a single entity investment for a long-term rental undertaking 
comprising individual residential units within the development that are not sold off separately 
for private ownership and-or subsequent subletting individually, which is a key difference from 
the traditional housing development model�  The guidelines provide for planning permission for 
specific build-to-rent developments to be sought from the planning authority.  Where such per-
mission is applied for, the proposed development must also include the provision for dedicated 
amenities and facilities, specifically for residents, in terms of communal recreational space and 
works spaces, as well as a range of other support services�  My point is that there may be room 
for build-to-rent as envisaged and provided for in the planning guidelines while, at the same 
time, ensuring that safeguards are put in place to protect first-time buyers and owner-occupiers.

Perspective and balance are also important�  Let us look at the data�  Build-to-rent develop-
ments form a relatively small proportion of the planning applications lodged�  As of February 
2021, 48,397 residential units in total have been approved under the strategic housing devel-
opment process, comprising 12,991 houses, 27,624 apartments and 7,782 build-to-rent units�  
Build-to-rent makes up 16% of the total residential units approved under the strategic housing 
development process�  The amount of build-to-rent developments approved is currently, there-
fore, relatively small�

20/05/2021NNN00200Deputy Neasa Hourigan: I thank the Minister of State�  As he said, build-to-rent makes 
up 16% overall but that figure is 65% in my constituency.  That is a predominance of build-to-
rent�  I take the Minister of State’s point about Maynooth but we might just stick with the issue 
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around the quality of build-to-rent accommodation�  It is a lower standard and there are lower 
requirements for storage and public amenities�  Even those people who rent should have a place 
to park their prams�

I want to bring to the Minister of State’s attention something that has been raised in the 
Joint Committee on Disability Matters and not only by me�  Some 13% to 15% of the popula-
tion has a disability�  Such people are more likely to be living in poverty and less likely to be 
purchasing their own homes�  A considerable proportion of those people live in private rental 
situations�  The minimum requirements for spatial set-outs in build-to-rent are fundamentally 
in conflict with the rights of people with disabilities.  A 5% variance on spatial standards means 
that a studio or one-bedroom apartment of 37 sq� m can be brought down to 35 sq� m�  That is 
a tiny amount of space without any room for storage�  There is no generosity in that space�  We 
already know there is an issue in accessing the home adaptation grant for private rental proper-
ties.  There is no likelihood that the significant proportion of the Irish population who have a 
disability can seriously use the 65% of build-to-rent permission in my constituency�  That is the 
outsized impact that build-to-rent has on areas such as Dublin Central.  I would very much like 
if it was 16%�  

For the record, I have no objection to professional landlords and landlords who are running 
properties in bulk�  My query and concern is about the standard of the buildings we are now 
putting in place�

20/05/2021NNN00300Deputy Peter Burke: I thank the Deputy for her interest in the matter, which I know is gen-
uine�  As Minister of State with responsibility for housing for people with disabilities, I can tell 
the Deputy we are doing a huge amount of work on design in that space�  That will be emerging 
in the coming weeks�  We are also updating a new strategy, on which consultation is ongoing�

The question posed illustrated some confusion or misconception that may exist�  I want to 
clarify the point about the curbing of planning or allocations for build-to-rent developments�  
I must say categorically that planning is not allocated�  It is up to the applicant or developers 
to seek the planning permission specifically for build-to-rent, which has particular conditions 
and requirements attached, as I outlined earlier�  Housing and planning, and how they interact, 
are complex, as the Deputy will know�  As Minister of State with responsibility for these mat-
ters, I am grateful to have the opportunity to put the facts before the House and to dispel any 
confusion that may exist�  I genuinely hope I have tried my very best to do this today�  There 
are some real and tangible issues and I do not underestimate the impact that all of these have on 
our everyday lives�  The Government has demonstrated by its actions that it does not want, in 
the first instance, institutional investors competing with first-time buyers and, for the Deputy’s 
information, the new guidelines are now available on the Department’s website, as I said�

I have already stated that affordable housing for buyers is a key priority for this Government.  
Legislation, namely, the Affordable Housing Bill, is currently passing through the Oireachtas.  
Giving first-time buyers a realistic chance is important, allowing them an aspiration of realising 
home ownership.  It is important to recognise that a one-size-fits-all approach is not appropriate 
and Government policy must be broad and diverse enough to meet the varied housing needs 
of a modern, cosmopolitan society�  A mix of typology is required for a varied market and in 
meeting the needs of one cohort, we cannot ignore another�  That is why it is important to recog-
nise the complexities involved and to ensure that in addressing one particular issue, we do not 
inadvertently create problems in another area�  We have given careful consideration to all these 
measures and I will outline and raise the Deputy’s concerns in terms of design with the Minister, 
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Deputy Darragh O’Brien, and the Department�

20/05/2021NNN00400An Ceann Comhairle: I thank the Minister of State and the Deputy�  I thank all Deputies 
who submitted matters for Topical Issue debate and the Ministers and Minsters of State who 
have attended to respond.  To be helpful to Deputies, I will say that if they have specific con-
cerns about the topic being raised, it would be helpful if those specific concerns were mentioned 
in the question itself so that a Minister, in responding, would have a chance to do the necessary 
research�

20/05/2021NNN00500Estimates for Public Services 2021 - Message from Select Committee

20/05/2021NNN00600An Ceann Comhairle: The Select Committee on Foreign Affairs and Defence has com-
pleted its consideration of the following Revised Estimates for public services for the service of 
the year ending on 31 December 2021: Votes Nos� 35 and 36�

20/05/2021NNN00700Principles of Social Welfare Bill 2021: Second Stage [Private Members]

20/05/2021NNN00800Deputy Sean Sherlock: I move: “That the Bill be now read a Second Time�”

As set out in its Long Title, this is a Bill to make provision for a statement of principles to 
inform the interpretation and administration of the Social Welfare Acts to provide for a social 
welfare charter, to impose a duty to promote the take-up of social welfare entitlements, to set 
out certain rights to information, advocacy and supports for social welfare recipients and appli-
cants, to confer additional functions on the Citizens Information Board and to provide for relat-
ed matters�  Section 1 provides for the Short Title of the Bill and for the collective construction 
together with the Social Welfare Acts�  It also provides that the Bill comes into operation six 
months after its passing�  I am given to understand that is not likely but I will try, nonetheless�

Section 2 is an interpretation section and defines terms used in the Bill.  In particular, “the 
Acts” means the Social Welfare Acts, “the Board” means the Citizens Information Board, “as-
sistance” means any social welfare assistance, benefit or payment provided under the Acts, 
“Minister” means the Minister for Social Protection, “officer of the Minister” includes, with 
regard to supplementary welfare allowance, an appropriate employee of the Health Service 
Executive, HSE, and “social welfare system” means the system for giving assistance to persons 
in accordance with the Acts�

Section 3 sets out the social welfare principles that: the social welfare system contributes 
to realising economic, social and cultural rights that are indispensable for personal dignity and 
the free development of human personality; the social welfare system progressively achieves 
commitments made in Article 22 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Article 45 
of the Constitution; social welfare is an investment in the people and is, accordingly, for the 
public good and general benefit; the delivery of social welfare is a public service; respect for the 
dignity of persons should be at the heart of the social welfare system; the social welfare system 
should contribute to reducing poverty; the social welfare system should be designed on the 
basis of evidence; the social welfare system should be progressively improved in ways which 
put the needs of those who require assistance first and advance equality and non-discrimination; 
and the social welfare system should be efficient and should deliver value for money.
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The section provides that all those concerned with the interpretation or administration of the 
Acts or performing functions under them must have regard to the social welfare principles�  In 
addition, a court or tribunal in civil or criminal proceedings may take the social welfare prin-
ciples into account when determining any question to which the principles are relevant�  Noth-
ing in this section of itself, however, gives rise to a cause of action in respect of anything done 
in the administration of the Acts or the performance of functions under them�

Section 4 provides that a social welfare charter is to be prepared, published and from time 
to time reviewed�  The charter must set out what is to be expected from the Government and the 
Minister when developing social welfare policy, from the Minister, his or her officers and others 
when administering the Acts or performing functions under them and from persons who apply 
for and receive assistance through the social welfare system�

The charter must reflect the social welfare principles, as spelled out in the Bill, and the Min-
ister must prepare the charter within six months of this Act coming into operation�  In preparing 
the charter, the Minister must consult the board and persons who receive assistance through the 
social welfare system, or their representative bodies, together with such other persons or bod-
ies as he or she considers appropriate�  The Minister must lay a draft of the charter before both 
Houses of the Oireachtas for their prior approval and make the charter publicly available by 
appropriate means�

Section 5 requires the Minister to review the charter within five years of its being made, and 
every five years thereafter, involving the same consultation process.  Following that review, the 
Minister must decide whether to make any changes to the charter and lay before both Houses 
of the Oireachtas a report setting out the consultation undertaken in carrying out the review, 
the reasons for the decision to make changes or not, and if the Minister has decided to make 
changes, a draft of the charter showing the changes he or she intends to make�  The Minister 
must lay a draft of any changes to the charter before both Houses of the Oireachtas for their 
prior approval�

Section 6 provides that a court or tribunal in civil or criminal proceedings may take the 
social welfare charter into account when determining any question to which the charter is rel-
evant, but that a failure to comply with the charter does not of itself give rise to grounds for any 
legal action�

Section 7 deals with the Minister’s duty to promote take-up�  The section provides that the 
Minister must keep under consideration what steps he or she could take to ensure that persons 
are given what they are eligible to be given through the social welfare system, and where the 
Minister considers it appropriate to do so, take any of the steps identified by that consideration.

For this purpose, the Minister must have regard to the importance of communicating in a 
way that ensures persons who have difficulty communicating with regard to speech, language, 
and so forth can receive information and express themselves in ways that best meet their per-
sonal needs�

The Minister must have regard to the importance of providing information in a way that 
is accessible for persons who have a sensory, physical or mental disability; the importance of 
ensuring that any information required to be given to a person is done so in a format that is 
accessible to that person, and that any information required to be made publicly available is 
done so in formats that are accessible to persons with a sensory, physical or mental disability; 
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the possibility that information obtained for the purpose of determining a person’s eligibility 
for one type of assistance might be used to identify his or her eligibility for other types of as-
sistance; and the role of the independent information, advice and advocacy services provided 
by the board in ensuring that persons are given what they are eligible to be given through the 
social welfare system�  The steps to be taken by the Minister must include measures to provide, 
or ensure the provision of, information about the independent information, advice and advocacy 
services provided by the board to applicants�

Section 8 requires the Minister to prepare a strategy to promote take-up, which sets out his 
or her best estimate of the extent to which all those eligible for assistance through the social 
welfare system are being given the assistance they are eligible to be given, and the steps under 
section 7 that the Minister intends to take during the strategy’s lifetime�

Section 9 provides that, where, in the course of determining a person’s entitlement to as-
sistance, it appears to the deciding officer that the person may be eligible for other assistance, 
the officer must so inform the person, and if it is not reasonably practicable for the officer to 
proceed with a determination of the person’s entitlement to that other assistance, he or she must 
provide the person with information about how to apply for it.  This does not preclude an officer 
from requesting further information for the purpose of determining the person’s entitlement to 
the other assistance�

Section 10 provides that officers of the Minister must comply with a person’s wish to have 
another person, that is, a supporter, present during any interview relating to the person’s entitle-
ment to assistance, unless the wish is unreasonable�  The role of such a supporter shall be to 
support the person in question during the interview, including making representations on the 
person’s behalf�  The Minister is not required to provide or pay for a supporter�

Section 11 confers the following additional functions of the Citizens Information Board to 
scrutinise legislative proposals in accordance with section 12�  It must prepare and submit to the 
Minister, or to an Oireachtas committee, a report on any matter relevant to social welfare that 
the board is requested to examine and report on�  It must also prepare and submit to the Minister 
and both Houses of the Oireachtas, and publish, an assessment of the extent to which any or 
all of the expectations set out in the social welfare charter are being fulfilled and make recom-
mendations for improvement where those expectations are not being fulfilled.  In performing its 
functions under the Bill, the board must have regard to the social welfare principles and it may 
consult any persons it considers appropriate�

Section 12 provides that where the Minister proposes to make social welfare regulations, he 
or she must first inform the board of the proposals, notify both Houses of the Oireachtas that 
he or she has done so and make the proposals publicly available by appropriate means�  Having 
been informed of the Minister’ proposals, the board must then prepare a report setting out its 
observations and recommendations and submit a copy to the Minister and both Houses of the 
Oireachtas to publish the report�

When laying regulations or draft regulations before both Houses of the Oireachtas, the Min-
ister must also lay before both Houses either a response to the board’s report on the proposal 
for the regulations or a statement explaining why the Minister considers it appropriate to lay 
the regulations or draft regulations before the Houses before the board has submitted its report�

Section 13 deals with liability in respect of overpayments under the Acts�  It provides that a 
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person who is liable to repay the value of any assistance that was given due to an error is not so 
liable if the error is neither the person’s fault nor the kind of error that the person could reason-
ably be expected to notice�  An error is a person’s fault if it is caused or contributed to by the 
person providing false or misleading information, failing to notify an appropriate officer about a 
change in circumstances where obliged to do so or causing another person to do either of those 
things�  In considering whether an error is of a kind that a person could reasonably be expected 
to notice, regard is to be given to the extent to which the value of the assistance given in error 
exceeds the value of the assistance that would have been given had the error not been made and 
whether any information given to the person prior to, or immediately after, the assistance was 
given would have alerted a reasonable person to the fact that a decision had been, or was to be, 
made on the basis of incorrect information or a wrong assumption�

Section 14 requires the Minister, before the end of each year, to prepare a report stating what 
he or she has most recently calculated to be the impact on social welfare payments of the rate 
of inflation in the State.  The report would also outline how the Minister calculated the impact, 
what he or she has done, or intends to do, in the light of the calculations and the reasons for that 
decision�  The Minister must lay a copy of the report before both Houses of the Oireachtas and 
make it publicly available�

Section 15 requires the Minister, as soon as practicable after the end of each financial year, 
to lay before both Houses of the Oireachtas, and publish, a report on the performance of the 
social welfare system in that year�  The report shall include a description of what the Minister 
has done in that year to meet the expectations of the social welfare charter�

20/05/2021PPP00200An Ceann Comhairle: Thank you, Deputy Sherlock�  I would like to propose a slight reor-
dering of how the House transacts this business�  I note that Deputy Kerrane is the only Deputy 
offering.  With the agreement of the House, I propose that we hear Deputy Kerrane and then 
go to the Minister and Minister of State for a response and thereafter to Deputy Sherlock once 
again�  Is everybody happy with that?

20/05/2021PPP00300Deputy Sean Sherlock: Yes�

20/05/2021PPP00400An Ceann Comhairle: Is it agreed?  Agreed�

20/05/2021PPP00500Deputy Claire Kerrane: I thank the Ceann Comhairle for allowing me to go ahead�  I wel-
come the Bill and commend an Teachta Sherlock on bringing it forward�  There are some really 
interesting elements to the Bill and, overall, it aims to improve our social protection system�  
That system is quite complex and can be difficult to navigate for some people.

One of the principles of the Bill is that the social welfare system should contribute to reduc-
ing poverty�  I acknowledge that it does this already but it is important to say that it must do 
more�  In the past two budgets, core social welfare rates did not move�  More and more people 
are experiencing deprivation, according to the figures in the 2019 Survey on Income and Living 
Conditions�  After the Covid pandemic, especially, we need to see a real focus on tackling pov-
erty�  Part of that needs to be an alignment of all social welfare rates with the minimal essential 
standard of living, rather than the over and back we see every year as we approach the budget, 
with announcements of a fiver for this group but not for that group.  Those decisions should be 
evidence-based and that is where we need to go in terms of our social protection system gener-
ally�

It is positive that the Bill proposes the creation of a charter that will reflect the principles 
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that are laid out�  The Bill seeks to ensure that people are provided with information about, and 
access to, social welfare supports to which they are entitled�  That is really positive�  I am sure 
many Deputies have dealt with situations where, for example, people are left on illness benefit 
for longer than a year or two and, as they approach the pension age of 66, realise they do not 
have the required number of stamps�  People in those circumstances often do not realise that 
they should have perhaps moved on to the invalidity pension but, by the time they do, it may be 
too late.  This happens a lot with different payments and schemes.  We see many cases within 
the social protection system where people are either locked out of receiving supports and face 
financial hardship as a result or are locked in and made dependent on payments because of im-
possibly strict eligibility criteria�

An example of what I am talking about is the case of a wonderful young artist I met earlier 
this week who is partially blind and in receipt of the blind pension�  She has to be careful of 
every gig she takes and any bursary or award she might win�  Such opportunities can almost be 
a hindrance because taking them means she risks losing her blind pension, which is her only 
guaranteed income�  That is wrong�  I cannot begin to imagine what it is like to live with that 
type of worry when one is partially blind or blind.  As it stands, when people apply for benefits 
such as the blind pension, they are, understandably, required to submit medical evidence that 
they are eligible, which in this case means evidence they are blind or visually impaired�  How-
ever, they are also subject to means testing of the income of their entire household�  This means 
that blind and visually impaired people cannot earn a reasonable income by themselves and 
may be linked to a partner’s income, which makes no sense�

We know there is a financial cost to disability.  People do not cease to be visually impaired 
or blind because their income exceeds a very specific and low threshold or their spouse or part-
ner has an increase in income�  The social welfare system should seek to make people’s lives 
easier, not harder�  When I met the woman to whom I referred, I was reminded of another case 
that came up in my constituency office nine or ten months ago that also involved a women who 
was blind and in receipt of the blind person�  When her partner’s income increased on getting a 
promotion at work, she lost the pension�  I ask the Minister to look at this particular payment�  It 
should be paid to everyone who is blind or visually impaired, the number of whom is small in 
the grand scheme of things�  Regardless of what they earn or what any person living with them 
earns, they should be entitled to the blind pension�  When one reviews the list of social welfare 
payments that are means tested, this one really stands out, particularly where it is something 
people are dealing with throughout their entire life�  I ask the Minister to look at it�

I welcome that the charter provided for in the Bill seeks to make access to advocacy and 
advice on social welfare more readily available.  Citizens Information provides invaluable sup-
port to many people seeking advice on their entitlements under our sometimes illogical social 
welfare system.  By enabling Citizens Information to report on the real-life challenges and suc-
cesses it encounters, we will have an opportunity to improve the design and roll-out of social 
welfare measures and support families and individuals in accessing them�

The provision in the Bill on promoting take-up of benefits is really important.  The example 
I gave regarding illness benefit shows that people may not be informed about, or may not re-
alise, the negative impact of certain scenarios in respect of the social welfare system�  The Min-
ister recently introduced a very welcome change to the one-parent family payment by removing 
the earnings threshold where the applicant’s child is under the age of seven�  I would love to 
see that welcome change more widely promoted�  People need to know about it�  It would also 
be great to have access to information on PRSI contributions and stamps�  Under the current 
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system, people can make a request in writing for a history of their contributions�  Many will do 
so, if they know about it, but it would be useful in this day and age to have some kind of online 
system, whether an app or something else, that would enable people to log in and track their 
PRSI contributions throughout their working lives�  They could see where they stand, whether 
they qualify for things like treatment benefit and how far away they are from the required num-
ber of stamps for the State pension�  Something like that would be hugely helpful�

The Bill contains a number of very interesting components�  I commend an Teachta Sher-
lock on his work in bringing it forward�

20/05/2021PPP00600An Ceann Comhairle: The Minister and Minister of State may wish to combine the time 
available to them, which is 20 minutes in total�

20/05/2021PPP00700Minister for Social Protection (Deputy Heather Humphreys): I thank Deputy Sherlock 
for bringing forward this Bill�  It is always good to have a constructive debate in this Chamber 
and I appreciate that the Deputy’s intentions in this matter are absolutely in good faith, with 
a view to ensuring our social protection system works well for all our people�  Everybody in 
this House wants a system that abides by strong principles, one that delivers for its people and 
ensures they get the payments and services they need when they need them and that all informa-
tion is given to them to ensure they are availing of the broad range of supports the Department 
of Social Protection provides�  I do not believe in opposing Private Members’ Bills for the sake 
of it�  However, this Bill, as drafted, raises considerable complexities which could give rise to 
significant unintended consequences which I will set out.

Even before I became Minister for Social Protection, I was aware of - and as a local repre-
sentative had personal experience of - the great work the Citizens Information Board does for 
people in local communities throughout the country.  For many people, it is the first port of call 
for information on services provided by the State�  The work done by the Money Advice and 
Budgeting Service, MABS, is also a vital support for many people�  Indeed, I have had occasion 
to refer many people to MABS and they get excellent service there.  The role of the Citizens 
information Board is set out in legislation and the agency has a very strong working relation-
ship with my Department�  However, this Bill, if enacted, will give inappropriate power to a 
State body under the aegis of my Department to scrutinise regulations, which could actually 
lead to delays in implementing urgent legislation�  The appropriate place for oversight of the 
functions of Government is here in the Houses of the Oireachtas�  Such scrutiny, by bodies other 
than these Houses, would lead to additional layers of bureaucracy when necessary, and often 
urgent, action is required�  For example, if this proposed legislation had been enacted early last 
year, it would have meant that any regulations or legislation that needed to be enacted urgently 
would first have to be revised by the Citizens Information Board.  That scrutiny is the job of 
the Oireachtas�  To add an additional layer would have hindered the agile and responsive ap-
proach we took in providing immediate income supports to assist people financially impacted 
by the public health crisis caused by Covid-19�  Many Deputies in this Chamber have rightly 
praised the work of the staff of the Department of Social Protection.  While there needs to be a 
legislative basis for our actions, sometimes that action has to be swift so that the right policies 
are implemented to provide support to the right people at the right time�

This Private Member’s Bill cuts across constitutional and statutory functions already in 
place, for example the Social Welfare Appeals Office, the Ombudsman and the Irish Human 
Rights and Equality Commission�  Again, while I recognise the Deputy’s good intentions of 
ensuring people can access and are aware of their entitlements, the Bill provides for an un-
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necessary statutory basis to underpin the excellent service the Department already provides to 
people in need.  For example, the Department makes significant efforts in promotion and out-
reach work to make people aware of their social welfare entitlements�  These include promot-
ing the take-up of social welfare payments through numerous online and other media aware-
ness campaigns�  For example, the Minister for Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and 
Youth, Deputy O’Gorman, and I extended parent’s leave and benefit to new parents.  That was 
extended from two weeks to five weeks.  There was a campaign around that and it worked very 
effectively because in the space of just a few weeks, more than 9,700 parents have taken up 
the additional leave.  The recent campaign on the enhanced treatment benefit scheme regarding 
hearing aids also involved a national campaign both on social media as well as in print media�  
Even at the moment, my Department is running an ongoing campaign on broadcast media to 
make people aware of the current problems with scam phone calls�  I again remind people that 
my Department will never ask for bank details over the phone�  Please do not engage if you get 
any such phone call�

As Deputies will be aware, the Department also provides constant and ongoing advice on 
eligibility through its nationwide network of Intreo centres and call centres�  With the easing of 
restrictions, Intreo offices are again open five days a week and our income support helpline also 
remains available�  The Department regularly consults with customers through its customer fora 
and is also obliged to ensure its communications are in an accessible format for persons with 
disabilities�  These are just a few examples of what my Department currently does but of course 
social protection is much more than the work of one Department�

The proposals in the Bill are focused on one Department but do not take due account of 
the complex range of services provided in the field of social welfare across the policy func-
tions of other Departments�  Delivery of social protection and achievement of social inclusion 
is not confined to the payment of benefits.  As recognised in Article 45 of the Constitution and 
in reports like the National Economic Social Council, NESC’s, Developmental Welfare State, 
social protection is a complex interaction of services, payments and active supports that cuts 
across health, housing, education, rural and community development and employment law�  Ac-
cordingly, the development of social protection cannot be progressed in isolation but requires a 
whole-of-government approach�

Turning to the Bill itself, section 2 sets out high level principles to be adhered to in the social 
welfare system�  However, such principles are already set out in Article 45 of the Constitution 
and in the Department’s statement of strategy�

Sections 3, 4 and 5 make provision for the preparation of a social welfare charter�  Again, 
this appears to be duplication with the Department’s statutory requirement to produce a state-
ment of strategy, follow public consultation procedures and for the published version to be laid 
before the Houses of the Oireachtas�  I remind Deputies that the Department of Social Protec-
tion also already prepares and publishes a customer charter and action plan�

Sections 6, 7 and 8 make provision for promotion of social welfare take-up�  As I have out-
lined, my Department already invests significantly in promoting the take-up of social welfare 
payments and services in multiple media channels�  I am absolutely open to working with the 
Deputy if he feels there are areas where we can improve upon this service�  Allowing a person 
to view his or her PRSI contributions online, as suggested by Deputy Kerrane, is actually a very 
good idea and something I will certainly look at�
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Section 9 provides for a support person to accompany a person during a social welfare in-
terview�  In reality, many customers of the Department are digital by desire�  They apply to and 
interact with the Department online�  Currently there is nothing, bar public health guidelines, to 
preclude a person accompanying a customer to an Intreo office.  The Department also provides 
an official translation service where necessary.

Section 10 gives very extensive powers to the Citizen Information Board including pre-
legislative scrutiny, which is normally a function of the Houses of the Oireachtas�  Section 10(4) 
provides that:

The Board may do anything which appears to it be necessary or expedient for the pur-
poses of, or in connection with, the performance of its functions under this Act or to be 
otherwise conducive to the performance of those functions�

This would create a situation whereby a Minister is held accountable by an agency of their 
Department to explain the rationale and merits of specific legislative proposals.  This would be 
done in a context whereby the agency is legally responsible for reporting to the Minister who 
appoints all members to the Board�  Article 28 of the Constitution is very clear that the Govern-
ment shall be responsible to Dáil Éireann�

Section 10(5) of the Bill provides the Citizens Information Board with the right of access to 
any relevant information held by any Minister, the HSE, local authority or relevant public body 
that it may reasonably require for its functions provided in this Bill�  Given the broad powers 
provided by this provision, it is very questionable that this would be in compliance with the 
principles of General Data Protection Regulation, GDPR�

Section 11 of the Bill provides that where the Minister proposes to make regulations un-
der the Social Welfare Acts, he or she must inform the Citizens Information Board, notify the 
Houses that he or she has done so, and make the proposals publicly available�  The board then 
has the opportunity to make recommendations in relation to the proposals with no time limit as 
to how long it may take to consider the draft regulations�  When laying the regulations before 
the Houses, the Minister is then required to provide an accompanying response to the board’s 
recommendations�  This requirement, if enacted, would add considerable delays to the process 
of making regulations.  It would have significant, costly and unnecessary intrusions into the 
business of Government and as I mentioned earlier it would actually have the effect of compli-
cating and slowing down important work�

Section 12 provides for a duty to consider the effects of inflation.  This provision does not 
take account of the fact that the Department undertakes a social impact assessment each year to 
assess the impact of social welfare measures contained in the annual budget process and how 
they impact on each income decile�

Section 13 makes provision for an annual report�  The Department already submits an an-
nual report every year�  Again, this would represent a duplication of work�

8 o’clock

I hope, in going through the Bill by section, the Deputy will accept my bona fides that my 
officials and I have examined the Bill in detail.  I acknowledge the spirit in which it has been 
brought forward and the good intentions behind it but I regret that it would have many unin-
tended consequences, so the Government cannot support it�  However, I assure the Deputy and 
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colleagues throughout the House that my officials and I are happy to work with them if there 
are areas they feel can be improved�  We all want to ensure our social protection system works 
as efficiently and effectively as it can for all our people.

  Since the onset of the pandemic, more than €7�6 billion has been paid through PUP, with 
in excess of 23 million payments issued to more than 850,000 people�  During that period, in 
excess of 10 million phone calls have been answered by staff in the Department.  That demon-
strates very clearly that the Department wants to help and we are here to help people�  Where 
improvements can be made I am happy to work with Deputies on them�

20/05/2021RRR00200An Ceann Comhairle: I call the Minister of State, Deputy Joe O’Brien�

20/05/2021RRR00300Minister of State at the Department of Social Protection (Deputy Joe O’Brien): Go 
raibh maith agat, a Cheann Comhairle�

20/05/2021RRR00400Deputy Sean Sherlock: Perhaps I could save some time�

20/05/2021RRR00500An Ceann Comhairle: We are all for saving some time�

20/05/2021RRR00600Deputy Sean Sherlock: I can save the Minister of State, Deputy Joe O’Brien, a little time, 
if he allows me to intercede at this juncture�

20/05/2021RRR00700An Ceann Comhairle: Go on�  Intercede away�

20/05/2021RRR00800Deputy Sean Sherlock: I thank the Minister for what is a very considered response to the 
Bill, which is full of good intentions�  I accept the arguments and rebuttal of the Minister�

20/05/2021RRR00900An Ceann Comhairle: Would you not let the Minister of State give his considered opinion 
of the Bill?  It appears he does not mind�  The Deputy may proceed�

20/05/2021RRR01000Deputy Sean Sherlock: It would be a fair guess to say the Minister of State is ad idem with 
his senior Minister�  He would not be at variance with her views�

We are very lucky in this country that we have a very good social protection or social wel-
fare system�  It works extremely well for people on a daily basis�  I acknowledge that and as a 
public representative of some years, my day-to-day interactions with officials within this De-
partment are nothing short of excellent.  The culture that exists is one that seeks to help citizens, 
and that is self-evident�  From time to time, the process breaks down but those times are few 
and far between�

This Bill is an attempt to codify a culture and set of principles that are self-evident in the 
Department.  The Citizens Information Board is a very important mechanism for citizens, as not 
only do people have local public representatives to act as advocates but they have the board to 
act as a key advocate�  I have witnesses more people using that service�

Deputy Kerrane made a very good point on PRSI contributions, for example�  This Bill is 
designed to try to give effect to processes that could be devised to make systems more efficient.  
The Deputy proposed notifying people of their yearly PRSI contributions, which might stave 
off cases where the citizen coming up to retirement has to phone a Deputy, who must then go 
through a process of engaging with the Department�  I am absolutely delighted to do this on 
behalf of the citizen but if the citizen had been informed of the PRSI contributions every step of 
the way, the system would be more efficient.  This Bill is designed with such systems in mind.
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I accept the arguments made by the Minister in respect of the Citizens Information Board 
and I admit I had not thought of it when we devised the Bill.  I accept her offer to seek to engage 
where there are perceived failures or where improvements could be made�

As an example, I am currently dealing with Aer Lingus workers�  There is a category of 
workers who because of the Covid-19 pandemic are on what might be called the casual job-
seeker’s benefit.  I have tabled a number of parliamentary questions to the Minister and we are 
engaging with her and some of her officials on this.  People are finding themselves on what 
could be the wrong category of payment and they might need to be in another category so they 
do not fall off a social welfare entitlement cliff where payments might cease overnight.  This 
category includes Aer Lingus workers and a new batch of workers that have come on my radar 
in the past 48 hours from the automotive sector�  These are the Kostal workers in north Cork, 
Limerick and my home town of Mallow�

These workers may not meet the criteria set out in current policies and principles that deter-
mine payments�  This is all to do with the fact that the working week is still Monday to Friday 
but there should be some changes to the system to have regard to the new categories of work-
ers emerging in society who present for social protection but the payments cease as a result of 
a round hole with a square peg.  They do not fit a category and are, therefore, kicked from the 
system�

The purpose of this legislation is to seek to put in place systems so individuals from differ-
ent parts of the country, when they present a case to a local Intreo office, do not get conflicting 
information from various officers because a system can be put in place to “triage” such cases.  
A red light could be put on these types of queries if a category of worker is encountering dif-
ficulties.  It could then be dealt with up the line in a timely fashion.  I am confident the two 
categories of workers I speak of will be dealt with but my Bill would have gone some way to 
responding to those types of scenario�

I do not intend to push this to a vote and I accept the Minister’s arguments and bona fides 
about working with Deputies on all sides of the House when matters such as this arise�  If 
Deputy Kerrane’s very innovative proposal was taken up, we would support it�  If that emerges 
from my Bill falling at the first hurdle, I would not see it as a pyrrhic victory.  We would still 
progress the social protection system as a whole�

20/05/2021RRR01100An Ceann Comhairle: I thank all the Members for their pragmatic approach to this posi-
tion�  It is somewhat uncharted territory�

20/05/2021RRR01200Deputy Heather Humphreys: I can provide some information�  I have a note that may be 
useful�  A person may check PRSI contributions on mywelfare.ie�  I did not realise that�  If we 
need to carry out more improvements, I am happy to do that as well�

20/05/2021RRR01300An Ceann Comhairle: I thank the Minister for her constructive approach to the proposal 
for the Opposition�  Should I take it that there is agreement that the Bill in this case is not read 
a Second Time?

20/05/2021RRR01400Deputy Sean Sherlock: The question could be put to determine if the Minister is formally 
opposing the Bill on Second Stage�

Question put and declared lost�
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The Dáil adjourned at 8�10 p�m� until 2 p�m� on Tuesday, 25 May 2021�


